
Adele Calhoun / © Christ Church of Oak Brook / 2006 

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO LYDIA 
Jesus People Dream God’s Dream For The World! 

Text: Acts: 16:11-15, 40; Acts 17:4 

 
In today’s text the gospel is about to hit the streets of Europe for the very first 
time.  Paul is in Philippi among strangers who on the whole aren’t seeking 
another God to worship.  WE know this because in Acts 16.21 Paul gets roughed 
up and thrown in prison for throwing our city into an uproar, by advocating 
customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice. According to the historian 
CICERO, (Deuteronomy Legibus, lib. ii. c. 8,) Roman law forbade proselytizing:   
"No person shall have any separate gods, nor new ones; nor shall he privately 
worship any strange gods, unless they be publicly allowed."  Jesus people were 
illegal.  And the Philippians weren’t looking for a Savior.   
 
But Paul, the missionary we read about today, had experience with people who 
were closed to the message of Jesus.  After all he had been about as closed as 
you could get—devoting himself to the eradication of any Jesus people he could 
find.   Paul hadn’t been an easy sell to the cause of Christ.  He wasn’t a gullible 
needy person looking for acceptance and love. Paul was blue blood Jewish 
educated elite.  He kept kosher and he kept the law to a “T”. As a purist 
conservative Paul steered clear of women, gentiles and other bad influences.  He 
loved God passionately; and hated the Jesus heresy just as passionately.  Jesus 
claiming to be God made no sense to Paul.   
 
Devout Jews never wrote or spoke God’s name out loud for God was 
incandescent holiness, glory and beauty and truth.  God was eternal, perfect, 
transcendent, and everyone knew no one could look on this God and live.   
 
Yet Jesus, a carpenter cum rabbi, comes along and calls himself the Son of Man 
– which was the prophet Daniel’s name for the divine figure from heaven who 
judges the earth at the end of time.  Hello.  But that’s not all -- Jesus tells people 
that God is his father and that he can forgive sin. He claims people’s eternal 
destiny depends on following him.   He says before Abraham was I AM: actually 
applying God’s Divine Name for himself. Tim Keller suggests that Jesus’ claims 
about his identity were not innocuous spiritualizing about peace and love, they 
were outrageous, egocentric and over the top – people were incredulous.  John’s 
gospel records peoples’ incredulity -- 10.33 “You a mere man claim to be God.” 
What were they to make of someone who claimed to have seen Satan fall from 
heaven?  (Think about it.   Back before time when the angel Lucifer rebelled 
against God, Jesus says he was there.  He says I saw Satan turn.  It was bad).   
 
You may not think Jesus is God– but you need to know Jesus wasn’t crucified 
because he taught morality, peace and love.  Neither did the notion of his divinity 
develop over time as the church evolved.   Jesus was killed for claims so 
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staggeringly egocentric that Romans and Jews alike were bent on public 
execution.   
 
What would you make of someone who constantly contended “I have always 
existed.  I created the world.  I am the way to God.  If you have seen me you 
have seen the Father.”  C.S. Lewis, Tim Keller, Dan Meyer and others have 
pointed out that people who make claims like these can easily be proved to be 
egocentric megalomaniacs or evil liars who lead credulous, needy  people astray.   
 

• Let me give you a case in point.  The July 22, 2006  Miami Herald has 
an article about  Jose Luis de Jesus Miranda.  His followers say he’s 
Jesus.  But what is his gospel like.  He  “lives in Miami, wears a bullet 
proof vest when he’s preaching, and retains a battalion of fifty 
bodyguards across the United States.” Jesus Miranda  favors “$10,000 
Rolexes and claims millions of disciples worldwide.”   

 
From time to time people do claim to be Jesus, or God or the Messiah.  But their 
message, their gospel isn’t good news.  It’s just ego centric lunacy.  The gospel 
of Jesus it is different.  Jesus actually supports the claim that he is God by loving 
us literally to death.  Acts 2.22  Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by  
God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through 
him  as you yourselves know.  Jesus claims are ego centric but his gospel is not 
“it’s all about me.”  Jesus good news is about God and you.  Jesus died so you 
could nestle down into the arms of God without fear. Jesus claims to be God are 
over the top egocentric but as Tim Keller says, the life he lived is the least ego 
centric life this planet has seen.  That sort of life substantiates his claims. 
 
