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In our brief passage from Acts 16 we are introduced to a city named 

Philippi, located in a region of Greece known as Macedonia, and we are 

introduced to a woman named Lydia who is a dealer in purple cloth. 

Philippi was formerly known as Crenides, “the fountain”, until it was 

visited around 356 B.C.E. by the great king Philip II of Macedon. King 

Philip renamed the city in his own honor, hence the name Philippi. Philip 

II of Macedon had a son who became more than a king, conquering much 

of the known world. Philip’s son literally had an empire. His name was 

Alexander. Yes, that Alexander, the Great. Philip didn’t do so bad himself. 

 

In another region of Macedonia, about 150 miles from Philippi, is 

Vergina, the place where a fantastic archaeological discovery was made. 

The discovery was of a royal tomb. Archaeologists are pretty certain it is 

the tomb of Philip II of Macedonia. What was discovered in that tomb is 

a treasure trove of gold crowns and gold chests filled with golden treasures 

and golden diadems and golden wreaths. All these golden treasures and 

elaborate efforts to honor the life of Philip II of Macedonia signal that he 

was a great ruler worthy of lasting renown. Along with all the other 

treasures they discovered a gold chest with bones inside it. The chest 

includes a precious gold wreath. The bones inside the golden chest are 

wrapped in a purple cloth. Whether the bones inside the gold chest belong 

to Philip II of Macedon we do not know for certain. But purple is the color 

of royalty, so the fact that the bones in the tomb belonging to King Philip 

are wrapped in purple is significant.1 

 

Indeed, the color purple itself carries great significance. An article 

about purple in the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible is filled with items 

of interest relating to the color purple. 

 

 

 
1 Ioannis Touratsoglou, Macedonia: History, Monuments, Museums, pp.21-225 
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• Purple was the most valued of ancient dyes 

• The name “Canaan” was derived from the dye. Canaan means “Land 

of the purple” 

• Purple was used for the tribute of kings 

• In general, a darker color was considered superior to a light shade, 

so much so that according to Pliny, a color like congealed blood was 

most sought after.2 

 

(Purple as a tribute for kings and the most prized purple being a color like 

congealed blood seems to be captured in the use of purple as a liturgical 

color, where it is written “Purple can symbolize pain, suffering, and 

therefore mourning and penitence. It is the liturgical color for the Season 

of Lent. It is also the color of royalty, so traditionally has also been used 

for Advent) 

 

What might happen if we put the majesty and glory of the great king, 

Philip II of Macedon, namesake of Philippi together with the color purple, 

added to the mix this woman named Lydia, who lived in Philippi and was 

a dealer in purple cloth, and then imagined what was going on in her heart 

as she heard the message that was brought to her by the Apostle Paul? We 

have to use our imagination because all we are told in Acts 16 is, “The 

Lord opened Lydia’s heart to respond to Paul’s message.” Fortunately, the 

passion symbolized by the color purple, the image of royalty captured by 

the color purple, and the story of the one who died under a sign that said, 

“Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews” are just the type of things that 

can spark our holy imagination as we explore what might have been going 

on in the heart of Lydia that day she met Paul by the river outside the gate 

of the leading Roman city named Philippi. 

 

Using our holy imagination does not mean we make things up. Paul 

has left us much to spark our holy imagination. When Paul introduces his 

message, the message he refers to over and over again as the gospel, he 

tells the church in Rome that the gospel about Christ Jesus includes a nod 

to his royalty. He tells the Romans, “As to his earthly life (the life of Jesus) 

he was a descendant of David.” (Romans 1:3) David was the foundational 

king of Israel. The Israelites looked on his reign as one that was righteous, 

 
2 C. L. Wickwire, IDB, Volume 3 K-Q, pp. 969-970 
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and they looked forward to a king who would come and carry on that 

reign. I wonder…there we go, using our holy imagination…I wonder if 

by the river outside Philippi Paul might have told Lydia about the 

genealogy of Jesus. Maybe Paul used the genealogy that was later 

recorded in Matthew chapter one, where Matthew neatly summarizes the 

lengthy recitation of the ancestors with these words, “Thus there were 

fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen generations 

from David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen generations from the 

exile to the Messiah.” (Matthew 1:17) “As to his earthly life Jesus was a 

descendant of David.” Jesus had royal blood running in his veins. 

