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“WHEN GOD SAYS NO” (Acts 16:1-15) 

The great mission team had split and now Paul would begin the second missionary journey with 
Silas. The division was permanent but it is full of instruction for us. Martyn Lloyd Jones once 
noted about the failures of the saints in the Bible, 
 

“I do not know what you feel, but I never cease to be grateful to these disciples. I am 
grateful for the record of every mistake they ever made, and for every blunder they ever 
committed, because I see myself in them. How grateful we should be to God that we 
have these Scriptures, how grateful to Him that He has not merely given us the gospel 
and left it at that. How wonderful it is that we can read accounts like this and see 
ourselves depicted in them, and how grateful we should be to God that it is a divinely 
inspired Word which speaks the truth, and shows and pictures every human frailty.” 

 
This second missionary journey was a pivotal journey because it would open up the European 
continent to the gospel. 
 

 
 
 

Then came he to Derbe and Lystra: and, behold, a certain disciple was there, named Timotheus, the son of a 
certain woman, which was a Jewess, and believed; but his father was a Greek:  Which was well reported of by the 
brethren that were at Lystra and Iconium. Him would Paul have to go forth with him; and took and circumcised 

him because of the Jews which were in those quarters: for they knew all that his father was a Greek. (v1-3) 
 
Instead of going west from Antioch to Cyprus, the Lord providentially directed them not to 
Cyprus but another way through Asia Minor (modern Turkey). For there the Lord had prepared 
another vital member of the team to join them. He was likely converted there when Paul visited 
on his First Missionary Journey. Although Timothy was a young man, like John Mark, he was 
mature. This was vital for the type of journey they were about to embark on. 
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Timothy’s reputation had spread to other towns. It is always vital to have a good 
testimony in the church if you desire to serve the Lord. Timothy’s upbringing with a Jewish 
mother and Gentile father would prove be a great advantage to him in his ministry. Timothy 
grew up in a Gentile world and would be intimately acquainted and unprejudiced against 
bringing the gospel to the Gentiles but he would also be acutely aware of the sensitivities of 
Judaism. In the providence of God, our backgrounds can become a great insight for us after we 
have been saved. 

We are explicitly told that it was Paul’s desire to bring Timothy with them, “Him would 
Paul have to go forth with him.” This proves that Paul had not given up on youth. This was a 
tremendous honour and opportunity for this young man. As Timothy’s mother was Jewish, Paul 
had him circumcised because he would be regarded as Jewish because of his mother. Hence, 
being uncircumcised he was seen as an apostate Jew. John MacArthur explains, 

 
“Circumcision was the sine qua non of Judaism. Had Timothy not been circumcised, the 
Jews would have assumed he was renouncing his Jewish heritage and choosing to live as 
a Gentile. Paul’s circumcision of Timothy had nothing to do with salvation; he did it for 
expediency’s sake, to avoid placing an unnecessary stumbling block in the way of Jewish 
evangelism. Timothy’s circumcision granted him full access to the synagogues he would 
visit with Paul and Silas.” 
 
However, in Galatians 2 Paul fought for the right of Silas not to be as he was pure 

Gentile. So, Timothy was circumcised for the benefit of the gospel to allow him the liberty to be 
more effective in synagogues. It was not a condition of service or church membership. 

 
STUDY ON TIMOTHY – Timothy or Timotheus means “honour to God”. He was the most 
prominent of Paul’s travel companions and was probably no more than 21 years old at this time. 
He was converted probably on Paul’s first MJ there and was a convert of Paul’s as he described 
him as “my own son in the faith” in 1 Timothy 1:2. His mother was a Jewess and this would have 
been regarded as sufficient to have him recognized as a Jewish by the Jews as they believe it is 
passed through the mother in inter-racial marriages. Of all of Paul’s associates, Timothy is 
preeminent in Scripture and we can infer that he was Paul’s closest companion in the work.  

