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6They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, because they were prevented by the Holy Spirit 

from speaking the word in the province of Asia. 7When they went as far as Mysia, they tried to go into 

Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them. 8So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. 
9A vision appeared to Paul during the night. A Macedonian man was standing there, urging him, 

“Come over to Macedonia and help us!” 10As soon as he had seen the vision, we immediately made plans 

to proceed to Macedonia, because we concluded that God had called us to preach the good news to them.  

 

Have you ever had to deal with a two-year-old? If you have you probably discovered that 

words just don’t have the same meaning to a two-year-old as they do to the rest of us. For 

example: Let’s say a two-year-old decided it would be fun to take all of the pots and pans out 

of the cupboard that is in front of him. As the child start to do that you come in and say, “No, 

don’t do that.” Now to us “no” means “Do not take anything out of any of the cupboards,” but 

to that child it means “Don’t take anything out of this cupboard.” So as you are putting things 

back into the one cupboard, the child simply changes direction, goes to another cupboard and 

continues doing what he had started to do. 

Now, I’m sure that the Apostle Paul was more than two years old when he started his 

second missionary journey. Yet in God’s word before us today we see in Paul the same 

determination, the same attitude of that two-year-old. And in Paul’s actions and attitude God 

has something to say to us.  Paul’s actions are saying to us … 

Theme: Don’t stop when God says “no.” 

         I. Simply change direction 

        II. And let God’s Word guide you 

God says “no” to people for different reasons. Sometimes God says “no” to turn people 

away from some sin that is harming their souls. God says “no” by allowing troubles and 

roadblocks into people’s lives because he is working to turn them away from sinful behaviors 

and back to himself. God does this for both believers and unbelievers. Yet when it comes to his 

believing children, God sometimes says “no” for different reasons. Our heavenly Father may 

say “no” to redirect our lives, to get us to refocus on him. Sometimes we start to turn our gaze 

away from Jesus, perhaps by focusing too much on worldly things. When we do, God often 

steps in and says “no” to that. Then he works to turn our focus back to our Savior. God may 

also say “no” to us so that, like the Apostle Paul, he can get us to where we can fulfill a task he 

has for us. 

That’s what God does with Paul in our text. Paul was on his second missionary journey. 

He began that journey by going back to some of the churches he started on his first missionary 

journey. After visiting those churches Paul decides he would like to do more mission work. So 

he and his fellow Apostle Silas try to go west into what was then known as “Asia”; today it is 

the western part of the country Turkey. Even though they had good intentions, God would not 

let them. We’re told, “They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, because they 

were prevented by the Holy Spirit from speaking the word in the province of Asia” (v. 6). 

Since they cannot go west Paul and the others try to go North into Bithynia, but the Holy Spirit 

again says “no”: “When they went as far as Mysia, they tried to go into Bithynia, but the 
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Spirit of Jesus did not allow them” (v. 7). So, Paul changes directions again and goes down to 

the city of Troas. Paul was trying to proclaim the gospel, something that’s certainly God 

pleasing. Yet each time Paul tried to go in a certain direction God told him “no.” So Paul had 

to change directions. God was working to get Paul where he wanted him. 

As we live our Christian lives, like Paul, we may have the best, God pleasing intentions in 

mind. Yet even then God sometimes still says “no” to us. So, how does God say “no?”  

Sometimes God says it very loud and clear: like when you’re trying to figure out if you should 

change jobs and you get laid off. When you’re deciding whether to fix up your old car or get a 

new one and someone hits your car and totals it. Or maybe you’re making plans to take that 

long awaited vacation and you come down with a serious illness. Whatever our plans may 

have been God clearly says “no.” Yet sometimes God’s “no” is a little more subtle: maybe it’s a 

difficult or dangerous situation at work. Maybe it’s a health issue that doesn’t stop us but 

certainly slows us down, or maybe it’s tension with family or friends. Whatever it may be God 

uses those things to slow us down and keep us from moving ahead with “our” plans, so that 

God can carry out his plans for us. 

So, what do we do when God says “no?” Do we just stop? Give up? Like a child do we 

whine and pout because can’t have our way? Do we tell God this isn’t fair? Or do we 

grudgingly turn in different direction letting God know we don’t like it? Our sinful nature 

doesn’t like being told “no.” And too often we think that because we are Christians God 

shouldn’t tell us “no.” Instead, he should let us serve him in whatever way we think is best. 

To think that our lives are going to go exactly how we planned is nothing more than pure 

selfishness. It’s ridiculous to think that somehow we know better than God. The Almighty tells 

us in his word, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” 

declares the Lord (Isaiah 55:8). To think we can somehow outthink God is more than just 

selfishness, its idolatry. It is worshipping ourselves; our own thoughts, our own plans. 

When God says “no” don’t grumble or complain or stop completely. Instead, pause for a 

moment and reflect on all that God has done for you: The sacrifice of his Son, the ability he has 

given you to trust Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins, the peace you have with God knowing 

those sins are forgiven, and the eternal home Jesus is preparing for you. All of these are gifts 

God has freely given, and he is willing to give you so much more. 