 

I wonder if Paul might have kept right on with what is written in 

Matthew. You see Matthew is the gospel where Magi from the east came 

to Jerusalem asking, “Where is the one who has been born king of the 

Jews? We saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.” 

(Matthew 2:2) In no time at all those Magi, or wise men, are kneeling in 

Bethlehem at the little manger that held the baby Jesus. Jesus, the child 

born to Joseph and Mary, was the king of the Jews. That is what Matthew 

wants us to know, and I think that is what Paul wants us to know. “As to 

his earthly life Jesus was a descendant of David.” 

 

Now as we use our holy imagination, I want to let you know I have 

chosen to imagine Paul using the gospel of Matthew for a very particular 

reason. There is a nice summary Matthew supplies about the three sets of 

fourteen generations, but before the summary Matthew takes time to name 

each one of the fourteen and fourteen and fourteen generations. In that 

lengthy recitation Matthew gives us not only the names of the men 

involved in the genealogy. Without explanation, but certainly of great 

interest, Matthew also includes five women, all at strategic places in the 

genealogy. There is Tamar, the woman by whom Judah bears two sons. 

Then we meet Rahab, who is the mother of Boaz. The name Rahab is 

suggestive, for it is the name that belongs to a woman who might have 

been a prostitute and who played a key role in the conquest of the fortified 

city of Jericho. Immediately after Rahab another woman is named whose 

righteousness is rightly lifted up as a shining example of faith. Her name 

is Ruth. Ruth gets a whole book in the Old Testament. Ruth also happens 

to be a Moabite, a woman from a country that for much of the Old 

Testament is despised and reviled. Ruth, the Moabite woman, becomes 
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the great-grandmother of David, the great king of Israel. Matthew names 

Bathsheba. And the final woman named in Matthew’s genealogy is Mary, 

the mother of Jesus. None of these named women was blessed with a 

perfect or ideal life. They all are witnesses both to divine favor and to 

human resourcefulness.  

 

 

Paul might well have used the genealogy from Matthew, with five 

women whose faith shined, as he spoke to Lydia. Lydia was a woman of 

means. She had a thriving business in purple cloth. If purple truly was the 

color of royalty, she might have rubbed shoulders with the rich and 

famous, maybe even kings and queens. She certainly was able to move 

about, coming from Thyatira to Philippi and in Philippi having her own 

house and household. To hear of a king whose roots are connected to 

strong, resourceful, and faithful women might have been music to the ears 

of Lydia. 

 

 

Hearing that Jesus was the King of the Jews, I wonder how Lydia 

thought the story would play out. Did she envision a palace etched out of 

the finest marble and filled with furnishings of gold? What of the royal 

dress, the wardrobe of a king? What about his throne, his crown, his 

armies, his wealth, his reign, and his royal decrees? If Paul did indeed tell 

Lydia about this king named Jesus, what would her reaction have been? 

 

 

He was born in a manger? Surrounded by animals, and shepherds, and 

a mother and father who did not even have the clout to get a room at a 

decent inn? He worked as a carpenter? When he went for a swim, he used 

the public pool, getting baptized with all the normal folk in the Jordan 

River? His army was a group of twelve who frankly were not all that 

impressive? Was Paul really describing a king?  

 

Again, we don’t know exactly what Paul told Lydia that day by the 

river outside the city gate of Philippi. In Acts we just read he told her his 

message. But we do know when Paul wrote a letter to the people in 

Philippi, to the ones who had become his brothers and sisters in faith, his 

letter to the Philippians includes these memorable words about Jesus. 
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“Jesus was in very nature God, but he did not consider equality with 

God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very 

nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in 

appearance as a man, he humbled himself…” Lydia, a dealer in purple 

cloth, a woman who likely rubbed shoulders with royalty, must have been 

filled with amazement as she heard of a king who came to be a servant. 

 

Did the message Paul told Lydia include the episode where the great 

tempter, the devil himself, offered Jesus all the kingdoms of the world? 

Certainly, Lydia was aware of how tempting that would have been to any 

king she had ever met. And yet Jesus, the king, wanted nothing to do with 

the devil’s bargain. Jesus said no, the kingdom you describe is not my 

kingdom, or the kingdom of my Father in heaven. 

