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Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine you’re a Roman soldier. [pic]  You’re a loyal legionnaire following the young 

Octavian, who one day will be named Caesar Augustus. You and the legions with you are tracking down the evil 

Brutus and Cassius.  Two years ago, Brutus assassinated Julius Caesar on the senate floor, sparking a civil war in 

the Roman Republic.  Julius Caesar’s adopted son and heir, Octavian, has joined forces with Mark Antony to 

defeat Brutus and Cassius for their part in conspiring against Julius Caesar. 

 You’ve finally brought Brutus and Cassius to bay near the city of Philippi.  The year is 42 BC, but you 

wouldn’t think of it that way.  After three weeks of maneuvering and two pitched battles, you finally defeat the 

enemy armies!  Victory is yours!  Octavian and Antony give Philippi to the veteran soldiers as a place to retire 

after their years of service, greatly enlarging the city’s population.   

Eventually, Octavian solidifies his position as Caesar of the Roman Republic and the Republic shifts to 

being an Empire. Under Octavian “Caesar Augustus,” the Roman Republic ceases to be a republic ruled by 

a senate and becomes the Roman Empire, ruled by one. Octavian is named Caesar Augustus, “Caesar the 

Majestic,” or “Caesar the Great!”  Augusts was a not a term used for political authority, but for religious 

authority.  Caesar was not just the political ruler, or a military commander. Now Caesar was a religious leader 

too.  No longer a republic ruled by the senate, the territory controlled by Rome is now fully and truly an empire 

ruled by one, Caesar.  Caesar is supreme!  Caesar is the saviour of the Empire. Caesar is Lord! 

 [pic] As the years go by, you and your fellow Roman soldiers turn Philippi into a little outpost of Roman 

culture. The residents of Philippi adopt Roman clothes and fashions. Ten years later, after defeating Mark Antony, 

his former ally, Octavian grants Philippi the status of a Roman colony!  Now Roman law applies in Philippi.  

Everything that is Roman in Rome is emulated, copied and championed in Philippi.  Philippi is to be an official 

pocket of Romanness out on the frontier of the Roman Republic.   

 Now fast forward about 90 years from the battle of Philippi. Philippi is known as the place where the 

Empire was born when Caesar Augustus defeated Brutus and Cassius. The city of Philippi has settled nicely into 

its role as an outpost of Roman culture, law and authority.  The nearby gold and silver mines mean that there is 

tremendous wealth in such a small city. Generations of Roman veterans have retired to Philippi, solidifying its 

Roman culture.  In fact, Philippi has become an important city in the province of Macedonia, the chief city of one 

of the province’s four districts. 

 One day, a little boat from Troas makes its way across the Aegean Sea. [pic]  There’s seemingly nothing 

special about this boat, but on board are three Jews and a Gentile doctor, all of whom are followers of “The Way.”  

After two days, the little boat docks at Neapolis and these four men begin their journey inland following the 

Roman highway, the Via Egnatia. [John B. Polhill, Acts, p. 347] Ten miles later, the four men enter Philippi 

unannounced and unnoticed.  Little do the people of Philippi know, however, that the arrival of these men will 

have an even greater historical significance than even the battle of Philippi, fought outside their gates 90 years 

before. 

 Without an army, without trumpets or fanfare, without even being noticed, the gospel has come to Europe. 

Context 
 This is the context in which we find Paul, Silas, Timothy and Luke in Acts 16.  They have travelled 

through several Roman provinces, visiting the churches Paul planted on his first missionary journey. Now, 

however, they have crossed over into new territory.  In crossing the little waterway in the northern Aegean Sea, 

these four missionaries crossed the boundary we recognize today as dividing the continents of Asia and Europe.  

All the churches Paul has planted so far have been in modern day Turkey, and all are in what we would today call 

the Middle East.  The boundary of Europe, which runs through the capital of Turkey, Istanbul, runs along the 

Aegean Sea.  In crossing the Aegean Sea, Paul and his missionary companions crossed into what we call 
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Europe for the first time.   

