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God’s Will and My Response 
Lydia 
 
 
 
A group of ladies passed through the city gates early one morning, headed for a quite spot 
along the Gangites River where they had become accustomed to meeting.  The city in which 
they lived, Philippi, named after the Macedonian King, Phillip II, did not have the requisite ten 
men required to form a proper synagogue.  Since 47 BC, Philippi had been a Roman colony, a 
Rome away from Rome1, populated by veterans from Anthony’s victory over the armies of 
Brutus and Cassius, the assassins of the emperor Caesar.  As a Roman city its citizens enjoyed a 
tax free life, great for the various guilds that sprung up, one of which was the guild that traded 
in precious dyes.  This may have been the reason one of the ladies present that morning had 
made her home in Philippi. 
 
Conjecture is that she was the widow of a prominent merchant from the Asian city of Thyatira, 
known also for is colorful purple dye, extracted from the madder root, a practice that would 
continue up to the 19th century.  It is thought perhaps this woman, whose name may have 
been derived from “the woman of Lydia”, was a freedwomen, that is, she had been a slave who 
married her master, learned his business, and then took it over upon his death.  Women in 
Macedonia were renowned for their independence, likely the result of the Macedonian 
princesses in the past.  While it wasn’t common for a woman to rise to such a position in the 
Roman world, it was not unheard of.  A freewoman, one born free, could have full legal rights if 
she had three children; whereas a freedwoman, one born a slave but attaining freedom, could 

have those same legal rights if she had four children. 
 
Perhaps it was during her younger days in Thyatira, a city with a sizeable 
Jewish population, that Lydia had become attracted to Judaism, a faith that 
stood in stark contrast to the pagan practices which abounded in a city 
dominated by the Temple of Apollo.  In Philippi, she continued to seek God 
each Sabbath in the company of a band of women who gathered for prayer 
and fellowship.  However, this day would be different.  On this day their 
gathering was interrupted by the arrival of some strangers.  At first their 
arrival was unsettling, but she felt herself strangely drawn to the group’s 
apparent leader, a man who introduced himself as Paul. 
 
Paul told them about his past life, how he had been a Pharisee, but was now 
a disciple of a man called Jesus – whom Paul claimed, was the long-awaited 

Messiah.  As Paul talked about Jesus, Lydia felt her heart being strangely warmed.  Not only 
were Paul’s stories amazing, but Lydia was convinced, somehow, that they were truth.  The 
more Paul talked, the more she felt drawn, the more she felt a need to respond.  This was what 
she was searching for all her life; she sensed that this man Jesus would fill the emptiness she 
longed to satiate.  She found herself taking the hand of Paul and being lead down into the river, 
a place where she had ceremoniously washed many times – but this time was different.  As 
Lydia felt herself slipping under the water, she knew her old way of life was dying, and as she 
arose to the smiling faces of her friends and Paul, feeling the sun on her face, that she felt 
indeed what could only be described as born again.  Lydia had entered into a new life. 
 
She begged Paul to come back to her home for she wanted others to hear this good news.  The 
joy she felt was almost indescribable.  She felt so alive and wanted everyone to know what had 
happened.  How could Paul say no to his very first convert in Europe?  It was later, back at the 
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home of Lydia, when she began to relate her history, that Paul exploded in laughter.  He was 
laughing so hard he couldn’t talk.  His companions too, hearing her story, were either laughed 
or pounding their chests in joy.  After the laughter died down and Paul composed himself, he 
related how he had come to Philippi.  The journey had begun, for us, in Acts 15:36, when Paul 
said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit the believers in all the towns where we preached the 
word of the Lord and see how they are doing.”  We often describe this as Paul’s second 
missionary journey, but in actuality, it began more as a pastoral tour.  For Salvationists, we 
might describe it as the Area Commander going about performing Corps Reviews.   
 
The word ‘visit’ translates a Greek word that strongly implies the pastoral nature of this tour.  It 
means: to look upon or after, to inspect, examine with the eyes in order to see how he is…   
Jesus used the same word when He said, “I was naked and you gave me clothing, I 
was sick and you took care of me…” (Mat 25:36) and James uses it when he writes, Religion 
that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in 
their distress (Jas 1:27 NET)  After a disagreement that saw Barnabas and Paul part ways, Paul 
set off with Silas, touring thoughout Syria and then Celicia – heading west.  They did indeed 
visit many of the places Paul had planted churches, however Paul was drawn further west, and 
hoped to enter into Asia – where he likely wanted to visit the prominent Asian cities of Colosse, 
Ephesus and a place called Thyatira.  However, the Holy Spirit in some unrevealed way kept 
them from entering that region.   
 
