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They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit 
to speak the word in Asia. When they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into 
Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them; so, passing by Mysia, they went down to 
Troas. During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia 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 Philippi, which is a leading city of 
the district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We remained in this city for some days. On the 
sabbath day we went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a place of 
prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered there. A certain woman 
named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a 
dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul. 
When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be 
faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.” And she prevailed upon us. 
 
 
 The most memorable conversion in history was the apostle Paul’s. Before 

he became an apostle of Jesus Christ, Paul—or Saul, his Aramaic name—had 

been a Pharisee of enormous zeal. Christians who only know about the Pharisees 

from vaguely recollected scriptures may remember them as little more than mean 

hypocrites who wanted to kill Jesus. But there was more to it than that. Jesus had 

friends who were Pharisees, notably Nicodemus. It was in Jesus’ nighttime 

conversation with Nicodemus that we find the most famous of all scripture 

passages, John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten 

Son, so that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” 

 So who were the Pharisees? They were members of a religious movement 

within Judaism, who wanted to honor God by rigorously interpreting God’s Law, 

the 613 commandments given to Moses. So protective were the Pharisees of the 
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Law that they “put a fence around it.” That’s actually a term they used. The 

classic example has to do with the 4th Commandment, the one that forbids 

working on the Sabbath. That’s actually an incredibly gracious commandment—

God promised seven days of living for six days of work—and that required day 

of rest applied not only to the Jews themselves, but to the non-Jews who worked 

for them, to the foreigners in their territory, even to their livestock. In a world 

where slaves and working animals were often abused until they literally dropped 

dead of exhaustion, the 4th Commandment spoke to the kindness of the good 

Lord God. But what is the definition of work? Being good legalists, the Pharisees 

devised a series of regulations called halacahs, interpretations of the Law. If they 

had to err, they would err on the side of Sabbath rest. On the Sabbath—sunset 

Friday to sunset Saturday—you could not cook a meal, build a fire, lock a door, 

or tie your shoes. Those activities were considered work. If you picked a fig off a 

tree, that was work, but if you picked a fallen fig off the ground, that was not. If 

you cut yourself on the Sabbath, you could staunch the bleeding, but not stitch 

the wound. Since you couldn’t ride your donkey or drive your oxen on the 

Sabbath—remember, your livestock was entitled to a Sabbath, too—you could 

only get from place to place by walking. But even that was restricted. You could 

not walk more than 2,000 cubits—about 6/10 of a mile—in any direction outside 

the city limits. That may sound crazy to us, but those of you who have to fill out 

lots of government forms in order to conduct your business will recognize a 

pattern. Those forms are not intended to drive you crazy (they may, but they’re 

not intended to). No, the purpose behind those forms is to insure compliance to a 

well-intentioned law. The Pharisees were all well-intentioned, and Paul was chief 

among them. He was a good man in the worst sense of the word. 
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  We need to remember that every Christian is a spiritual child of Judaism. 

Jesus was a Jew, his mother, Mary, was a Jew, and the original disciples were all 

Jews. The first Christian scriptures were the Hebrew scriptures, or what we call 

the Old Testament. The first Church was in Jerusalem, and in the beginning it 

consisted exclusively of Jews. They weren’t called Christians then—that would 

come later, in the city of Antioch. Instead, they were disciples of Jesus, and they 

referred to their faith as “the Way.” That first Church was born after the Holy 

Spirit had come to the apostles at Pentecost. In the months afterwards, the 

number of believers in Jerusalem multiplied. The Church fed the hungry, and 

sheltered widows and orphans, and waited expectantly for the imminent return of 

their Lord. The Church in Jerusalem didn’t have one big building where 

everybody worshiped. In fact, if there were any headquarters at all, it would have 

been the Upper Room, where Jesus had shared the Passover with the disciples the 

night before he was crucified. That was the same room where he appeared to the 

apostles twice after his resurrection, leading Thomas, who had doubted, to 

proclaim “my Lord and my God.” It was the same room to which the disciples 

returned to pray after Jesus ascended into heaven. It was in that room where 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, made her last recorded appearance in the New 

Testament, praying with the others. 

 It is likely that each apostle had a certain number of families to shepherd. 

The believers who made up that particular apostle’s flock would go to various 

private homes to pray together and share a eucharistic meal. When the 

dispensation of food to all the hungry became an administrative headache, the 

apostles appointed seven deacons—deacon means “server,” or “waiter”—to 

provide the meals. But when the believers wanted to study scripture, they would 
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go to the synagogues, because that was where the scriptures were to be found, on 

scrolls. Lively discussions often occurred in synagogues, and once in a while, 

things could get violent. Sometimes, there were the equivalent of bar brawls 

without benefit of beverage. 