Timothy is mentioned 26 times in the New Testament and is stated to be the co-author 
and/or deliverer of six of Paul’s letters (2 Cor; Phil; Col; 1 Thess; 2 Thess; Phlm), and the 
recipient of two other letters (1 Tim & 2 Tim). Paul variously calls him “our brother” (1Thess. 3:2; 
2Cor. 1:1; Col. 1:1; Phlm. 1), “a servant of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:1), and “my fellowlabourer/ my 
workfellow” (1Thess. 3:2; Rom. 16:21). He was ordained (1 Tim. 4:14), and went with Paul and 
Silvanus when they first established Christian communities in Philippi, Thessalonica, and Corinth 
(2 Cor. 1:19; Acts 16:1;18:11), and later when Paul was traveling around the Ageaen Sea and to 
Jerusalem (Acts 19:22; 20:4; Rom. 16:21). Later, as evidence of his maturity, he was sent as Paul's 
representative to revisit the Christians in various provinces in Macedonia (1Thess. 3:1-6; Phil 
2:19-24) and Achaia (1Cor. 4:17; 16:10-11). In addition, he was sent to Ephesus to guide and 
teach the church there (1Tim. 1:1-3; 4:11-16). We have no further biblical record concerning 
Timothy but according to one tradition, in the year AD 80 Timothy preached against a pagan 
procession of idols, ceremonies and songs in Ephesus. He was beaten by an angry mob, dragged 
through the streets and stoned to death. 
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And as they went through the cities, they delivered them the decrees for to keep, that were ordained of the apostles 
and elders which were at Jerusalem. And so were the churches established in the faith, and increased in number 

daily. (v4-5) 
 

The wording here makes clear that these NT churches were not independent from each other 
but interdependent. For these decrees from the council or Synod in Jerusalem were binding 
upon all as. The same Greek word dogmata is used to describe the fixed and authoritative decrees 
of the imperial Emperor in Luke 2:1 and Acts 17:7.  

The clear, binding, and unified decision of the Jerusalem Synod proved a great 
providential blessing on the other NT churches. For we now see orderly, balanced churches built 
up in the faith reproducing and growing. As they deepen spiritually downwards, the Lord grows 
them horizontally. That order is not without significance. Our supreme need is to know God 
more. For the more we know the power of the living God, the more He will use our lives to 
impact others.  
 

 
 

Now when they had gone throughout Phrygia and the region of Galatia, and were forbidden of the Holy Ghost to 
preach the word in Asia, After they were come to Mysia, they assayed to go into Bithynia: but the Spirit suffered 

them not. And they passing by Mysia came down to Troas. (v6-8) 
 
The Apostle Paul now faces a new test as has not faced anything like this before. He was in the 
Western part of modern Turkey and wanted to evangelise this whole region. It was a wonderful 
motive, but God had other plans for him. He was forbidden by the Holy Spirit to do so now, 
although we are not told how or why. This word “assayed” is a word that means to pierce through 
so as to test the durability of something. Hence, Paul and his team were seeking divine leading as 
to where to go by testing whether this apparent natural step to take was right for them to do so.  

These providential hindrances in stopping them must have caused great frustration of 
heart for them. Asia Minor needed the gospel but it wasn’t God’s time. We cannot depend on 
logic or feelings to determine the will of God. It is very perplexing when you have the desire to 
do something for God and providence puts a brake on it. The apostles had been told to 
evangelise to all the world, but they still had to depend on God’s leading. So, what did Paul do 
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when these doors closed? Get angry? Give up like so many? He persisted on to the next place 
Troas. As MacArthur points out, 

 
“You know, beloved, one of the great ways to know the will of God in your life? Just 
keep moving. You’ll sit around, “I don’t know what to do. God hasn’t shown me.” Just 
get up and do anything! Just do anything in His service and He’ll move you where He 
wants you to be….You want to know something? God wanted them in Macedonia but 
he never told them until they couldn’t take one more step. You want to know how to live 
by faith? That’s how. Just keep pushing and pushing and pushing until you finally hit a 
dead end and then God will open the door so wide you won't know what hit you, and 
you think Paul hesitated?” 