Paul then had in mind to head north, through Mysia into Bithynia, but 
wouldn’t you know it, again the Spirit indicated, “Uh-uh.”  Paul and his crew 
(which now included Timothy and Luke) ended up in Troas, and during the 
night Paul had “…a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, 
“Come over to Macedonia and help us.” (Acts 16:9)  That must have put a 
smile on Lydia’s face.  Justin Rossow, writing for Creative Communications 
puts these words in Lydias mouth: “Here I am, a Thyatiran stuck in Philippi, 
a former slave now running a household; a Gentile in the Jewish place of 
prayer; a businessman who is a woman.”2  The humor is unmistakable.  Paul 
had changed quite a lot since those days he was a zealous young Pharisee, 
rigidly dogmatic about Judaism – and a woman’s place in society.  But it 
turns out his arrival in Philippi was no accident, and the vision of a man 
calling was actually a group of women quietly gathering by the side of a 
small river, seeking God.   
 
Allow me to make three observations regarding this encounter and how it 
relates to God’s will and our response.  One commentator points to a clause in verse 14: “The 
Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message.”  That statement becomes a proof text for 
election in a very strict sense.  He writes: “Surely Luke should play down the fact that God has 
sovereignly chosen some people for salvation…The fact is God does choose which people will be 
saved into his people, and they only choose him because he chose them first.”3   I’ve used this 
commentators material on multiple occasions, for some of his insight and comments are helpful.  
But not here.  Here I must vigorously pushback against such talk for I find it almost obscene. 
 
One of the passages we read earlier from 2 Samuel 14 describes a time when David had 
allowed Absalom back to Jerusalem after Absalom had murdered Amnon (who had raped his 
half-sister), but maintained social distancing from his son.  We are told that “King David 
mourned for his son every day” and “…the spirit of the king longed to go to Absalom.” (2 
Samuel 13:37, 39)  David was estranged from his son, whom he loved, but pride, anger, regret, 
guilt, and more kept David from reaching out.  Joab, one of David’s generals (and quite a 
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nefarious character to boot), conspired to have a woman come to David and plead for the life of 
her fictional estranged son.  David heard her story and granted her wish, at which point the 
woman confronted David:  
 

13 The woman said, “Why then have you devised a thing like this against the people of 
God? When the king says this, does he not convict himself, for the king has not brought 
back his banished son? 14 Like water spilled on the ground, which cannot be recovered, so 
we must die. But that is not what God desires; rather, he devises ways so that a banished 
person does not remain banished from him. 

2 Samuel 14:13-14 
 
In plain terms, she is saying to David, you’re supposed to be a man after God’s own heart, but 
your certainly not acting like God – for he exhausts every effort to bring the exile home.  To 
Ezekiel God said: 
 

Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. 31 Rid 
yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. 
Why will you die, people of Israel? 32 For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, 
declares the Sovereign Lord. Repent and live! 

Ezekiel 18:30-32 
 
Then there is the words of Jesus, who knows a thing or two about salvation.  What did Jesus 
say?   

 
16 For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever 
believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.  17 For God sent not his Son 
into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved. 

John 3:16-17 KJV 
 
Not the select.  Not the few.  Not those good enough.  The whosoever.  We used to 
have that emblazoned on some mercy seats: whosoever will may be saved!   
 

To all kingdoms and all peoples 
‘Tis the same, and shall be ever; 
There’s no difference in the message, 
But to all ‘tis whosover.4 

 
For God so loved the ‘world’.  Before you make an appeal to Romans chapter nine, understand 
that Paul there is arguing about God’s sovereignty and His mercy.  Paul carefully says , “what 
if…”  He isn’t saying this is what God did, but that He is God and He can do as He wants, 
whether we understand it or not.  Let me add Peters thoughts, for he writes: [God] is 
patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” (2 Peter 
3:9) 
 
Lydia’s response to the message of Paul was not a passive response were she had no choice, 
no say in the matter.  Not at all.  It was the work of God from beginning to end, but the 
beginning wasn’t the arrival of Paul, it was when God’s prevenient grace began to woo her back 
in Thyatira, when she became attracted to this Jewish God who was unlike the pantheon of 
other gods.  It was God speaking to her heart all those times she gathered for prayer with her 
new friends on the banks of the Gangites River.  It was God who moved and directed Paul in a 
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direction he never thought of going, bringing him to this spot at this time, for Lydia to hear the 
gospel and respond. 
 
Don’t for a second think that God is or has been inactive in your life.  It is no accident you are 
listening to this message today – and if it wasn’t me it would be any number of ways that God 
will use to stir your heart so you will respond.  Our loving God devices ways for you to return 
from exile, for He loves you more deeply than you can ever imagine. 
 