 Nearly two thousand years later, the Roman Empire is but a dusty memory, long lost and only 

remembered in history books.  Christianity, however, is still the predominant religion and worldview in Europe 

and the world.  Despite cultural shifts over the past few decades, it is still legitimate to say that the Christian 

kingdom has been far more influential, far longer lasting and far more powerful than the Roman Empire ever was.  

Both began at Philippi, but the beginning of the kingdom of Christ in Europe was far different from the beginning 

of the Roman Empire. [Halford E. Luccock, More Preaching Values in the Epistles of Paul, p. 168] 

Text 
 Let’s read together how the gospel first came to Europe.  Turn with me to Acts 16:6-19. 

What It Says 
 For Luke, the author of Acts, the larger historical consequences of this journey are not clear.  It is only in 

hindsight that we can see the significance of this journey to Philippi.  So let’s take a few moments and see what 

Luke actually says.  What did he consider to be significant?  What did he record? 

 The first thing we read about is actually rather surprising.  The first thing we find is that Paul’s plans were 

repeatedly frustrated!  There are several references to Paul and his companions wanting to go one way but being 

prevented from doing so.  First, it is the Holy Spirit that prevents them from preaching the word in the province 

of Asia. Then it is the Spirit of Jesus who prevents them from entering Bithynia.  We don’t know the exact means 

by which Paul and his companions were redirected, but we can imagine that there was probably a degree of 

frustration trying to figure out where they should be going! 

 Finally, Paul has a dream of a man from Macedonia calling them to come help them.  This, they know, is 

a message from God.  Notice the Trinitarian language Luke uses in this guidance.  We see the Holy Spirit, the 

Spirit of Jesus and, finally, God giving direction. The Holy Spirit and the Spirit of Jesus are the same thing, the 

Spirit of Jesus is the Holy Spirit, but we see Luke intentionally describing all three members of the Trinity in this 

process of discernment and direction. Luke’s emphasis is not on the route the missionaries took, but on the 

divine leading on the journey! [Polhill, p. 345]  

 The second thing I want to point out that is easily missed is the subtle change in the narrative.  Up until 

now, the book of Acts has always been about “them.”  “They went here,” “They went there,” whether talking 

about Peter, Paul, the apostles or whomever.  Suddenly, now, though, in verse 11 there is a significant shift.  

Look at verse 11, “From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace….”  This is one of several 

lengthy passages in Acts written in the first person, “We went here,” “We went there.”  Luke is recording events 

he himself personally witnessed because he was there travelling with Paul!  

 The story of Paul’s missionary work in Philippi is the story of three principle people having their 

lives transformed.  Today we will look at two of these transformed lives, that of Lydia and that of an unnamed 

slave-girl who was possessed by a demon.  Next week, we will examine the transformation of the Philippian 

jailer. 

Luke tells us that they stayed in Philippi several days.  In other cities, he says they ministered there for 

weeks, or even years!  But their trip to Philippi turns out to be short lived.  We don’t know exactly how long, but 

it was significantly shorter than man other cities. 

 On the first Sabbath, Paul and his fellow missionaries set out to find any Jews living in Philippi.  We see 

from the text that they went outside the city to the river. By the river they found a number of women praying. 

Although seemingly insignificant, this reveals a number of things about Philippi.  First, there was no synagogue 

in Philippi.  This was probably because there were not enough Jewish men in the whole city to found a 

synagogue.  It was necessary to have 10 Jewish men to start a synagogue, so the fact that Paul and his 

companions only found women worshipping and there was no synagogue tells us that there were few Jews in 

Philippi indeed! 