People may want to think of Jesus as  

• “A great moral teacher.”   
• “A voice of peace and love.”  
• “A prophet with a divine spark.” 
 

They may want a Jesus that reinforces their opinions:  
• “A radical” 
• “A pacifist.” 
• “A feminist”   
• “Or even a CEO” 
 

But friends Jesus told us who he was.  He had an address, friends, a profession 
and a gospel that transformed people.  Jesus  had his own reality -- a reality that 
was not a projection of someone’s opinion.  Jesus’  life, death and resurrection 
proved him to be  God’s transforming salvation come to us in flesh and bone.   It 
is this mind boggling news – it is the gospel --  that accounts for Paul,  Lydia and 
the founding of the church in Philippi.  There is simply no other way to 
understand the facts:   
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• What turned  a racist, xenophobic Christ hater like Paul into a missionary 
to the very people he historically feared and felt morally superior to – 
namely gentiles and women.    

• What was ripped out his elitist spirit and enabled him to believe that a 
church begun by a handful of Gentile women could be God’s way of 
bringing in the kingdom? 

 
The only answer that makes any sense is that the real Jesus (not the Jesus that 
is a projection of someone’s imagination)  transformed Paul.  Paul the Jesus 
hater became a Jesus lover.  And the gospel – the dream of Jesus kingdom 
shaped where he went, what he did, who he talked to and what success looked 
like.  The gospel is more than just getting saved and into heaven – it  

1. Impacts where you go 
2. Impacts who you talk to: 
3. Impacts what you do: 
4. Re-orders your whole life and what success looks like: 

1. Where you go: Once upon a time Jesus left heaven and home and came 
as a baby to a very unsafe foreign world with good news.  When this good 
news captures us –it’s too good to keep to ourselves. Paul left the world of 
his preferences and entered Philippi, the world of his fears and prejudices 
because the good news of Jesus was music to his ears. Paul had grown 
up ethnocentric, feeling morally superior to gentiles and pagans.  He didn’t 
eat their food or share in their culture.  Yet God’s dream for a world where 
everyone matters, and everyone shares, and everyone forgives, --  where 
everyone has as much energy, enthusiasm and creativity to love their 
neighbor as  they have to love themselves caught fire in Paul’s soul and 
exploded in love for   people  who didn’t live like, talk like, worship like, eat 
like, think like, or behave like him.  Jesus changed where Paul went. 
Jesus’ good news still takes people places today:  We’ve got examples of 
this around here: Wayne Gordon moved to Lawndale.  Every Thursday 
women from Bible Studies in this church work at a local food pantry.   Last 
week  the Barnhardts,  and 15 other Chicago suburbanites went to 
Mendenhall, Ms. to be part of God’s dream for this world. Jesus people 
aren’t just saved for heaven – they want to be part of God’s dream for this 
world now.  They want to be part of bringing a little taste of heaven to 
earth.   
 

2. Who you talk to: Jesus was always talking to people who didn’t matter – 
women, children, gentiles, prostitutes, ner do wells. Jesus never 
denigrates or belittles. He even elevates women.  Some of  his highest 
compliments go to them.  I’ve not found such faith in Israel.  Daughter your 
faith has healed you.  She put in all she had.  Jesus welcomed, forgave, 
healed, taught, conversed and was friends with women when it was not 
the culturally acceptable thing to do.   
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 But the gospel is always turning the way of the world upside down. Look at Paul 
again. A religiously conservative Jew like Paul, grew up with scruples about 
women and gentiles a mile long. Really holy Jews never lifted their eyes when 
they went out in public lest they see a woman  and become tainted or unclean.   
(Needless to say these men would occasionally run into walls so others called 
them  Bleeding Pharisees) We may laugh at this but Jewish men were known to 
thank God that they had not been created a gentile, a dog or a woman. So  Paul 
like other men of his time,  didn’t talk to non-entities like: women, children, 
barbarians and slaves.    

