When God Opens a Heart





May 3, 2020
Acts 16:11-15
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What things are easy for you to do?
What things are hard?
What things are impossible?

On Sunday we will celebrate the Lord's Table





Jesus was once approached by a young man who asked him, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”
Mark’s gospel tells us that “Jesus looked at him and loved him.”  10:21

This tells us that Jesus’ answer to his question was not flippant or calloused.

Jesus told him: “Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 10:21

Do you know what the young man did?
He walked away.

But not in anger.

He walked away with sadness in his heart.
Do you know why? 
Because he had great wealth.

It wasn’t just the young man who was left shaken by what Jesus said. 
The disciples of Jesus were also greatly impacted and asked: “Who then can be saved?”
Jesus answered them and said: “With man this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with God.”
Human beings cannot save themselves…. even if they are religious like the young man who came to Jesus.

Salvation is of God.

And it is this that sets Christianity apart from all other faiths - in Jesus Christ, God did on our behalf what we cannot do for ourselves.

Today we return to our study in the book of Acts.
We are in chapter 16 – and over the next few weeks we will study the stories of three people who had an encounter with the gospel of Jesus Christ and whose lives were transformed by God’s saving power.
But first let me recap where we are in our study of this book.
In Acts 13 Paul and team had embarked on a second missionary trip, visiting churches they had earlier helped to start…
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…. in the cities of Derbe, Lystra, Iconium and Psidian Antioch.
Then the team had tried to go into the province of Asia, where the gospel of Jesus had not been announced…
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…and they were stopped.

They then attempted to go into Bithynia…
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…and again, were stopped.
Finally, they headed to the port city of Troas…
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… where during the night that Paul had a vision of a man asking them to come to Macedonia, which the team concluded was a call from God to preach the gospel there.

Our passage for today is: 
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Read v.11-12.
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Why did Paul and team, after arriving in Neapolis, go directly to Philippi?

Weren’t there people in Neapolis who needed to hear of Jesus?
Of course, there were.
Did they go to Philippi because it was the leading city in that region?

Maybe.
But God’s Spirit who guided them…who had kept them from going into Asia and Bithynia… and who had brought them to Troas where Paul had received a vision, put into their hearts a sense of urgency to press on to Philippi.

The story told in the book of Acts repeatedly reminds that God is a seeking God.
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Jesus in Luke 19:10 revealed the Father to be the God who seeks after the lost in order to save them; the Father who, along with all of heaven, rejoices over every sinner who repents and is brought home to him (see Luke 15:7).
So, what happened when Paul and team got to Philippi?

Read v.13.
A key strategy of Paul’s was to announce the gospel first to Jewish people – whether that was at a synagogue or in the case of Philippi, a place of prayer.

Read v.14-15.
What are we told about Lydia?
She was…
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· Anyone is able to perceive the reality of God from observing the creation. Romans 1:19-20 speaks of this.
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· All of us are able, if we are honest with ourselves, to perceive that something is wrong with us – we have a bent toward selfishness; and an attraction to sin.
· All of us perceive that something is wrong with the world.

But what no one intuitively knows…. is what… the Creator God did in the person of Jesus Christ who sacrificed his innocent life to rescue us from sin; to undo death and to make all things new.

Christianity is a revealed faith. Listen to what Romans 10:14-15,17.
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Before there can be faith in God and in his Savior Jesus Christ, the news of the gospel must be heard.

At a place of prayer, Lydia listened to the gospel message.

Lydia was…
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Where she was from explained what she did.

Lydia was…
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She was “a dealer in purple cloth.”
Lydia oversaw a thriving business in Philippi, as evidenced by the home she owned and the servants she had.

What we wouldn’t know without digging, is that…
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biblegateway.com says:
The water surrounding Thyatira was so well-adapted for dyeing, that no other place could produce cloth so brilliant and so permanently dyed. 
But there is something else regarding Lydia’s connection to Thyatira.
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As you can see by the map…Thyatira was located in the province of Asia.
I assure you that when Paul and team were kept by God’s Spirit from entering the province of Asia and were directed instead to the city of Philippi, it was not because God was uninterested in those who lived there.