 The women were praying by the river for two likely reasons. First, the water was necessary for Jewish 

cleansing rituals.  Remember, in the OT there were numerous laws about washing as a sign of our unholiness and 

God’s holiness. But second, it was likely that any “foreign religions” were not allowed to worship within the gates 

of Philippi.  Philippi was, after all, a Roman colony.  So no non-Roman religion was allowed.  In fact, 

archaeologists have uncovered a gate on the outskirts of Philippi which is likely the gate mentioned in v. 13 and 
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would mark the boundary within which no foreign religions would be allowed to practice. [Polhill, p. 348 n. 22] 

 One of the women that Paul, Silas, Timothy and Luke found and began talking to was Lydia.  She was 

from the city of Thyatira, a city well known for producing purple cloth. This was the trade Lydia herself was 

involved in. That she was involved in the trade means that she was likely either a widow or perhaps had never 

been married.   

 Lydia would have been a very wealthy woman if she was a dealer in purple cloth.  Purple dye was 

extremely rare because it was so hard to make. There were two methods of making purple dye. One involved 

getting a tiny drop of purple from a certain kind of shellfish. The other from a particular plant.  In the case of the 

shellfish, it took 8, 000 shellfish to make just 1 gram of purple dye! [William J. Larkin, Acts, p. 236]  It many 

places, there were laws that only royalty could wear purple because it was so rare! 

Lydia was a Gentile, a non-Jew, who had heard about Yahweh and worshipped him. That’s why Luke 

describes her as “a worshipper of God” rather than a Jewess.   

 Thyatira had a large Jewish population and it was likely there that Lydia had learned about God and started 

worshipping him. [Polhill, p. 349] She brought her new religion with her to Philippi and, in spite of being one of a 

tiny minority, she sought out other Jews and God-fearers to worship, pray and fellowship with. 

 When Lydia heard the message of Jesus brought by Paul, the Lord opened her heart to respond.  

There are three things to point out here, lest we miss them or take them for granted. We’re going to work 

backwards through this statement, beginning at the end with the word “respond.”  Literally, this word means “to 

pay heed to,” or “to pay attention to.”  It wasn’t just that she believed the words to be factual, but she payed 

attention to the message she heard. 

 Second, it was he heart that responded.  We usually talk about the heart as being our emotional centre.  

We talk about head and heart. But in the ancient world, the emotional centre was the gut or the stomach, not the 

heart.  The heart is the centre of a person’s whole being. The heart was the centre of thought, emotions, 

desires, will and imagination.  So it was with her whole being that Lydia payed attention to the message of the 

gospel. 

Third, notice it is the Lord who opened her heart.  “God prepares the heart by opening it- enlightening it 

to understand the gospel, moving it to desire the salvation blessing- and strengthening its will to decide for and 

endure in the Lord.” [Larkin, p. 236] One of the baffling things about Christianity is this recognition that on our 

own we do not come to God. Always, God comes to us, even in opening our hearts to respond to the gospel. 

Lydia and her entire household responded to the message of the gospel wholeheartedly and were baptized!  

She then invited the missionaries to stay in her home. Remember, Lydia’s profession meant she was a wealthy 

woman, so her home would have been large and her household would have included many slaves and servants. 

Lydia’s conversion demonstrated itself in her generosity and hospitality.  Lydia shows us that when people 

experience God’s grace they become gracious themselves.  “Paul permits Lydia to live out the principle of 

sharing material goods with those who teach the Word.” [Larkin, p. 237] 

 Lydia’s home likely then became the central meeting location for the church in Philippi.  However, the 

missionaries still went down to the river regularly to pray.  It was on one of these journeys that Paul and his 

companions encountered the second person whose life was radically transformed by the power of Jesus.  This 

was a slave girl who was possessed by an evil spirit. Through this spirit, she predicted the future. 

 Now, something that is helpful to understand that I learned doing my research for this message is that 

Romans were very superstitious, especially Roman soldiers.  As one scholar put it, “No commander would set 

out on a major military campaign, nor would an emperor make an important decree without first consulting an 

oracle to see how things might turn out.” [Polhill, p. 351]  So if you think about the fact that Philippi was 

populated by many retired Roman soldiers and their descendants, this girl’s “gift” of prophecy would have been in 

high demand!  Her owners would have made a ton of money selling her prophetic services to any citizens of 

Philippi who had major decisions to make. 