A second observation is this, earlier in Paul’s life Jesus had commented on Paul’s ‘kicking 
against the goads.’  Apparently Paul had, if not beaten that tendency, had adjusted his mindset 
so as to be more in tune with God’s promptings.  And so, heading out with one thing in mind, 
Paul was steered in the direction God desired him to go, eventually leading him to Troas where 
he received the vision to go to Macedonia.  We aren’t told how God directed Him, or how the 
Spirit impeded the way – and I’m glad He didn’t, for then we would always be looking for the 
same signs, the same direction in our own journey.  The truth is, the God who devises ways for 
us to be saved, also devices ways to direct our paths.  Only once in Scripture does an ass speak 
(though some of you may question that they don’t still); only once did He lead His people in a 
pillar of fire and smoke.  God keeps coming up with new ways to woo us, new ways to bring us 
to the point of response. 
 
Be aware, for right now, in the midst of COVID-19, the unseen hand of God may be directing 
you.  And how will you respond? How might this virus change our priorities; change the way we 
do friendship – perhaps once again discovering the joy of getting together with friends rather 
than tweeting.  I know  am looking forward to that first Sunday we can be together again 
joining our voices in praise of the God who schemes to get us home.  Perhaps it may awaken in 
some hearts that very desire – to not just see church as a building you attend at Christmas and 
Easter, but as a community of faith to belong to, to share life with, to pray and break bread 
together with.  How will you respond? 
 
A few weeks ago we reflected on the prayer of David found in 2 Samuel 7:18-29.  I commented 
at the time on how completely undone David had become in response to what God had done 
for him.  It is a powerful prayer, and Laurie and I would like to share with you a song that I 
think captures beautifully the thoughts of David, and the wooing of Lydia - that prevenient 
grace draws us towards God without our even being aware.  Listen, and sing along with the 
words, and make this you prayer to God this morning. 
 

 
I love You Lord 
Oh Your mercy never fails me 
All my days 
I've been held in Your hands 
From the moment that I wake up 
Until I lay my head 
I will sing of the goodness of God 
 
All my life You have been faithful 
All my life You have been so so good 
With every breath that I am able 
I will sing of the goodness of God 
 
I love Your voice 



You have led me through the fire 
In darkest night 
You are close like no other 
I've known You as a father 
I've known You as a friend 
I have lived in the goodness of God 
 
Bridge 
Your goodness is running after 
It’s running after me 
Your goodness is running after 
It’s running after me 
With my life laid down 
I’m surrendered now 
I give You everything 
Your goodness is running after 
It's running after me5 

 
Let me leave you with one final observation.  The conversion of Lydia took place beside a river, 
surrounded by trees, the sounds of birds chirping, a cool refreshing breeze rustling the leaves.  
It was a picture of serenity, of peace.  It was the kind of setting we associate with picnics, or a 
day in the park.  A short while after this encounter, while still in Philipi, Paul was arrested, 
stripped and beaten, and tossed into jail – a Roman jail.  It was dirty, and smelly.  The stench 
of sweat wafted through the cells; the sounds of cursing and coarse humor turned the air blue.  
That night Paul and Silas began to sing some Chris Tomlin tunes (okay, maybe it wasn’t).  
Suddenly, the foundations of the prison began to shake, a violent and powerful earthquake 
rocked the stone walls, and the chains binding the prisoners unexpectedly flew off, freeing the 
men.  The Roman jailer, shocked by what was taking place grabbed a sword by which to take 
his own life.  The scene could not have been any different than the scene from a few days 
earlier, sitting by river. 
 
But in both places, in both cases, God was at work.  And in both places, hearts responded to 
the wooing of God.  Your conversion experience may not be accompanied with bells and 
whistles and smoke and fire and earthquakes – but it is no less a miracle.  Don’t think God can 
only save in one way, or that one way is better than another.  God can speak to your heart 
equally well on a Sunday morning while singing Just As I Am, as He can on the morning after 
the night before, however that night may have looked, when once again you are feeling the 
emptiness, and the meaninglessness of life.  The important thing is this: it is God’s will for 
everyone to be saved.  God’s will for the whosoever to respond to the love demonstrated by 
Christ on a Roman cross.  God’s will for you to come home, for you to be born again.  So, what 
is your response. 
 

Lord, thank you for relentlessly pursuing us, even when we are ignorant or unwanting of 
your presence in our lives.  Your mercy and grace and love are indeed amazing, and 
irresistible.  So, soften our resistance.  Break down the walls we have built.  Unstop our 
ears to hear the voice that calls the sinner to respond – to come to that place of 
repentance.  May Your Spirit warm our hearts and open them to the message of life – the 
Gospel of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.   