 The great mystery to the Temple authorities who had conspired in Jesus’ 

crucifixion and death was that his followers didn’t all scuttle away back to 

Galilee. In fact, a great number of them talked openly about how Jesus had risen 

from the dead, how they had seen him and been with him. It was strange, very 

strange. And then, that other thing happened on Pentecost, when all these 

additional people said they had received the Holy Spirit. Until then, the Holy 

Spirit had been reserved for the occasional prophet like Isaiah or Elijah. To the 

Temple authorities, the fervor of these people in “the Way” made them seem 

strange, delusional and potentially dangerous. Stephen, a young Greek-speaking 

deacon, was particularly demonstrative. He liked to go and evangelize in the 

synagogue of the Freedmen, until the regulars there had had enough, and accused 

him of speaking blasphemy. He gave a long, impassioned defense based upon 

Biblical history, and finished with this: 

You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are for 
ever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do. Which 
of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who 
foretold the coming of the Righteous One, and now you have become his 
betrayers and murderers. You are the ones that received the law as 
ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it. 
 

 The synagogue of the Freemen erupted. Stephen finished by adding that he 

saw Jesus in heaven standing next to the Father. For that, he was dragged outside 

the gates of the city and stoned to death for blasphemy. The stoners laid their 
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coats at the feet of Saul, who, if he had not incited them, had certainly cheered 

them on. 

 Stephen’s stoning ignited the first great persecution of Christians. Saul was 

one of its leaders. He led designated groups of religious vigilantes from house 

church to house church, breaking down doors, arresting the disciples, throwing 

them into prison. Many of them fled Jerusalem. But those early followers of the 

risen Jesus Christ were like dandelions in the way they reproduced. The more 

they were blown to the wind, the more of them later appeared. 

 Saul got word that some of them had started evangelizing at the synagogues 

in Damascus. He asked for, and received, warrants from the Temple high priest 

for their arrest. On the way to Damascus, he was temporarily stricken blind, and 

heard the voice of the Lord asking him, by name, why he was persecuting him. In 

Damascus, Saul (Paul) was cared for by a believer named Ananias, and when his 

sight was restored, he was baptized. After that, Paul started showing up in the 

synagogues of Damascus to declare that Jesus truly was the Son of God. It was, 

to say the least, an astonishing turnabout, not least to his fellow Pharisees. 

Eventually, he aroused so much opposition that he had to be lowered over the 

walls of Damascus in a basket to escape being murdered. After that, he went 

away to Arabia to think about all that had befallen him and to try to figure out 

what the Lord wanted him to do next. After three years, he went to Jerusalem, to 

try to make peace with the Church there. A friendly disciple named Barnabas 

introduced him to Peter and James, the brother of Jesus. Paul stayed in Jerusalem 

for fifteen days. He alienated more people before he was invited to leave and go 

back to his hometown of Tarsus. 
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 Word came to the Church in Jerusalem that some Gentiles in Antioch—a 

Gentile, of course, was any non-Jew—were starting to believe that Jesus was 

Lord, so Barnabas was sent there to meet them. They liked him, and he liked 

them. Barnabas thought Paul could be helpful there—a man with his energy 

clearly needed a job and a fresh start—so he brought him to Antioch. Paul and 

Barnabas were there for a year, building a Church among the Gentiles. It was in 

Antioch that the disciples were first called Christians. 

 The problem was at that time, building a church out of Gentiles wasn’t 

strictly kosher. Remember that all of the first disciples were Jewish. In the early 

days of the Church, there may have been 5 1/2 million Jews in the world. Only 

one million would have been in the territory we think of as the Holy Land. The 

other 4 1/2 million would have been scattered through the known world, 

primarily in the large cities. They were called the Jews of the Diaspora, or the 

Dispersion. They tended to be successful in business, and were admired for their 

ethics. They were learned; they were generous. Their synagogues tended to 

attract lots of Gentile visitors who were welcome to listen and learn. These 

Gentiles were known as the Noahides, or “God-fearers.” We’ve talked before 

about how Jews were supposed to follow the 613 laws given to Moses. A lot of 

those had to deal with ritual and dietary rules. But all people everywhere were 

supposed to obey the seven universal laws commanded by God in the days of 

Noah: 1) No murder; 2) no stealing; 3) no prohibited sexual practices; 4) no false 

witness; 5) no blaspheming; 6) no eating the meat of a living animal; 7) must 

establish a system to justice to enforce the previous six. Those were the seven 

universal laws, called Noahide laws [after Noah] and those who obeyed them 

were known as “God-fearers.” But they couldn’t be full members of the 
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synagogue until they became Jewish, which meant obeying all the laws of Moses, 

and—if you were a man—being circumcised. That was the ancient sign of the 

Chosen People’s Covenant with God, like baptism for Christians. Obviously, 

circumcision was a real sticking point. 