John 3:16 is explicit – God loves the world.
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Acts 10:34 is crystal clear.
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Then why at that particular point in time did God’s Spirit not let Paul travel into Asia?
Before we answer that, there is another piece we must factor in.
The events of Acts 19 take place several years later, when Paul was led by God’s Spirit to the city of Ephesus and was given… an open door, where for two years, he preached Christ… in the province of Asia.
The result of Paul’s teaching and preaching ministry was that…
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During those two years a church was planted in… 
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… which was one of the seven churches mentioned in the book of Revelation.
I’m certain Lydia’s concern for her home town had some influence upon Paul or one of his team making their way there.

What do we learn from this?
This passage reminds us of the partnership that we have with the triune God in the work of the gospel… we join him in what he is doing.

God by his Spirit directs the followers of Jesus, not only where they should go… but when.

This is important for you and me to understand because there will be times when, like Paul, we will encounter a stop sign; a closed door, and we may not know why.
But the One who leads us does.
And it is he who determines the moments of opportunity given to a person… to a city… to a region…. to hear and to respond to the gospel.

God does all things well; and that includes his timing.
There is one other important detail we are given about Lydia, which is followed by a statement that describes the greatness of God’s grace.
Lydia was…
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We need to unpack that statement.
Especially in light of the city where Lydia was from - Thyatira; and the business she was in – a dealer in purple cloth.
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We don’t know anything about Lydia’s former spiritual practices, only that to be in the business she was, she would have had to belong to a guild.
That said, when we meet her, not only is she at a Jewish prayer gathering on the Sabbath, she is identified to us as a “worshiper of God.”

In this regard Lydia was like Cornelius whose story is told in Acts 10.
Cornelius was described as being a devout and God-fearing man, who gave generously to those in need, and who prayed regularly to God.

He sounds like the young man we spoke of at the beginning. 

One day an angel appeared to Cornelius and told him to send for Peter because….
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Does it surprise you that Cornelius’ devoutness and proper fear of God was not enough? that his generosity to the poor was not enough? nor his prayers to God?
In spite of the many good things he did… Cornelius was not saved.
What Peter brought to Cornelius, the news that saved him… was the good news of Jesus.
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In the case of Lydia, she was not told by an angel of God to send for Paul.

Instead… God through a vision… sent Paul to her.
Is that not incredible.
But wait there is more.
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As Lydia listened to Paul speak of the gospel of Jesus, the God she had begun to worship… opened her heart… enabling her to respond to the message of Jesus Christ.
The very same verb, “to open,” is used in Luke 24:45: 
[image: image25.png]“Then [Jesus] %

Tuke 24:45

their minds so they could f
understand the Scriptures.”





Every human being needs God to open their mind to understand the Scripture and to open their heart to respond.
In a spiritual sense it is somewhat like this.
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The eyes of our mind are blindfolded so that we cannot see; our hearts are frozen so that we cannot feel our lostness nor our need of God’s mercy; our will is bound so that we cannot respond in repentance and faith to God.

This is the human condition.

But praise God, this is where the miracle of God’s grace encounters us.
He comes to us…as he did to Lydia.
Remember – Christianity is a revealed faith.

Through the hearing of the gospel message, God pulls off the blindfold and thaws our frozen hearts and loosens our bound wills… In order that we might respond to him.
Sometimes it happens in a moment – like Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus.

And other times, it happens gradually… gently…. over a period of time – like was the case with Lydia.
God has been searching for you.
Has he today opened your mind to understand and your heart to respond?
If he has, this is your moment of opportunity.

Will you, as Lydia did, believe in Jesus?
Will you ask him to save you?

Will you welcome into your life to be the One in charge; the One at the center of who you are?

You can do so, right now, where you are.
You can speak to him – in the quietness of your heart or with you voice.

You can use your own words or use this prayer on the screen.
[image: image27.png]"God, | need you. | am a sinner.