 

 
 
And a vision appeared to Paul in the night; There stood a man of Macedonia, and prayed him, saying, Come over 
into Macedonia, and help us. And after he had seen the vision, immediately we endeavoured to go into Macedonia, 

assuredly gathering that the Lord had called us for to preach the gospel unto them. (v9-10) 
 
The text here switches to 1st person plural here indicating that Luke joined them personally from 
this moment. It may have been that Luke was the man in the vision. To have an educated 
Gentile medical doctor on this arduous trip was a great blessing him of God.  

The expression “assuredly gathering” is a word that has the idea in the Greek of “to bring 
together” or “to join together.” Here it means that Paul and his companions could now deduce 
from the leading of the Lord that the facts now had “come together” to allow them to arrive at a 
conclusion. They now could understand that God’s way was West to Europe by “gathering” all 
the facts that God’s hand was in all of this. Robert Morgan observes, 

 
“God often reveals his will by providentially arranging the circumstances of life. When 
you study the book of Acts, we discover that God sometimes led Paul the apostle by 
means of open and closed doors. In Acts 16, for example, Paul wanted to go into Asia 
and evangelize the Orient, but the doors wouldn’t open for him. He couldn’t get through 
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the borders. But the doors into Europe opened virtually by themselves, and Paul 
concluded that God wanted him to take the Gospel westward.” 
 
God often will close a door to something we desire greatly because He has something 

better in mind. We should not be upset with God when He closes doors. What we are to do is 
wait! Our times are in His hands. However, when He speaks there was no wasted time and they 
obeyed without delay, “And after he had seen the vision, immediately we endeavoured to go into Macedonia.” 
This step of obedience will change the history of this world. For the call from Northern Greece, 
will bring the Gospel westward into Europe instead of eastward into Asia Minor.  

Someone once said that being led by the Holy Spirit is like learning to drive the car 
properly. You need to learn how to brake before you need to learn how to accelerate. To be used 
effectively of God you need to be able to allow God to restrain you before He can release you. 
God’s no is as important as God’s go! 

This order by the Holy Spirit to travel into Europe did not seem to make sense from a 
human perspective. Paul had no contacts there. He had not travelled to Europe on any of his 
missionary journeys before. There was a great door opened to him in Asia Minor. However, Paul 
didn’t argue with God. He immediately made the treacherous journey by boat across the Aegean 
Sea to Neapolis on the Coast and then on to Philippi, the chief city of the Macedonia region. 
The Apostle Paul was a man who had learned to be sensitive to God’s NO! “To me to live is 
Christ,” was no catchphrase but the all-absorbing principle of Paul’s life. By Paul’s obedience, he 
saw God establish one of the greatest New Testament churches in a city called Philippi. The 
gospel was then spread throughout Central and Western Europe. God’s delay here will open 
greater doors of opportunity and blessing.  

We must be willing, like Paul, for God to overturn our plans even at the last minute. God 
only guides us one step at a time. The life of faith means living with uncertainty as to our next 
step even in the midst of doing God’s will (Prov. 16:9; Isa. 55:9). There is little point in pursuing 
God’s will if you are not willing to comply with it. The truth is that our perspective is usually 
wrong. Our vision and understanding is extremely limited. Only God has infinite understanding. 
We judge too quickly God’s ways. The truth is that we don’t know Him well enough when we 
are impatient. If we run ahead of God, we will be painfully chastened by frustration, exhaustion, 
and failure.  

