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When the Lord Opens a Person’s Heart 

Acts 16:6-15 

 

 How does a person become a follower of Jesus? Does he or she just wake up one day and 

say, “I think I’ll follow Jesus as my Lord?” 

 Hardly! The fact is that the best, the most moral, the most sensitive human beings in the 

world, left to themselves, would never follow Jesus on their own. Without God’s gracious 

initiative in our lives, we’d simply continue on our own way. We might do some good things in 

the world and live our lives as fairly decent human beings, but we would never be set right with 

God, be forgiven of and set free from our sin. We’d still be separated from God, and when we 

leave this life, that separation would continue in eternity in hell. 

  So whether we’re the most upstanding person in the world, or the most wicked person in the 

world, or somewhere in between (where most of are), we don’t come to Christ on our own. 

Trusting Jesus and following him as Lord is a commitment that only we can make for ourselves, 

but we don’t get there by ourselves. God is at work long before we ever come to Christ to bring 

us to him and enable us to trust and follow him. 

 

Lydia’s story 

 We can see this in the story of Lydia’s conversion here in our text. 

 Lydia was a Gentile woman from Thyatira, a city in the Roman province of Asia in the 

western part of Asia Minor (modern Turkey). Thyatira was known for its purple dye and cloth—

a shade of purple used by royalty and the wealthy. Lydia appears to have been an accomplished 

businesswoman, a dealer in purple cloth, and so likely wealthy or at least well-to-do. She was 

apparently single, as Luke presents her as having her own household. And she was “a worshiper 

of God” (16:14).
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 That last designation—“a worshiper of God”—is very important. As a Gentile, she likely 

didn’t start out that way. Unless her parents had been what the Jews called “God-fearers,” 

Gentiles who were attracted to and observed the ethical monotheism of the Jewish faith and 

worshiped in the synagogue but didn’t fully convert, she would have been raised a pagan. But 

somehow, somewhere along the way, God had worked in her life to turn her toward himself so 

that she had become “a worshiper of God,” a God-fearer.  

Now it appears that there was not a synagogue in Philippi, probably due to a very small 

Jewish population—there had to be at least ten Jewish men to establish a synagogue. But there 

was “a place of prayer” outside the city by the river. And Lydia gathered there on the Sabbath 

http://www.jhbc.org/


 2 

with other women who were either Jews or God-fearers to worship God. 

Her work had brought her from Thyatira in the province of Asia to Philippi, “a Roman 

colony and the leading city of that district of [the Roman province of] Macedonia” (16:12). She 

had become “a worshiper of God” somewhere along the way. And though some might say that 

this was all just a coincidence, the way Luke tells her story, there was more going on than meets 

the eye. God had been at work to have Lydia in the right place at the right time. And what was 

about to happen next would change her life forever. 

 Because you see, God was at work in Paul’s life and ministry to bring him to Philippi to 

preach the gospel. He and his missionary companions, Silas and Timothy, had been traveling 

through Asia Minor. They wanted to preach the word in the province of Asia, but the Holy Spirit 

prevented them in some way. Apparently it was not the right time. Paul would preach and 

minister in Ephesus later on and the gospel would spread throughout the province, but this was 

not the time. So they tried to enter Bithynia; “but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to” 

(16:7), so they went down to Troas. There during the night Paul had a vision of a Macedonian 

man begging him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us” (16:9). So Paul and his companions 

concluded that was where God was calling them to go, and they set out immediately for 

Macedonia and came to Philippi sometime about mid-week. Then on the Sabbath, according to 

Paul’s usual strategy, they went to the Jewish place of worship. That was usually a synagogue, 

but in Philippi it was the place of prayer by the river. And it was a group made up primarily, if 

not completely, of women.  

