Page 3 of 4

[image: image1.png]&y WhittonbaptistChurch

Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon Title: God’s Wonderful Providence
Bible Reference: Acts 16:6-15
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
"And a certain woman named Lydia, a seller of purple, of the city of Thyatira, which worshipped God, heard us: whose hearts the Lord opened, that she attended unto the things which were spoken of Paul."—Acts 16:14.

Fascinating series of events that are so helpful for us. Dive straight in:

1. God’s wonderful providence 
Show map – The great apostle Paul is back on his travels, going back to revisit churches in Turkey he’d help found a few years before to encourage and support, to teach and deliver instructions from the mother church in Jerusalem. Having done so he then decides that it would be a great idea to break new ground with the gospel, to bring Jesus to people who’d never heard of him, in the region of Asia. But try as he might he just couldn’t do it – in fact v6 says that he was specifically ‘kept by the Spirit from preaching the word in Asia’. We don’t know how H/S did it, but it was like Paul was gagged. ‘Then I’ll go north, to Bithynia, they need to hear about Jesus’. So travel plans are changed and north they go – fully expecting that with one door closed another must open. Yet when they get to the border the same thing happens - the ‘Spirit of Jesus wouldn’t let them’. Can’t go north, can’t go south – only way is west and they end up on the western most port of Troas. But what can he do here apart from turn round and go back the way he came! What is the point of all this? What a waste of time! What is God up to?

Shut up, trapped almost, in Troas Paul doesn’t know which way to turn or what to do. He just knows he’s not where he planned to be and has no idea what’s to come. Asleep one night he has a startling, arresting vision of the man from over the sea calling him, begging him, to go to help him. In the morning he shares this with his travelling companions and as they do, the penny dropped and they realise that the closed doors were no accident – they had been brought to Lands end Troas to get them in the place where God could direct them on the next leg of the journey.

It hadn’t, it seems, dawned or occurred to them to be looking into ‘Gentile country’ – Good Jews didn’t go there! Anyway, immediately they packed up boarded a ship and crossed into Macedonia.  As was Paul's custom he headed for the nearest major place of population – Philippi, correctly understanding this was where God was most likely wanting him to go.
But in Philippi there was no man waiting with open arms to welcome him and tell him he had been waiting. Several days pass and nothing. No leading, no opening, no clearer sense of what to do.
Saturday Sabbath comes and Philippi being a godless town (it was a Roan colony largely populated by Italian ex pats, and ruled like a mini Rome)  there wasn’t even enough God fearing men to form a synagogue to what few God fearing people there were would have to meet outside the city. Paul learned where this was – by the river and determined he’d go to meet with the God believers there.  And there he met Lydia – who was to be the first non Jewish believer in Jesus. (a woman!). All this way to meet a woman – but this was God’s doing. 

Strange thing was that this wasn’t even Lydia’s home town! She came from where Paul had just left – Thyatira in Turkey! But here in Phil she was running her probably very successful business of selling purple cloth imported directly from Thyatira. This product was a high priced commodity among the Romans as purple was the colour of royalty and to wear it was a kind of status symbol; like an Armani suit, wearing a Rolex watch or carrying a Gucci handbag. 
Lydia had, at some point converted to Judaism – so she was a believer in God; but had no knowledge of Jesus. 
That morning as they both, separately made their way to the river neither Paul nor Lydia knew what God was about to do; but God knew. He understands the end from the beginning, and times his acts of providence to meet our deepest needs in the wisest way. That day Lydia’s life changed forever, and the gospel was launched on the next stage of its mission as it took root in Europe for the very first time. Very strategic event.  
God moves in mysterious ways, ways we often don’t see; in little ways and small circumstances that he’s designing ultimately to come together for our good and his glory. Nothing is chance with him; no such thing as luck; not be chance your’ life is as it is; not by chance you live where you live, work where you work, meet the people you meet and it’s not by chance you’re here today. Sometimes/often we cannot see what God is doing – but doing he certainly is. We do well to trust him and follow him. 
Now, having looked at the work of God in providence in bringing these two people together, I want to show you the work of God in Lydia’s life that day
2. God’s wonderful working in Lydia. 
As said, this was no chance meeting, it was for a purpose. Her life changed forever and for the better that morning. What happened? Quite simply ‘The Lord opened her heart’ – and the result was that she responded to Paul's message about Jesus. Something very, very important about this ‘The Lord opened her heart’ Sometimes we think we open our hearts to Jesus, we let Jesus in, we open the door. No we don’t! God opens the door! God has to do that before we can do anything. Bible says we’re dead in our sins. When was the last time you saw a dead person open a door! 
· Best prayer you can pray for unbelieving friends – that God will open their hearts.

Once opened what happened? ‘To respond to Paul's message’. Number of things wrapped up in that statement. Once her heart was opened she -  
· Listened to Jesus. ‘to respond’ = to pay attention, lit ‘cup the ear’. Sign of a renewed heart is that we listen and pay attention to God’s word. Not disinterested or seeing Paul's talk as something to endure. She listened hard. Do you? Are you!! Evidence of work of the spirit is that you’ll listen, pay attention. 
· Understood Jesus – many misunderstand the good news, muddle it with being religious and doing religious things – do this and don’t do that, as if being a Christian is following rules. Lydia came to understand that it’s not about that – it’s about Jesus and what he has done for us. So simple. No biscuits, pictures, special prayers or places or words or dress!
· Desired Jesus – it follows that with understanding comes desire – who wouldn’t want the one would can forgive! You have a to want Jesus or nothing else will happen. Do you? Unless a person has a desire then nothing will change. So pray for desire!
· Believed Jesus – Clearly she believed what she was told; she accepted it mentally and assented to it. It made sense. You know, I know a lot of people who assent to the truths about Jesus – probably something like 50% of this country still assent to what is said about him. But that’s not enough; not enough to know it in your head. So Lydia then 
· Accepted Jesus – She personally submitted to Jesus, trusted him as saviour, accepted him as Lord and King. She threw her lot in with him, sink or swim. 
· Told others about Jesus – she obviously told her family and friends – v15. (Cp woman at the well Come see a man who told me everything …). Brothers – 16:40? Thyatira?
· Obeyed Jesus – Baptised. Not told exactly what Paul said – but clearly he explained that part of being born again is being baptised in water. This was what Jesus taught – Mark 16:16 ‘Go into all the world, and preach the good news to everyone; anyone who believe and is baptised will be saved.  She didn’t make excuses, didn’t ask for a word from the Lord about it, wait to be told by him it’s what she should do, say it was too cold, she didn’t have a change of clothes, that she wanted her friends there, etc. No, when told about it she did it. Cast her fears on the Lord and did it.  She was not ashamed to confess Christ. What about you?
· Helped Jesus – by supporting Paul and Co. She did her bit, using her skills, abilities, gifts for him in practical ways – like Dorcas. Supporting the ministry, enabling and encouraging others (as well as directly doing her bit in sharing him with others!).
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