I acknowledge I have not loved you
nor lived in the way you say is right.
I believe Jesus came into the world
to rescue me.

Thank you that he died in my place
for my sins. Please forgive me.

| welcome you into my life to be the
One in charge.”




If you believed in Jesus today, and welcomed him into your life, would you email me that we might arrange a time to talk together?
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After responding to Jesus in faith of him, do you know what Lydia did?

Dr. Luke tells us in v.15 - she went public – she was baptized.
In the book of Acts, baptism was always a follower of Jesus’ next step.

Remember the day of Pentecost? 
Remember the eunuch from Ethiopia.

Remember Paul after his conversion?

If you’ve begun to follow Jesus, he expects you to go public.

If you desire to do so, will you also email me so we can arrange a time to talk…and a time for you to be baptized.
The last important emphasis of today’s passage is that the members of Lydia’s household also believed in Jesus and along with her were baptized.
This is the power of the gospel to save everyone who believes.

Acts 16 teaches us that it is common for God to save families.
As God has searched after you, he is searching after your family.

Is that not an incredible thing?

Jesus told a parable in Luke 14 about a great banquet.

The man who hosted it invited many to come.

And come they did.

But his assistant told him, “Sir there is still room.”
There is no quota on how many people God can save.
Do you know how we know this?

Because of what the Scripture says in Revelation 7:9.

The number of those who’ve been welcomed into the kingdom of God… at the end of this age are described as being…
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Jesus expressed it so clearly in the parable he told in Luke 14: 
God’s heart is that “his house be full.”

There is room…for you.
There is room…for your family; for your friends; for your co-workers.
God is searching after those who are lost; who are far from him, in order to bring them home to himself.

The Blessing

Romans 10:14-15:

How then can they call on the one they have not believed in? 

And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching [the gospel] to them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? 

As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”

As God’s Spirit leads your life, follower of Jesus, 
there are no coincidences.

When he intersects your life with someone else, there is a reason he has done so.

He wants that other person to see and to hear through you his gospel.

May you be blessed as the Scripture says… with beautiful feet!!

What is that?

We inherit our sin nature from our parents.

We are born sinners; already disposed to disobey God.

As we saw last week, within the core of our being 


there is a spirit of lawlessness.

The Bible speaks of humans as being slaves to sin.

What does that mean?

Sin is our master.

We live in a world under the dominion of darkness.

The god of this world, Satan, has a hand in the blinding of our spiritual eyes to the reality of God.

This is why every person needs help.

And in the great mercy of God, he reveals himself to every person.

Like Lydia, he opens a person’s heart to perceive he is there.

But he did for her what she couldn’t do for herself – he opened her heart.

And when her heart was opened, she could make the choice

She could have heard Paul’s message.

But she couldn’t respond to it.

Her conversion had impact on her household.

Those how lived at her home also believed and were baptized.

Why is there this link between believing and baptism?

Why did the NT practice quickly baptize new believers?

Ephesians 4:17-18. 

The thinking of a closed heart is futile (useless) 


in that it doesn’t lead a person to perceive God rightly.

The understanding of a closed heart is darkened.

Understanding in the original language carries the sense of 


“a thinking through or over, a reflecting.” 

When a person with a closed heart reflects on reality, 


because their heart is darkened 

they are unable to see the evidence of God.

A closed heart is a hardened heart.

In this passage a hardened heart results in 


a spiritual ignorance of God.

A hardened heart is also non-responsive to God – 


it has “lost all sensitivity.”

But while a hardened heart is insensitive to God, 


it is sensitized to sensuality.

It makes you wonder if the voice of sensuality drowns out God’s??

Listen to what Jesus said in John 8:34:


“Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.”

A slave is someone who is held against their will.

We are born enslaved to sin.

And as slaves to sin, we can’t break free by our own doing.

The sad part is many don’t even realize they’re in bondage to sin. 

That is all they’ve known.

They don’t realize life could be different.

In addition, as slave to sin, we are taken advantage of by Satan.

2 Timothy 2:26.

Satan takes captive people who are enslaved to sin 


and compels them to do his will.
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