 
 



Hey, thanks for joining us this morning, I pray that you have been blessed – but more, that you 
have responded to God’s will for your life.  If you have any questions or comments, or want to 
know what to do next, drop us an email or call us at 613-206-2137, we would love to hook you 
up with a local church wherever you may be or give you details about how to find us. 
 
God bless you.  And again, thank you for tuning in and listening to the end.  Which is my signal 
to give you the Prather Facebook poke.  Bye now. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Cutting Room Floor 
(notes from others) 
 
Lydia 

• From Thyatira, a city in Asia Minor, the former kingdom of King Lydia (see Rev 2:18) 

• Paul met her in Philippi 

• “may have been an adjective, “a woman of Lydia”  

• Lydia only found here in Acts 16:11-40 

• Described as a worshipper of God, could mean she wasn’t born Jewish but had come to 
worship the Jewish God 

• Sold purple dyed goods 

• Philippi too known for its dye industry 

• She must have possessed some wealth to be in such a trade and be the head of a 
household (implies family and slaves) 

• 2 Cor 11:8 / Phil 4:16 indicate ongoing support from Philippi 

• Philippians a letter of joy.  Paul has happy memories of his time there, and the church 
there 

• “Paul’s letter to the Philippians reveals his special love for their church…”6  

• Lydia’s presence and his memories of her must surely have been a part of his 
attachment and joy 

 

• In Acts 16:10 the ‘they’ (compare Acts 16:7, 8) becomes ‘we’ 

• Octavia and Anthony settled their veterans in Philippi, have a loyal Roman colony on the 
then border of the Empire 

 
FF Bruce 

• Trip from Troas to Philippi took only less than two days, the trip from Philippi to Troas 
five days (Acts 20:6) 

• Travel from Neopolis (modern Kavalla), the port city for Philippi, would be ten miles 
along the Ignatian Way 

• According to Jewish law, no amount of women could compensate for a lack of males 

• Purple dye from madder root, a practice that continued into the 19th century7 

• Inscription give evidence of the presence of guild of purple merchants in Philippi 

• Bruce thinks she became a god-fearer while living in Thyatira 

• Paul’s first convert in Europe not a man, but a woman from Asia (who said globalization 
was a new thing?) 

 

• Women in Macedonia known for their independence, and under Roman law, in effect at 
Philippi, a Roman colony, a freewoman with three children, or a Freedwoman with four 
children, could exercise all the rights and privileges of males 

• Luke appears to stay behind when Paul leaves, rejoining Paul in Acts 20:5-6 

• Suggests that Luke is the “true companion” of Phil 4:3 
 
Phil Moore 

• Argues for election (double predestination) from God opening the heart of Lydia 

• Completely ignores therefore the “whosoever” or human responsibility 
 
John Stott 

• “The invasion of Europe was not in the mind of Paul, but it was evidently in the mind of 
the Holy Spirit.”8 

• Paul had in mind to ‘visit’ churches he had already planted (Acts 15:36) 

• ‘episkope’ implies more of a pastoral encounter, used of visiting the sick 



• Via Sebaste (Imperial Road – built in 6 BC) would have been the natural route 

• Cites A.T. Pierson in his Acts of the Holy Spirit, in regards to ‘double guidance’: whereas 
we experience prohibition and restraint on one hand, with permission and constraint on 
the other9 

• Several examples given: Livingstone who wanted to go to China, instead lead to Africa; 
Carey had planned to go to Polynesia, ended up in India; Judson went to Indoa but was 
compelled onward to Burma 

• “We need to trust Him for guidance and rejoice equally in His restraints and 
constraints.”10 

• Philippi may have been the home of Luke11  Might this have been how they knew where 
to find the small group of ladies on the Sabbath? 

• “once the heart is opened, the home is opened too”12 

• Household implies a family with children, and since no husband mentioned, likely a 
widow 

• Only wild speculation that Lydia was actually Euodia or Syntyche (Phil 4:2) who had 
become the wife of Paul, his “true companion” (‘yokefellow’) 

 
Warren Wiersbe 

• A Roman colony was a “Rome away from Rome”13 

• Reward for veterans settling so far from home was exemption form taxes.  Good for the 
Empire to have loyal citizens on its peripheries 

• “We must not conclude that because God opened Lydia’s heart, Lydia’s part in her 
conversion was passive.  She listened attentively to the Word and it is the Word that 
brings the sinner to the Saviour.”14  (see John 5:24; cf. 2 Thess 2:13-14) 

 
Other Sources 

• Under the influence of the Macedonian princesses, women came to have greater 
freedom in the Hellenistic Age15 
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