 Those who said “Yes, you have to be Jewish before you can be a true 

disciple of our risen Lord” were called the Judaizers, who were led by Jesus’ own 

brother, James. But Paul, who saw in James his own recent inflexibility, said 

“No, that’s not right. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is for every one, Jew or Gentile, 

slave or free, male or female.” That was the great question: could you be a part of 

Christ’s Church without first being Jewish? On the surface, all the betting money 

was on James’ side. He was Jesus’ brother, for crying out loud. He had 

succeeded Peter as head of the Church in Jerusalem. Who was Paul compared to 

James? A former persecutor of Christians who had never even met Jesus before 

his cataclysmic encounter on the road to Damascus. A great Council was called 

in Jerusalem to settle the matter. On that Council depended the future of the 

Church. If James had won, Christianity would have been merely another Jewish 

sect. But Paul was the one who understood what Jesus meant about taking the 

Gospel to all the world. 

 The Council met, argued, and prayed. At the end, Paul was told he could 

keep bringing the good news of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles—at least the Gentiles 

who lived some distance away from Jerusalem. It would be like a little adjunct 

ministry. By that time, Paul and Barnabas had had a falling out. As it happened, 

their falling out was over John Mark, the author of the Gospel of Mark, who had 

worked with Paul and Barnabas in Antioch and who Paul thought undependable. 

Lest we think the early apostles were all stained glass saints, they were, like us, 



ACTS 16.6-15  8 

all too human. So on his next missionary journey, Paul was joined by new 

traveling companions, Silas and Timothy. Timothy was a young Gentile who, in 

order to keep Paul from further condemnation by the Judaizers, had agreed to be 

circumcised. It seems likely that there was another traveling companion as well, 

because the author of the Gospel suddenly uses the word “we.” Had Luke, the 

author of the Gospel of Luke and of the Book of Acts, joined Paul’s next 

missionary journey? It seems highly probable. 

 But where would they go? Paul tried to head back to Asia Minor. But, the 

scripture says, “they went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been 

forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia.” Dear Holy Spirit, what’s 

up with that? Why are all these doors closing here in Asia? Then “the Spirit of 

Jesus” did not allow them to go to Bithynia. What’s going on here, Lord? Don’t 

we get to pick where we do your work? But then Paul had a nighttime vision of a 

man calling out, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” Macedonia? That was 

in another continent. That was Europe. That was the home territory of Alexander 

the Great, who had conquered Judea. The Jews had fought a terrible war against 

Alexander’s successors. Why would Paul want to go there? 

 I once heard Dr. Pablo Jimenez talk about this scripture. He envisioned Paul 

having this dialogue with the Lord: 

 “Lead me, Lord. Where do you want me to go? 

 “Macedonia.” 

 “How about Athens? We could begin by going to Athens, which is the most 

important city of Greece.” 

 “Macedonia.” 
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 “Well, how about Corinth? That is a cosmopolitan city with plenty of 

Jewish people ready to hear about Jesus, the Messiah.” 

 “Macedonia.” 

 “I do not want to go to Macedonia. That’s Alexander’s homeland.” 

 “Macedonia.” 

 “They murdered and enslaved your people.” 

 “Macedonia.” 

 “I do not want to preach salvation to the sons and daughters of those 

murderers.” 

 “Macedonia.” 

 “For all I care, they can burn in hell.” 

 “Macedonia, Paul, Macedonia.” 

 

 So, they went to Macedonia, in Europe. They wound up in a city called 

Philippi. On the Sabbath, they found a synagogue outside the city, and talked to 

the women who had gathered outside. One of them was a Gentile, a God-fearer, 

named Lydia. She sold purple cloth, a luxury good, which meant she was 

probably rich. She and her family were baptized, and then she provided a home 

base for the evangelism work of Paul, Silas, Timothy and Luke. Lydia was the 

first recorded Christian in Europe. She also brought her household to Christ, 

which also makes her the first western evangelist. We are here today as 

Christians in part because the Lord opened the door for Paul to bring the Gospel 

to where Lydia was, in Philippi. And because the Gospel was brought to those 

Gentiles in Europe, it was eventually brought here to the Americas, in the 

fullness of time. 
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 Years later, when he was in prison and not long from being executed by 

Nero, Paul wrote a letter to the congregation in Philippi. Of all his epistles in the 

New Testament, the one to the Philippians is the kindest and most affectionate. 

He wrote, “I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with 

joy in every one of my prayers for all of you, because of your sharing in the 

gospel from the first day until now.” He talked about his life before Christ 

claimed him. He described how he was “circumcised on the eight day, a member 

of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to 

the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church as to righteousness 

under the law, blameless…Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard 

as loss because of Christ….because Christ Jesus has made me his own.” 

 All the doors Paul wanted to go through were closed. The one that he didn’t 

want to go through was wide open. But that door was the one where he most 

fully fulfilled his divine mission of bearing witness to the loving grace of God in 

Jesus Christ, Lord and Savior. 

 Where is your Macedonia? 

          Amen. 
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