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David Renwick 

In our sermons since January we have been thinking about the life and faith and growth of the 
early Christian church – alongside their trials and tribulations. 
We come this morning to one of the simplest and most beautiful stories in the Book of Acts, the 
story of God’s guidance in the life of the Apostle Paul leading him from the region we now call 
Turkey to a city in Macedonia, in northern Greece, called Philippi, and to a woman named Lydia 
who becomes the first convert to Christian faith in Europe and this is not insignificant in itself: 
the fact that the first convert in Europe is a woman. 
In fact – it is a repeated emphasis in the broader story of Jesus and the early Christian Church: 

• The ones who did not abandon Jesus at the cross were women. They were the ones with 
courage – when the men fled 

• and the first witnesses to the resurrection were women at a time when the witness of 
women was not trusted 

And when Paul arrives in Philippi, while his normal course in each new community is to seek out 
a synagogue in order to share with faithful Jews that their Messiah has come (that Jesus is the 
Jewish Messiah) – in Philippi there is no such synagogue, and for one reason: there aren’t 
enough Jewish men in the city! There is no quorum of ten Jewish men (called a “minyan”); not 
“Jewish people” but “Jewish men”: they don’t have in Philippi the ten Jewish men needed to 
establish a synagogue. 
Which means that if there was a worshiping Jewish community at all in Philippi, then it probably 
would be comprised of women and foreigners. And Paul would have known this as he headed 
down to the river – and there finds Lydia, a woman: an educated, sophisticated business woman, 
whose business was high end luxury goods (purple cloth was the quintessential luxury product in 
those days). 
And when she hears about Jesus – she believes, and becomes the first convert to the faith in 
Europe, and the leading figure in the church there. 
So what we’ve see over the past few weeks in Acts Chs 9-15 happening in the church with 
regard to race (God’s passion to break down ancient barriers and taboos between people of 
different ethnic, cultural and racial backgrounds), is now happening in Philippi as well in terms 
of gender. 
There are still men. There are still women. There are still cultural differences between peoples. 
And these need to be honored and cherished (God doesn’t want a boring world of “sameness”). 
BUT none of those distinctions should come anywhere close to undermining the importance of 
the unity and equality given to all of us by God, who Makes all of us in his image, and who gives 
his life for all of us: for people of every tongue and tribe and nation. 
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In Christ Jesus, writes Paul to the Galatians (3:28), there is neither Jew nor Gentile (Race); 
slave nor free (Societal Status); male nor female (Gender); but we are all one in Christ. 

So our passage about the story of Lydia’s conversion has this deeper significance concerning 
God’s embrace of all, building on the previous stories in Acts. 
And the same is true when it comes to the issue of God’s guidance of Paul to bring him to 
Lydia. That is, the theme of “God’s Guidance” is a repeated theme in the story of the early 
church. Acts makes it clear that Paul’s encounter with Lydia is no accident. Paul was clearly 
guided by God to go to Philippi and there to meet Lydia – which wasn’t Paul’s plan to begin 
with at all! 
When our scripture reading begins, what Paul really wants to do is stay within the world he is 
familiar with: the region we now call Turkey. This was home territory for Paul. But as Paul and 
his traveling companions begin to move in one direction or another there was a strong sense that 
God wanted them to head somewhere else: 

• heading southwest was wrong! 
• heading northwest was right! 

And then – there was an even stronger sense – through a vision in the night – that God wanted 
them to leave Turkey behind completely, and expand their vision to the whole of the Roman 
Empire by heading due west across the sea to Europe. 

Let me read again from Acts 16 
Paul and his companions went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia (in central Turkey), 
having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia (in southwest Turkey). 
When they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia (in the north), but the 
Spirit of Jesus did not allow them; so, passing by Mysia, they went all the way down to the coast 
– to the port of Troas (on the Aegean Sea). 
During the night at Troas, Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia (we do not know 
who this man was: perhaps it was Luke, the writer of Acts) pleading with him and saying, 
“Come over to Macedonia and help us.” When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to 
cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to proclaim the good news to 
them. We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace; the following day to 
Neapolis; and from there to the city of Philippi, a Roman colony. 

So what are we to make of this?  
• This spectacular guidance? 
• This vision in the night? 
• This sense that Paul and his friends were being guided by God the Holy Spirit to move in 

a certain direction? To choose one direction over another? 
Well – before we even get to the spectacular nature of the guidance Paul and his companions 
receive, one thing we need to say is simply this: –  

• That we should be stunned by the fact that the God of the universe is a God who is 
interested in guiding human beings at all! 

• This should amaze us because, in the great scheme of things, we are just specks of cosmic 
dust; we’re here for a millisecond of time in the universe and then gone. 
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BUT what God’s people have always believed (including the early Christians) was that our 
Creator God chooses to give significance to our cosmically insignificant lives by noticing us, by 
loving us, by sacrificing himself for us, AND THEN – by finding ways to direct and guide our 
lives to the best of all possible paths. 
This, of course, is the message of a Psalm like Psalm 23.  
Sometimes (as in Psalm 13) in the Psalms God seems so far away, but Psalm 23 tells the truth by 
faith that God is never far away, but that  
 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
  (in other words: God knows me as well as  
  a shepherd knows the sheep in his flock, and as a shepherd:  
 He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
  (he takes care of me, and)  
 He leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul.  
 He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 
And this truth in the 23rd Psalm is repeated throughout the Bible: God repeatedly promises his 
people “Guidance.” But that, of course, brings us back to Paul in Acts 16, and begs the 
question: “HOW”?  