 So Paul and his companions sat down and began talking to them, and as Paul spoke, the Lord 

worked in Lydia’s life once again. All that he had already done in her life now brought her to the 

point of receiving and responding to Paul’s message. As “a worshiper of God” (16:14), she had 

responded to the light God had given her to this point. And now “the Lord opened her heart to 

respond to Paul’s message” of the good news of Jesus the Messiah (16:14). She put her faith in 

Jesus as Lord and Savior and Messiah. Her household did as well. And she and her household 

were baptized. 

 As a wealthy woman, she likely had a large house with rooms to accommodate guests, so she 

invited Paul and Silas and Timothy to stay at her house. Her response of faith in Jesus was borne 

out by her offer of hospitality to Paul and his companions (16:15). And at the end of chapter 16, 

it appears that Lydia was hosting the fledgling church in Philippi in her home, as Paul and Silas 

met with the brothers and sisters at Lydia’s house after they were released from jail (16:40). 

 

Our stories 

 Now here’s the thing. Each of us who has followed Jesus or will follow him have our own 

stories. But as similar or vastly different as those stories may be, one theme is common to them 

all. We didn’t just come to Jesus on our own. 

 Whatever our background or the circumstances of our conversion, it didn’t happen in a 

vacuum. God was at work in the circumstances of our lives—the good, the bad, and the ugly—to 

bring us to the point that someone’s sharing the gospel with us, either directly or indirectly, 

intersected with the Holy Spirit’s work to open our hearts to respond to that message. 

 The road to conversion is often a journey or a process. For some, it involves gentle nurture 

and guidance. For others, it’s a road filled with twists and turns, hills and valleys, potholes and 

broken pavement. 

  

John Lennox is a professor of mathematics at Oxford University. He tells a story about 
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meeting a Jewish woman from South Africa as he was touring Eastern Europe. She told Lennox 

that she was researching how her relatives had perished in the Holocaust. On their guided tour, 

they passed a display that had the following words written on it: “Arbeit macht frei” (or “work 

makes free”)—a mock-up of the main gate to the Nazi death camp at Auschwitz. There were also 

pictures of the horrific medical experiments the infamous Dr. Josef Mengele carried out on 

children. The woman turned to Lennox and said, “And what does your religion make of this?” 

Lennox writes: 

 

What was I to say? She had lost her parents and many relatives in the Holocaust. I 

could scarcely bear to look at the Mengele photographs, because of the sheer horror of 

imagining my children suffering such a fate. I had nothing in my life that remotely 

paralleled the horror her family had endured. 

But still she stood in the doorway waiting for an answer. I eventually said, “I would 

not insult your memory of your parents by offering you simplistic answers to your 

question. What is more, I have young children and I cannot even bear to think how I 

might react if anything were to happen to them, even if it were far short of the evil that 

Mengele did. I have no easy answers; but I do have what, for me at least, is a doorway 

into an answer.” 

“What is it?” she said. 

I said, “You know that I am a Christian. That means that I believe that Yeshua is the 

messiah. I also believe that he was God incarnate, come into our world as savior, which 

is what his name ‘Yeshua’ means. Now I know that this is even more difficult for you 

to accept. Nevertheless, just think about this question—if Yeshua was really God, as I 

believe he was, what was God doing on a cross? 

“Could it be that God begins just here to meet our heartbreaks, by demonstrating 

that he did not remain distant from our human suffering, but became part of it himself? 

For me, this is the beginning of hope; and it is a living hope that cannot be smashed by 

the enemy of death. The story does not end in the darkness of the cross. Yeshua 

conquered death. He rose from the dead; and one day, as the final judge, he will assess 

everything in absolute fairness, righteousness, and mercy.” 

There was silence. She was still standing, arms outstretched, forming a motionless 

cross in the doorway. After a moment, with tears in her eyes, very quietly but audibly, 

she said: “Why has no one ever told me that about my messiah before?” 
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 Through Lennox’s witness, the Lord opened her heart, just as he did Lydia’s, and just as he 

did the hearts of all those who follow Jesus. 

 Has he opened yours? 
MEG 
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