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A DISCIPLE'S STORY 

Acts 16:9-15 

 

 Our lesson from the lectionary this morning is taken from Acts 16.  Just before the 

scripture opens, we read that Paul and Silas are encountering difficulties in their mission.  The 

text says they are having to put into action an alternate plan--traveling through Phyrgia and 

Galatia--because the Holy Spirit has not allowed them to speak in Asia.  Again the plans of the 

two are frustrated when they come to Bithynia, because the "Spirit of Jesus" forbids them to be 

involved in ministry there.  And then our scripture begins with the Apostle Paul experiencing a 

vision.  In this dream-like state, Paul clearly sees a man from Macedonia pleading with him, 

"come over to Macedonia and help us."  For Paul, the vision is a sign from God.  Macedonia is 

on the opposite side of the world from where he and Silas have been attempting to preach and 

teach.  We read that Paul "immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that 

God had called us to proclaim the good news to them." 

 So in the next verses we read that Paul and his companion set sail from Troas for 

Philippi, the "Leading City" in the Roman colony of Eastern Macedonia.  Philippi was located on 

the great east-west highway between Rome and Asia.  Because of its strategic location, the 

Roman legions and cavalry often marched through Philippi on their way to the Pangean 

mountain range.    

After Paul and Silas arrive in Philippi, we read that they spend many days there.  It 

appears there is no synagogue in the city.  So a natural meeting place in communities that had no 

house of worship was on the banks of a river--a quiet and peaceful spot.  And so on the Sabbath 

day, Luke tells us that Paul and Silas head down by the river in Philippi in search of a small 

prayer group. They find a gathering of women and begin talking with them. Then acts speaks 

about "a certain woman" whom Paul and Silas meet.  She is none other than Lydia, one of the 

most remarkable women in the New Testament.  Dr. Luke says that Lydia "was from the city of 

Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth."  From that one verse, we are able to learn a great deal 

about this amazing person. 

Thyatira was one of five major cities in western Asia Minor.  All of the cities were built 

near rivers and were connected by good roads.  Ironically, the Lydian market in Thyatira had 

been famous throughout the Graeco-Roman world for generations as a premier place of trade.  

Thyatira was well known as a location for making purple cloth.  There has been found an 

inscription for a dyers' guild in the ruins of Thyatira; undoubtedly, Lydia would have been a 

member before departing for Philippi (Edith Deen, All Of The Women Of The Bible). 

To be sure, Lydia was an expert in all things purple.  She was an influential business 

woman, an entrepreneur.  Our new revised translation speaks of Lydia as "a dealer in purple 

cloth," but other commentators--me included--favor the revised standard translation, which calls 

Lydia "a seller of purple." 

  The dye made purple cloth very expensive, as it came from the shells of the murex, an 

ocean mollusk.  We know that the juice of the murex was perfectly white while it was in the 

veins of the murex, but when it was exposed to the sun, the juice took on many colors--ranging 



from purple to crimson (Deen).  Needless to say, "it took thousands of crustaceans to make a 

yard or two of purple cloth" (Mike Truman, "Lydia, the seller of purple").  So purple was clearly 

"worth its weight in silver," as they said in the first century. 

From the earliest days purple has been the color of royalty, the color of choice of the 

Roman elite.  Not only was purple a symbol of wealth, but it also was the color of political 

power. "the more important you were as a Roman senator, the more purple decoration you had 

on your tunic and your toga  the emperor, and only the emperor, would wear a toga made entirely 

of purple cloth" (Truman). 

Now 2,000 years later, purple is still regarded as a regal color.  In 2010, Dorothy Height 

was buried at the age of 98.   President Obama called Mrs. Height "the godmother of the civil 

rights movement."  Dorothy Height was a lady of great distinction, known everywhere for her 

trademark purple hats.  In another day and time, I can only imagine Lydia and Dorothy would 

have been great friends! 

And so we have been introduced to this "seller of purple."  We know that Lydia was a 

gentile and may even have been a former slave and a pagan.  Whatever her origins may have 

been, when we meet her in acts she is a woman who has done extremely well for herself.  Lydia 

has become a prosperous, confident member of the business community.  In a blog called "gutsy 

women," Lydia's biography appears.  The blog says that it is "dedicated to all the gutsy women 

in the world who have shown, by example, that life's challenges can be overcome….go girls!" 