But wait, Paul the Pharisee of the Pharisees, comes to Philippi and he sat down 
and began to speak to the women.  This was over the top different.  Believe me 
the interest Paul showed in these women staggered them. Since when did 
Jewish men keep company with gentile women? Do you see, Paul was no longer 
defined by religious scruples, culture and upbringing –  Paul was transformed.  
He was acting like Jesus!  Paul didn’t wait for a woman to come along and talk to 
Lydia.  Paul talked to Lydia  -- even when to it meant he might lose credibility and 
repute among men. The kingdom agenda every nation, tribe, clan, sex, people 
group and continent had  captured his heart.  Talking to Lydia  was living proof 
that this incredible sort of kingdom could come one person at a time.   

3.  What you do:    The natural place for Paul to begin an outreach in Philippi 
was at a Jewish synagogue.  That’s where he begins in other towns.  But it takes 
a quorum of ten men to found a synagogue and Philippi didn’t have those ten 
men.  What  Paul finds instead of men is a group of God fearing women who 
engage in prayer, ablutions and worship. Of course, in Paul’s day a woman’s  
word wasn’t valid in a court of law.  They had no rights of their own and were not 
allowed to vote or to participate in political activities.  So let me ask you – how 
smart is it  to begin a church then or now with mostly women?  When I was a 
missionary in Thailand I knew missionaries who would not talk to women about 
Jesus because they were concerned that their conversion would bring on a host 
of problems.  There would be no Christian men to marry.  Women would be 
ostracized by their families and have no place to live.  A church of women 
wouldn’t appeal to men.  Listen, Paul lived the gospel.  All four gospels record 
how God chose women who weren’t even allowed to bear witness in court, to be 
the first to carry the good news of the resurrected Christ into the world.  Here is 
Lydia – Paul believed the kingdom could come through the least of these.   

4. Jesus transformed what success looked like to Paul.  Paul knew the 
transforming love of Jesus wasn’t limited to the right people sitting in the right 
seats on the bus. Paul, the apostle, missionary, man with a mission – sits down 
not with the power brokers in Philippi, but with a group of ladies and he tells them 
about Jesus.  One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in 
purple cloth, who was a worshipper of God. ( The particular word translated 
"worshipped" (sebomene) here refer to pagans who had accepted the 
monotheism of Judaism, but who did not keep the whole Jewish law.  Ardnt & 
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Gingrich, 1979, p. 746.)  Lydia "worshipped God" before she met Paul.  Wow.  
Paul doesn’t bring God to Philippi.  God was at work here before Paul showed 
up.   

Though Lydia knew nothing of the gospel of Jesus her heart was prepared 
ground.   16.14-15  The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message.  
Imagine what it was like for Lydia to hear that Acts 1. 15.  That women along with 
the men received the gifts and power of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost.  
That they along with men participated in the electing of  Matthias to replace 
Judas.  Here is a breath of fresh air.  There is a  kingdom where God loves all, 
where women and children and slaves matter – where men like Paul and Silas 
risk to share with women.   

Lydia embraces the good news and she and the members of her household were 
baptized.  Lydia, with all of her money and her heart, got the gospel. She got the 
unexplainable over the top welcoming love of Jesus.  So Lydia says to Paul and 
his friends, if you consider me a believer in the Lord come and stay at my house.  
16.  Lydia says, check out the authenticity of my transformation.  And how is that 
authenticity shown:  In a world where worshipping Jesus was illegal  Lydia risked 
just as Paul had on the dream of a fresh new kingdom of worth and value for 
men and women.   Lydia invites these Jewish strangers into her home. She 
wasn’t hospitable because she liked entertaining. The dream of the kingdom of 
God exploded in her heart.  The melt in your mouth sweetness of Jesus gave 
Lydia a concern and love for others that matched her concern and love for 
herself and her household.  And her home became the outpost of light and hope 
– for strangers, for the Roman jailer, for the fledgling church, for the beat up 
apostles and for the evangelization of  Europe.  I want to say “thank you Lydia.” 

The glue of the church in Philippi wasn’t common language, experience, 
background, or education. It is the good news that Jesus can transform 
entrenched people, broken people, angry people, seeking people, and holier than 
thou people.  God is already working  in them.  And he may reach them through 
anyone of us who lets the good news of Jesus impact  where we go, who we talk 
to, what we do and what we count as success.   

 That’s the gospel according to Lydia, and it’s nothing more or less than the 
gospel according to Jesus.  Let  God’s dream for us and our neighborhoods and 
the world transform us for the sake of the kingdom. 