 
Therefore loosing from Troas, we came with a straight course to Samothracia, and the next day to Neapolis; And 
from thence to Philippi, which is the chief city of that part of Macedonia, and a colony: and we were in that city 

abiding certain days. (v11-12) 
 
The city of Philippi was formerly called Dathos but was subsequently named after Philip of 
Macedonia the father of Alexander the Great who repaired and adorned it. It seems they waited 
patiently and prayerfully when they arrived. Likely they were waiting for the Sabbath hoping to 
begin then witnessing to Jews. For Paul’s method was always to start with the Jew first and then 
the Gentile. 
 
And on the sabbath we went out of the city by a river side, where prayer was wont to be made; and we sat down, 

and spake unto the women which resorted thither. (v13) 
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It seems there was no synagogue so this riverside could have been the place of prayer for devout 
Jews. After the drama of the vision when a man appeared beckoning them to Macedonia, this 
does not appear an auspicious beginning for an important team of Paul, Silas, Luke and Timothy, 
but we should never underestimate what God could do through a few ladies. Paul’s first convert 
in Europe and the foundation of this endeavour would be a businesswoman. Women have 
always played a very important part in God’s work. Vance Havner noted,  
 

“A good woman is the best thing on earth. Women were last at the cross and first at the 
open tomb. The church owes a debt to her faithful women which she can never estimate, 
to say nothing of the debt we owe in our homes to godly wives and mothers.” 

 
Luke often contrasts two individuals in his writings. Here he contrasts Lydia and a demon-
possessed woman. One of them is liberated by God; the other is enslaved to the devil. 
 

 
 
And a certain woman named Lydia, a seller of purple, of the city of Thyatira, which worshipped God, heard us: 

whose heart the Lord opened, that she attended unto the things which were spoken of Paul. (v14) 
 
Thyatira was famous for purple dye, which was used to make expensive cloth for the rich and 
famous. This woman Lydia was involved in this business and had clearly prospered in it. She had 
a house in Philippi, which was a wealthy city. Today we would call her the CEO of a thriving 
import and export business. The world would revere her as one who had made it big! Her name 
is not a Jewish one and she was a Gentile who, like Cornelius, was interested in the monotheistic 
religion of the Jews because she is described as one, “which worshipped God.” She was dissatisfied 
with the pagan gods and the pagan lifestyle. God had put a hunger in her heart for something 
deeper. But her interest in religion didn’t save her. It didn’t take her one step nearer to heaven.  

This passage emphasises clearly that salvation is of the Lord and Lydia could not have 
been saved unless God intervened first. The order is very clear. Lydia, “heard us” because she was 
the one, “whose heart the Lord opened, that she attended unto the things which were spoken.” This woman 
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wasn’t saved because she was more spiritual or because God merely foresaw that she would 
make a good Christian. But because God first opened her heart to the Gospel, “No man can come 
to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him.” (John 6:44) Neither Paul nor even Lydia could 
open her heart. The conversion of Lydia is a classic illustration of God’s sovereign election. 
Salvation is not dependent on us and that is why we do not need gimmicks to evangelise. Paul 
never used anything but the clear preaching of God’s Word.  
 
SOVEREIGN ELECTION - There are some who argue that God chose His elect people 
simply because He saw some good in them or that He knew in advance that they would chose 
Him. The Apostle Paul pointedly ignores all of these reasons in his writings. Instead, he makes it 
clear that God chose us “according to the good pleasure of His will” (Eph. 1:5) and “To the praise of the 
glory of His grace” (Eph. 1:6). Writing to Timothy, the apostle underlines the same truth “Who hath 
saved us, and called us with an holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and 
grace, which was given us in Christ Jesus before the world began” (2 Tim. 1:9). We are saved solely and 
entirely because of the grace of God and not because of anything that we have thought or said or 
done. Martyn Lloyd-Jones notes 

 
“The true way of salvation can be summed up like this: it is entirely the result of God’s 
election. There is only one explanation of why any single person has ever been saved, and 
it is the action and the choice of God. There is nothing in us that contributes to salvation 
– nothing at all!”  