• If God guides us “How does God guide us? How do we know what God’s specific 
guidance is?” Does it always come with visions in the night? Or with strong inescapable 
convictions that couldn’t come from anywhere but God? 

• AND How do you know it’s God at all? and not just some inner psychological 
experience? Or a bad night’s sleep? Or self-deception: using God to justify something we 
just plain want to do anyway? 
As JP Morgan once said: “We always have two reasons for everything we do. A good 
reason and the real reason” 

Self-deception for us sinners is never far away, which means that taking into account a series of 
“checks and balances” not just in government but in seeking God’s Guidance is always the best 
way to go. And this is something we see in Acts – three elements or tools, checks and balances 
that God uses to guide us, that can keep us close to God and help us stay on God’s track, 
wherever God leads 

• The first is The Bible – God’s Guidance that comes from studying the Bible 
• Second, our fellow Believers – Guidance that comes from simple conversations with 

fellow believers.  
• And third, our consciences – God’s Guidance comes directly from God the Holy Spirit to 

our consciences – maybe through some kind of a miracle, or vision, or dream, or angel, 
or simply a strong conviction! 

The Bible, Other Believers, and our Consciences, working hand in hand to help us discern God’s 
path ahead – which means that when God guides, God does not want us to turn to MSNBC for 
guidance, or to Fox News. NO! God’s preferred channels is the good old “BBC”: 
 B for Bible 
 B for Believers, and  
 C for Conscience 
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And like our government, when these checks and balances are lined up you can be pretty sure 
that God the Good shepherd is guiding. 
So going back to the early church: we saw these principles in action in Acts 15, when those first 
Christians struggled with sharing the message of Jesus with all kinds of people from all over the 
world, and when their prejudice got in the way.  

(1) When they needed God’s guidance and wisdom they read THE BIBLE: they read the 
prophets, like Amos and Isaiah, who spoke of a day when God’s limited focus on Israel 
would be over, and when the whole world – not just one nation – would become the center of 
God’s concern.  
And so they knew what to do next: they buried their prejudice; they changed their sense of 
mission and attitude to others, because they followed God’s guidance – in the Bible. 
(2) And when they did so – they did so TOGETHER with other BELIEVERS. Back in those 
days, there was no such thing as “Private or Personal Bible Study.” No one had a portable 
Bible! It was all on scrolls or large parchment books called a “codices.” So, when you read 
the book, you read it together, and discussion with others followed .  

This, too, is something we saw last Sunday in Acts 15, when Jesus’ brother James and Simon 
Peter his closest friend, met with Paul and his friend Barnabas to discuss all the foreigners 
coming into the church. They studied the Bible, and they talked about it together. And in the 
talking and the listening God shaped their consciences, and gave them a sense of direction about 
their next step. 

Sometimes this sense of direction is powerful and explicit 
• An inescapably strong conviction 
• A vision in the day or night 
• OR even an Angel 

I’ve always wanted to see an Angel. I never have, as far as I know. Remember, though, the Bible 
says (Hebrews 13:2) that we can sometimes entertain angels and not be aware of it!) 
And over the past 66 years, I can think of only a handful of times in which there was something 
approaching a vision or a conviction so strong and out of the blue (as with Paul) that it couldn’t 
have been anything else but God 
One of the moments of vision was in one of my churches on a Christmas Eve, when the music 
was exquisite, and the spirit in the sanctuary was filled with love, and a voice in my head said 
“you won’t be here next year.” And I began to cry, and say to God, “No! This is where I want to 
live; this is where I want to be.” 
BUT the voice was right! – and within a few months a door opened up to a new ministry, and 
within a year Currie and I were serving in another church – somewhere else! 
BUT – this, in all my life has been less than a handful of times, and far more frequent by a 
million miles have been those moments when the guidance in my conscience was very human 
and down to earth: 

• Jesus’ life and teaching from the Bible 
• the teaching of the Bible as a whole 
• specific verse of Scripture in my memory 
• the counsel of other believers 
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Along with Circumstances and Common sense and Prayer, all mingling together, with a simple 
trust THAT GOD IS A GOD WHO GUIDES 
No fanfare. No obvious sign of the miraculous. But checks and balances – the BBC – and the 
promises of God. 
This is the God who led Paul through Turkey – not to the south or the north BUT to the west and 
to Europe 
This is the God who led Paul down by the river in Philippi – to Lydia, a woman; the first convert 
in Europe 

God guided him clearly and will guide our lives too if we seek his path and guidance – of 
that I am sure not MSNBC; not Fox News – but the BBC: Bible – Believers – and Conscience  
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