
Listening to Jesus 
Rev. David Reynolds 
Acts 16: 9-15 
 
Well, so Lydia “prevailed upon” Paul to come and stay at her house while they were there in 
Macedonia. As someone has said, not much prevailed upon Paul. It usually took a vision. So, 
Lydia must have been quite a vision in her purple. She was obviously also a smart and 
successful businesswoman, and likely pretty well off. But, it usually did take a vision to prevail 
upon Paul. It's obvious he didn't lack confidence, and perhaps could be accused of having a 
fairly headstrong personality. But, here God sends him a vision and he just picks up and goes. 
 
That may not seem like much to us. We're likely to tell ourselves, “well, if God sent me a 
vision, I'd follow it too.” But, you know, I don't think it's that easy. And I don't think it was 
necessarily that easy for Paul either. He seems to truly be walking by the Spirit. In the verses 
leading up where today's story starts, we're told that Paul “went through the region of Phrygia 
and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia.” And then 
they attempt to go into Bithynia, but again, the Spirit of Jesus doesn't allow them! 
 
Now, I'm not sure what to make of that. But, as I think about it, I do tend to lean more to the 
side of thinking not that God didn't want those people to hear the good news of His love, but 
rather that Paul, at least at that time, wasn't the one to bring it to them. You know, that he 
wasn't ready, wasn't equipped to speak it to them in a way that they could truly hear it, and 
given that, he would have done more harm to the cause of the gospel there than good. 
 
At any rate, as Luke writes about this in Acts he makes it clear that whatever the case, Paul was 
listening to the Spirit and following. So here he is, twice he's been told “no way,” don't go 
there. So, he's ready for a vision! He needs some way to do his ministry, a new way out of “no 
way.” And that new way is given to him in “a vision.” And he listens and follows.  
And that's where this whole thing becomes problematic for us. I mean this whole business of 
“walking by the Spirit,” sounds nice. At least, when we're feeling pious it sounds nice, but we 
don't do it. Not really. Not regularly. The fact is, most of the time we don't really expect to hear 
from God. Maybe we're not sure we ever have. 
 
So, we tend to think that with visions and the like, God just stopped speaking like that 
sometime shortly after the books of the Bible were canonized into our Holy Scriptures. I mean, 
if you're like me you probably cringed last year when Pat Robertson predicted hurricanes, or 
when he said that America should assassinate Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez and that 
Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon's stroke was God's punishment for Israel's pullout from the 
Gaza strip. You know, goofy is one thing, but hateful in the name of God is something else. 
The point is, Robertson's excesses, and perhaps others we have known tempt us to become at 
least “functional” deists. You know, we'd never call ourselves one, but we can live, think and 
act just like one. 
 
You remember, the 18

th
 century deists like George Washington and Thomas Jefferson believed 

in a supreme being who created the world, ordered it with predictable laws of nature and 
morality, but then left it alone like an absentee landlord. Deists rejected the faintest notion of 
miracle and judged everything at the bar of enlightenment reason alone. That's why Thomas 
Jefferson put together his own version of the New Testament, cutting out all the parts about 
Jesus' miracles! The deist god is remote, safe, and silent. He won't bother you, has nothing to 
do with the workings of history, or answering prayers and certainly won't speak to you through 
visions! And that's just about where we are much of the time, isn't it, at least in the ways we 
think and act. 
 



So, the question is, how do I fit in as a follower of a risen, alive Christ? Walking by the Spirit is 
problematic for us. Some tend to make it mean using Scripture as a kind of detailed roadmap, 
while others abandon the idea altogether. But listen, that's exactly what Acts claims happened 
in this story! God sends Paul a vision and Paul just up and goes! In his vision a man of 
Macedonia stands there pleading with him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” And so, 
they immediately “set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace.” Because they 
were convinced that God had called them to preach the good news in Macedonia! They just 
take off. And when they get there, you remember, they followed their usual strategy. They 
waited till the Jewish Sabbath and went to a synagogue (that's what this place of prayer by the 
river refers to) and sat down and spoke to the women who'd gathered there. 
 
And so it happened, Lydia's heart was opened to the love and generosity of God for her. And 
Paul baptized her and her whole household. And you remember, that's when she “prevailed” on 
Paul to come and be a guest in her house while he was in Philippi. Friends, here's the thing. If 
this is the Word of God for us today, then God hasn't stopped speaking to us in any of the ways 
that God has ever spoken. Now, you know, I think Pat Robertson is just way too crazy, and 
most often just not in line with whom I have come to know Jesus to be. But, I would have to 
still admit to the notion that God could speak to him. Because, I believe God can speak to any 
of us.  
 
It takes the hard work of discernment though, doesn't it? Maybe that's why we're scared of the 
idea. How do we experience God's visions for us, but avoid the crazy claims of a Pat 
Robertson, and the colorless deism of a Thomas Jefferson? Well, there may be lots of things to 
say here, but I think first of all we need to be really clear about who Jesus is, so that we know 
the One to whom we belong, and for whom we are to be listening. And there's only one way to 
do that, and that's attending to the disciplines of worship and prayer and bible study. And then, 
we do need to be really listening and brave enough to follow. 
 
Walt Brueggemann has defined a “vision” simply as “a perception of reality outside the 
ordinary and beyond all conventionalism.” So, says Brueggeman, Paul here is “on the loose 
unencumbered and ready for what is given by God – not a bad characterization of the church 
and its ministry when that ministry is not imprisoned in old thought categories or paralyzed by 
its traditions (or its property).” And so that's the question for us. Are you listening to this loving 
God we know in Jesus? Are you listening to know to whom he's drawing you in his ministry of 
love and generosity and forgiveness? Are you listening to know to whom he's drawing us as a 
church? We can't be who we are as Christ's body unless we do that! 
 
And unless we know ourselves as those who are called to live generous, hospitable and 
forgiving lives toward all, based on God's generosity, hospitality and forgiveness of us, then we 
won't be listening to the One who's speaking to us. And if we're listening, we'll be sent. That's a 
promise. We'll be sent to be those who by our words and by our deeds invite others to live in 
God's forgiveness, hospitality, and generosity for them. That's all we have here in this story, 
really, on Paul's part and then in turn on Lydia's part, listening openly and then responding with 
hospitality. 
 
On this Mother's Day, may we as the church have the marks of Lydia, one of the early church 
mothers. May we have open hearts, open to the God we know in Jesus speaking to us, and open 
to each other in hospitality and generosity. May our hearts not be troubled, especially in this 
political season already upon us, among all those so troubled by the ideology of the Right or of 
the Left. May we have true freedom, set free by our baptism from the powers of this present 
age, materialism, consumerism, militarism, fear, us-and-them ism. And so, may we find 
ourselves capable of loving others as Jesus does. And may we have the courage to set out and 
go where God is calling.  
Amen. 