(M.A. Webb, "Gutsy Women," 2005).   

We do not know if Lydia was a biological mother.  There is no mention of a husband, so 

most biblical scholars have concluded that Lydia was the unmarried head of a household.  In 

presiding over that group of people closest to her, Lydia undoubtedly nurtured and cared for 

them.   

What we do know about Lydia is that this seller of purple is a believer.  Acts tells us that 

when Paul and Silas come down to the river and meet with the prayer group, Lydia is a willing 

participant.  We read that "the lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul." 

Certainly this was a significant moment for both Paul and for Lydia.  Paul's ministry at 

this point is going nowhere.  And now he meets the woman who is the lynchpin for the church in 

Philippi.  The relationships which develop in that place are beyond anything Paul has 

experienced anywhere.  "Other churches give him nothing but grief; the Philippians are a 

constant source of support for him, financial as well as spiritual.  His letter to them is one of the 

warmest of the epistles" (Truman).  Little wonder that Paul called the Philippian church his "joy 

and crown." 

It is clear that Paul makes a deep impression upon Lydia.  She is a religious woman, but 

she wants to take her commitment to the next level.  Acts tells us that Lydia takes the unusual 

step of having her entire household baptized with her.  Again, Lydia leads by example.  But 

despite her wealth and position, we sense that before god she is a humble servant.  And that is 

clearly how she wishes to serve Paul and Silas.  After her baptism, she tells her new friends:  "'if 

you have judged me to be faithful to the lord, come and stay at my home.'"  Lydia offers 

hospitality to Paul and Silas which they happily accept.  "And she prevailed upon us," says the 

book of Acts. 

We can't underestimate the power of this encounter.  One scholar says that "longing and 

grace meet there on the banks of the river" (Ronald Cole-Turner, Feasting On The Word).  As he 

speaks about the friendship between Paul and Lydia, another writer has said that the good news 



has moved into the heart of the Graeco-Roman world:  "here the imperial purple and the message 

of the kingdom meet" (Truman).     

By becoming baptized, Lydia also becomes the first Christian convert in Europe.  And 

what is more, Lydia is going to be about the business of planting a church in Philippi--the first 

new church start in Europe.  And this from a gentile woman, no less!  (Kate Huey, "sample 

sermon on Acts 16:9-15," Sermon Seeds, UCC.org.). 

So without really meaning to, dear Lydia becomes one of our great foremothers in faith. 

In a sermon that she wrote on this text, Kate Huey says this: 

So it's interesting and not unimportant, I think, that even though a "man" of Macedonia pleads 

for help from Paul and the other men in his company, at the heart of this story is a woman, the 

very first convert to Christianity in Europe.  Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth and certainly a 

woman of some means, with her very own household to bring along when she gets baptized.  Just 

like the man from Macedonia who pleads with Paul in a dream, Lydia pleads with the teachers to 

come and stay at her home.  Not only does her place become something of a base of operations 

for them during their time in her city; it also becomes a house church--that's what they had in 

those days…already, Lydia has a gathering of "the brothers and sisters there"--a church! 

(Huey). 

 We are led to believe that Luke and timothy were also guests in Lydia's home.  It soon 

becomes a place of refreshment and refuge.  Later when Paul and Silas are imprisoned unjustly 

in Philippi, an earthquake occurs which miraculously opens the prison doors.  The two men head 

immediately for Lydia's home.   

Lydia's residence had truly become a spiritual haven for all.  When Paul wrote his epistle 

to the Philippians, he no doubt had Lydia in mind when he expressed appreciation for all their 

kindnesses:  "I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine 

for you all making a request with joy, for your fellowship in the gospel from the first day until 

now." 

 So let us salute an immortal woman:  Lydia, the first to be converted, the first to be 

baptized, the first to open her home in Philippi.  She lifted her lamp in the darkness of the early 

church and has become a cherished pioneer in faith and a mother in Christ for us all. 
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