 
All of election is tied up in God’s sovereign will. No one persuaded or assisted God in 

this. Man had nothing to do with it. God’s grace had to affect the plan of salvation as man could 
not. As Paul explained in the second chapter of Ephesians, the unregenerate heart is “dead in 
trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1b). This man is “having no hope, and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12). 
Salvation has its origin in the mind of God – not in the mind of man. God chose us as spiritually 
dead people cannot choose anyone. We must note the great subject here – God is the One that 
quickens or makes us alive from our spiritual deadness. Dead men cannot understand their 
predicament and cannot communicate. It doesn’t matter how desperate their situation is. The 
unsaved man is spiritually, eternally dead, not merely weakened, incapacitated, disabled, or 
sick. He is not seeking God as “There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God” 
(Romans 3:11; cf. 1 Cor. 2:14).  

This gives us great confidence in evangelizing the lost as we know that the results are 
guaranteed not because of our abilities, but because they are rooted in God’s immutable will. 
Lloyd-Jones explains that understanding sovereign election should not undermine our 
motivation to share the gospel with the lost. For he explains,  

 
“People often argue that this doctrine of divine election and choice leaves no place for 
evangelism, for preaching the gospel, for urging people to repent and to believe, and for 
the use of arguments and persuasions in doing so. But there is no contradiction here 
anymore than there is in saying that since it is God that gives us the crops of corn in the 
autumn, therefore the farmer need not plough and harrow and sow; the answer to which 
is that God has ordained both. God has chosen to call out His people by means of 
evangelism and the preaching of the Word. He ordains the means as well as the end.” 
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We do not need to adopt unscriptural “seeker sensitive” methods in our churches to 
evangelise as the results of salvation do not depend on making the message attractive to the 
unregenerate mind. The old gospel message is the “power of God unto salvation.” Finally, this gives 
us absolute assurance of salvation. We know that we are eternally saved because the One who 
controls eternity and time is always faithful to His redemptive promises. We may be unfaithful 
but He never is. His love is not fickle for His children as He declares, “Yea, I have loved thee with an 
everlasting love: therefore with lovingkindness have I drawn thee” (Jer. 31:3).  
 
And when she was baptized, and her household, she besought us, saying, If ye have judged me to be faithful to the 

Lord, come into my house, and abide there. And she constrained us. (v15) 
 
Lydia provided fruits of her salvation by seeking the salvation of her household, then presenting 
herself and her family for baptism, and finally by opening her home to serve the physical needs 
of these preachers of the Gospel. The inns of that time were unhygienic, expensive, and had a 
reputation for immorality.  

A welcome heart to visitors is a mark of a changed life. The Bible reminds us, “Be not 
forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.” (Heb. 13:2) The fact that 
the inspired writer commands, “be not forgetful” implies that we could easily be forgetful! It’s easier 
to shut yourself away from people and live your own life for yourself. Most people are naturally 
suspicious of strangers but Christians are called to be the opposite. We are called to make friends 
out of strangers. We are given here the example of the blessing that flowed in Abraham’s life 
when he entertained angels unaware. He spared no expense to entertain his visitors. The point of 
the inspired author in Hebrews 13:2 is not that we should be hospitable hoping that an angel 
comes around, but rather that we have no idea how far-reaching a simple act of kindness may be. 
Imagine what Abraham would have lost if he had been inhospitable! CH Spurgeon pointedly 
remarked of this story, “Some people will never entertain angels unaware, for they never 
entertain anybody.” 

Kindness is one gift anyone can give. The church is not a business but a caring 
community. Not everyone here can be a preacher or a missionary abroad. But all here can serve 
in a ministry of hospitality to strangers. When you say a kind word or do a small act of service to 
a stranger, you are sending this message: “You matter to me and to God.” The first spiritual 
friend to us was the Lord Jesus Christ. He loved us, befriended us, and gave Himself for us when 
we were His bitter opponents, “For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of his 
Son” (Romans 5:10) 
 
 