 She saw Paul and started following him calling out, “These men are servants of the Most High God, they 

are telling you the way to be saved.”  Now, on the surface, we might wonder what was wrong with that.  Isn’t 

that true?  Well, yes it is true, but only if you understand it in a Christian context.  In Philippi, there were two 

cultural differences what would have confused her message. First, the Philippians would not have understood 
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what she meant by, “The Most High God.”  In their culture, there were many Roman gods and the most high was 

Jupiter (or Zeus). 

 Second, there would have been confusion over what she meant by the “way of salvation.”  In the 

Philippians’ mindset, salvation had nothing to do with sin. Salvation was about finding freedom from fate 
and the controlling forces of the material world.  Salvation was about escaping fate, not escaping sin. [Larkin, p. 

238] 

 Furthermore, the Emperor was viewed as the saviour of Rome and the Empire. [Polhill, p. 351] So 

talking about Jesus as the way of salvation ran against Roman loyalty to Caesar!  To present Jesus as the way of 

salvation was to put him at odds with one’s loyalty to Caesar!  Remember, many of the Philippians were either 

retired soldiers, or the children or grandchildren of retired soldiers.  To Romans, Caesar is Lord! But here comes 

Paul declaring, “Jesus is Lord.” 

 Finally, notice that Paul was still going back and forth to the place of prayer by the river. He wasn’t in the 

central marketplace preaching to the pagan residents of the city. He was going to the place where people who had 

already head of God would be worshipping. He was trying to work with people who already had a foundation of 

believe in Yahweh, but here was this girl shouting to everybody about Paul’s message and doing so in a way that 

would lead to greater confusion and more difficultly for Paul. That’s why he got fed up, turned around and cast out 

the demon in Jesus’ name. 

 Immediately, the evil spirit left her.  And very quickly the girl’s owners realized their source of profit had 

left them too. In fact, in a humourous twist, Luke uses the same verb in Greek for the spirit leaving the girl as for 

the profit leaving her owners! 

 As a result, though, the owners are hardly converted to Christianity.  Rather, they are quite angry with 

Paul and grab him and Silas and drag them before the magistrates in the marketplace. 

What It Means 
 So what does all of this mean?  We’ve already gone in considerable depth exploring some of the cultural 

elements of this story. But what does it all mean?  First, I want to point out the contrast between two sources of 

guidance we see at work in the text.  At the beginning, we see Paul and his companions being guided by God.  

First, they are guided by circumstances and prevented from going certain places. Then Paul is spoken to in a 

dream and they all come to the conclusion God is calling them to Macedonia. 

 Contrast that with the slave girl.  People come to her for guidance from the gods, but it is a very different 

experience.  She is tormented by a demon, living as a slave, with no freedom of her own. Likely her owners took 

good care of her because she was a source of considerable income, but she was still a slave.  The people of 

Philippi came to a tormented slave girl to get direction from beyond.  Paul and his companions had the Holy 

Spirit working in them, drawing them close to God so that they could hear from him directly and have their 

decisions and directions guided by him.  This is one of the major contrasts between the power of the Holy Spirit 

in the world and the power of evil in the world. 

 Next, consider the very small beginnings of Christianity in Europe.  Philippi had such a tiny 

population of people who knew about the God of the Bible.  There were not even ten Jewish men in the whole 

city. There were some women who believed, but not even all them were Jewish!  The most prominent, Lydia, 

was a Gentile who had heard about God in her home city and had brought her faith with her to Philippi. 

 Think about the people in Thyatira whose faith had moved Lydia to believe in God. Think of the work they 

did in helping Lydia come to believe in and worship God under the Old Covenant.  We don’t know who they 

were. We don’t know if Lydia ever had contact with them again or told them about her conversion. But their 

faithful witness as Jews lead to Lydia believing in God.  They planted the seeds, which Paul eventually watered 

and God which eventually lead to her conversion to Christianity and the birth of the church in Philippi and 

Europe!  God can take very small beginnings and create wonderful results! 