We may not always understand why God tells us “no.” Yet when we remember all he has 

lovingly done for us one thing becomes clear: our heavenly Father has only our best interest in 

mind. In mercy and love God is working everything out in our lives for our eternal good. So 

don’t stop when God says “no.” Simply change directions. 

When God does say “no” you may wonder which way to go. We can get confused because 

we thought we were going in the right direction. We may need some guidance. While the 

world is full of self-help gurus and people with all kinds of nice sounding advice, God has 

given us something better. If you need to know which way to go let God’s Word guide you. 

In the case of the Apostle Paul, he received God’s guidance directly. While Paul was in 

Troas God gave him a vision.  A vision appeared to Paul during the night. A Macedonian 

man was standing there, urging him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us” (v. 9)! Notice, 

God did not speak to Paul directly, yet Paul knows what to do. We are told, “As soon as he 
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had seen the vision, we immediately made plans to proceed to Macedonia, because we 

concluded that God had called us to preach the good news to them” (v. 10). The word we 

translate “concluded” literally means “to put the pieces together.” Paul used his human reason 

to put the pieces together. God didn’t allow Paul to preach the gospel in Asia or Bithynia, but 

in this vision,  someone asking for help in Macedonia. Submitting his human logic to God’s 

will Paul concludes that Macedonia is where God wants him to go and preach the gospel. 

Paul was given a direct revelation of where he should go, but that is because Paul did not 

have what we have. We have God’s written word. That word of God is all we need for faith 

and life. It creates faith(Romans 10:17) and sustains faith (John 6:63b). And the Word does 

more than that. It gives us all we need for guidance and direction in this life, as the Psalmist 

wrote, “Your words are a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.  Keep my footsteps steady 

by your sayings” (Psalm 119:105, 133a). God’s word helps guide and direct the footsteps of 

our lives. 

Like Paul, we also submit our reason to God’s word. We let him guide and direct us. We 

still use our human reason to understand and plan the worldly aspects of our lives. Yet even 

as we make plans as to where to live, or work, or go to school we want God’s word to guide 

those plans. So we plan according to God’s word, and then we entrust our plans to the Lord 

and his gracious will. 

Now, we have Paul’s example of what to do when God says “no,” but what might that 

look like in a person’s life today? It might look something like this: After working twelve years 

in the computer field, working up the corporate ladder, things starting to take a turn for the 

worse. This was God’s “no” to me. So I decided to go back to school and change careers. As I 

considered what to study, God subtly gave me another “no.” I was thinking of getting a 

degree in Economics. But God had my pastor ask me if I had ever considered going into the 

ministry. My pastor encouraged me to look into it. Friends at church encouraged me to look 

into it. There was also a young man from our Seminary who helped me to get information 

about the different schools I would have to attend. I had to use my human reason in all of this: 

the cost of school, how long would it take, what would I have to learn, how would it affect my 

family? There was an entire year of prays, questions, looking into Scripture. What there was 

not: There was no dream telling me to go. I didn’t feel an emotional “calling” to become a 

pastor. There was just this passage from the Bible that stuck in my head, “For it is by grace 

you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 

not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ 

Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:8-10). 

Was this a good work God had prepared in advance for me to do? I didn’t know. I just kept 

thinking, “What if I go and fail?” So after all the thoughts and prayers all I could do is say, 

“Lord, I don’t know if I can do this, but I will go and try until you say, “stop.” Surprisingly 

God has not yet said “stop.” Oh, he’s said “no” a few times along the way, but he hasn’t said, 

“No you must stop.” So I keep going. 

What about you? When God says “no” how do you know which way to go? Start with 

God’s unchanging will in his Ten Commandments. Jesus summarizes those Commandments 

by telling us to love God above everyone and everything else, and to love our neighbors as 
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ourselves (Matthew 22:37-39). We ask ourselves, “How can I best love and serve God by 

loving and serving the people around me? What skills has God blessed me with that I can use 

to show his love to others? What opportunities has he placed before me?” Maybe you’re good 

at teaching or organizing and you see an opportunity to help at the Summer Language Camp 

at Michigan Lutheran High School. Maybe your gift is baking, or fixing things, or being a good 

listener, or being diligent in prayer. Whatever your gift is keep looking for opportunities to 

share God’s love through that gift. When God says “no” to one opportunity just change 

direction and look for another. And when you just don’t know where to turn, do what Paul 

told the Thessalonians to do: Make it your ambition to live a quiet life, to mind your own 

business, and to work with your own hands, just as we instructed you.  Do this so that you 

are conducting yourselves decently toward outsiders (1 Th 4:11-12). Let your life be a 

reflection of Christ so that you can have an opportunity to share Christ with those God puts in 

your life. 

It is not easy being told “no.” But don’t stop when God says “no.” Instead, just change 

direction and then keep going trusting God’s powerful word to guide you. Keep going with 

that word of grace. Trusting in God’s will, you will find that no matter what happens in this 

life, no matter how God may direct you to go, in the end he will lead you right into the waiting 

arms of your loving Savior. Amen. 