 We also see in Lydia the profoundly prominent role women played in the early church.  Luke tells 

us in his Gospel that it was a number of wealthy and prominent women who supported Jesus and the disciples 

during his earthly ministry. (Luke 8:2-3) Here we see another wealthy woman believing in Jesus, leading her 

whole household to belief, and supporting the church in Philippi. 

 Later, in Paul’s epistle to the Philippians, we see another two women named who also seem to have had a 
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prominent role in the church, Euodia and Syntyche.   Looking at what we know about the church in Philippi, “the 

general picture [is] of a church in which women were Paul’s fellow workers [which] agrees without the 

presentation in Acts.” [I Howard Marshall, Acts, p. 264] 

 Another important lesson to take with us today is about the nature of conversion. Faith in Christ is not just 

about believing certain facts to be true. It’s not about being able to say that Jesus is the way to salvation or that 

God is the Most High God. Even the demon-possessed girl could declare that!  Salvation comes to those whose 

whole core of being is opened up by the Holy Spirit to pay attention to the gospel.  Our whole mind, will, 

feelings, desires and imaginations need to respond to the good news of Jesus Christ if we are to be saved, and that 

is a work of the Holy Spirit in us!  It is up to us to cooperate with that work, not to quench the Spirit in us, but we 

must always remember it is God who saves.  Conversion is more than a decision we make, it is a work of God in 

us. 

 We also see the effects that one transformed life can have.  Lydia’s transformation was complete and this 

served as a further witness to her entire household. The Holy Spirit moved in each of them, too, in order to open 

their hearts to good news of Jesus.  Lydia was the first domino to fall, but eventually all the people living under 

her roof came to know Christ too. 

 Notice, too, that Lydia’s response to her conversion was generosity.  She opened her doors in hospitality 

to her fellow believers.  She didn’t just believe in her head, she lived it out in the way she treated other Christians. 

 Contrast that with the transformation of the slave girl.  We have no idea what happened to her after he 

encounter with Paul.  Her value to her owners was used up. We don’t know if they kept her, sold her or what.  

We also have no indication that she became a Christian.  We don’t even know her name.  But her life, too, was 

radically transformed by the power of Jesus.  Just like in Jesus’ earthly ministry, just like the advance of the 

gospel from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria, the Kingdom of God advances through the liberation of those under 

Satan’s authority.  Here in our text we see the Kingdom of God advancing onto the European continent and once 

again, in a face to face showdown with the local supernatural authorities, the name of Jesus carries the day! 

 And just like we saw a few weeks ago when we looked at Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, sometimes people 

get angry when Jesus starts transforming lives!  The girls’ owners, instead of being happy for her liberation 

from demon possession, were angry that their source of profit was gone!  Just like the silversmiths in Ephesus, 

they got angry at Paul and tried to go to the authorities to have Paul punished for ruining their livelihood.   

 This is actually very similar to Jesus’ experience healing the demoniac across the Sea of Galilee near the 

Decapolis. Jesus cast the demons into a herd of pigs which then ran off the cliff. The owners of the pigs were more 

concerned with their lost revenue than with the healing of the man.  The townspeople asked Jesus to leave.  

Here, again, a person is healed but it costs somebody else money, so they want to get rid of those who did the 

healing! 

Why It matters 
 So what does all this matter?  What is God saying to you and me through this text? 

 One immediate application we can make is that God guides us in a variety of ways.  Sometimes he 

prevents us from going where we want to go so that we can be available to go where he wants us to go!  Paul 

didn’t force his way into the regions he wanted to visit. He allowed the Holy Spirit to guide him and his 

companions.  Today, this is still how God guides the church.  He works through individuals as well as the entire 

team.  The whole team in our text concurred that God was guiding them to Macedonia.  Sometimes God 

directed them through circumstances. Sometimes he did it through more spectacular means.  But always the team 

used their God-given reason in evaluating circumstances in light of God’s word. In the same way, we too should 

use our God-given reason in evaluating circumstances, we should consult one another when we’re not sure the 

way to go, and we should wait patiently for God to send us in a new direction if he prevents us from going in the 

direction of our first choice. 

 Are you a person who is open to God’s leading? Are you willing to listen to God both through seemingly 

“normal” or mundane means like circumstances? Are you willing to listen to more extraordinary means?  Do you 

require that God only speak to you in one method or the other? 

 We also see in this text that not everybody responds well to the effects of the gospel!  Philippi was as 

Roman in culture as you could get without actually going to Rome.  So “Bearing witness in Philippi was the 
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closest thing to preaching in Rome without actually being there.”  [Larkin, p. 235]  And the response was mixed. 

Some believed and were transformed. Others were healed and we don’t know their response. Still others saw their 

ungodly way of life being challenged and reacted harshly, event violently. 

 Today we will find people have the same range of responses to the news of Jesus’ salvation. Some will 

believe with their whole heart and be transformed. Others may be helped by the church and not come to Christ. 

Still others will find their ungodly way of life being challenged and react badly, even violently! 

 But even for those who respond openly and willingly, we must always remember that salvation is the 

work God does in us and for us. It is not something we do for God, it is not something we do to win God’s 

favour or make him proud of us. It is the work of the Spirit in our hearts, softening them, drawing us closer to God 

in repentance that brings us to salvation and keeps us following Jesus.  We must never take that for granted. It 

should always make us grateful to God for our own salvation. It should also encourage us when we see people 

who don’t seem to be responding to our message. It’s not up to us to convince them. It’s not up to us to convert 

them. It’s up to God. And he can and will break the hardness of whatever hearts he chooses. 

 So if you know somebody who is hard against the gospel, pray for them. Pray for God to work in their 

heart. Pray for the Spirit to open their minds, feelings, wills, desires and imaginations.  Then be faithful in your 

own witness, but let God be God and let him work on them.  He’s better at it than you are anyway. 

 If you’ve not responded wholeheartedly to the gospel yet, pray this for yourself!  Pray that God would 

soften your heart in repentance. Pray that God would enlighten your minds to understand the salvation he offers. 

Pray that the Spirit would strengthen your will to turn from sin, and soften your pride to turn to God in repentance.  

Pray that the Spirit would work mightily in your own heart to bring you into God’s Kingdom out of the Kingdom 

of Darkness. 

 Jesus said that it is harder for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the 

Kingdom of God. (Luke 18:25)  He said that shortly before he met Zacchaeus, a rich man who did, in fact, enter 

the Kingdom of God!  And here, too, we see a rich woman entering the Kingdom of God.  Lydia was a wealthy 

woman who gave her heart to Jesus. That meant that her wealth followed too. Her immediate response to the work 

of the Spirit in her heart was to share her wealth with other believers.   

Contrast that with the response of the slave owners who saw their wealth challenged by the work of Jesus 

too!  Does Jesus threaten your wealth?  Or does the work Jesus has done for you prompt you to respond by 

giving of your wealth to support other believers and the work of the gospel? 

 Who does your faith affect?  Does your lifestyle reflect the good news that the Most High God has 

opened the way of salvation?  Is anybody angry at your faith?  Is anybody put out because you have decided to 

follow Jesus?  Have you been an agent of transformation in anybody else’s life?  Has that bothered anybody?  

Does you family see the Spirit at work in you?  Is your whole household moved closer to God by your faith or 

further away? 

 In Paul’s time in Philippi, we see two empires colliding. We see the Roman Empire colliding with the 

Kingdom of God.  We see the powers of this world colliding with the power of Christ.  The powers of this world 

seek earthly dominance, political power, financial success and freedom from fate.  The power of Christ seeks to 

set the captives free, to transform hearts and the whole core of people’s beings and does so only with their 

cooperation.  The Roman Empire fell and is long gone.  The Kingdom of God rules forever.  Which kingdom 

do you want to be part of?  Amen. 