 

Having said no to the kingdom offered by the devil, Jesus set about 

demonstrating and describing the kingdom he came to bring, the kingdom 

of heaven. In his signature sermon in Matthew he begins by saying, 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven…”  

From the get-go what we find with Jesus is that his kingdom is literally 

upside down. The poor in spirit are the blessed ones. The rich and 

powerful will come toppling down if they trust in their own riches and 

power, but the poor in spirit, the ones who mourn, the meek, those who 

hunger and thirst for righteousness, those who show mercy and live with 

pure hearts, and those who follow the path of the peacemakers, they will 

find their place in the kingdom of heaven, in the kingdom Jesus comes to 

bring. 

 

In the gospels, Jesus does more than describe the kingdom. Jesus 

demonstrates the kingdom. The leper is not only made clean, he who is 

untouchable receives a very human touch from King Jesus. The lame not 

only walk, the burden of their sin is lifted through the forgiveness of King 

Jesus. The blind see, the deaf hear, outcasts are welcomed, and outsiders 

become insiders.  

 

Lydia heard nothing about the wealth of Jesus, the accouterments of 

his castle, the fabric of his robe, the weight of his crown or the height of 

his throne. If Lydia was interested in any of that she would have been 

sorely disappointed by Paul’s message. But a woman like Lydia had 
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surely experienced the struggle of being a woman in a society that was 

heavily weighted in favor of men. So, when the message of the gospel 

tells of Jesus affirming the great love of a woman who washed his feet 

with her tears and wiped his feet dry with her hair, we can guess that Lydia 

pondered that in her heart. When a woman was caught in adultery with a 

man and the man somehow escaped judgment but the religious leaders 

wanted to stone the woman, the heart of Lydia was surely warmed when 

the king named Jesus quietly defended the accused woman and then set 

her free to live her life in a new way, free from any sin, free from 

judgment, and free from condemnation. 

 

What a rush it must have been to hear the words from Luke 8, that “As 

Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming 

the good news of the kingdom of God, the twelve were with him, and also 

some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called 

Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; Joanna the wife of 

Cuza, the manager of Herod’s household; Susanna; and many others. 

These women were helping to support Jesus and the disciples out of their 

own means.” (Luke 8:1-3) In a world dominated by men, where women 

scratched and clawed their way to find a seat at the table, Jesus welcomed 

the gifts of women. In fact, Jesus relied on the gifts of women. What kind 

of a king was this man named Jesus? And maybe Lydia began to explore 

her own gifts, her own resources, her own talents, her own treasure, and 

to wonder, “What could I give to this king named Jesus?” 

 

Before Lydia would be able to offer anything, she needed to hear more 

of the message. So right when the lights begin to go on for the disciples, 

right when the disciple named Peter has an “aha” moment and says to 

Jesus, “You are the Messiah, the Anointed One, the Son of the Living 

God,” right when the lights begin to go on Jesus, King Jesus, shares a 

stunning secret about his kingdom. “From that time on Jesus began to 

explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many 

things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and 

that he must be killed and on the third day raised to life.” (Matthew 16:21) 

The river outside the city gate of Philippi is really not much more than a 

stream. But when Lydia heard that part of the message, the path the king 

named Jesus would walk, a path he had to walk all by himself, the waters 

became deep, unfathomably deep. What king, what type of a king, would 
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suffer and die? Kings conquer. Kings are victorious. Kings reign. Kings 

rule. And if you don’t, you are no longer the king.  Jesus says it will all 

come to a head when he gets to Jerusalem. 

 

Perhaps Lydia thought it was comic relief when Jesus, when King Jesus 

entered Jerusalem on a donkey. Sure, the crowds shouted Hosanna, but 

really, riding in on a donkey? That is not how a king should come. And 

then the message about Jesus borders on absurdity. Jesus takes off his 

outer robe, wraps a towel around his waist, and washes the feet of his 

disciples. There can be an upside kingdom but what king would ever wash 

the feet of his followers? 

 

Maybe such things repelled Lydia. Maybe such things were repugnant 

to Lydia? Or maybe those are the very things that drew her close, the very 

things that warmed her heart, the very things that raised her hopes, and 

the very things that fueled her faith. Lydia might very well have rubbed 

shoulders with royalty her whole life. She was acutely aware of how kings 

rule with power and might and authority. But now as she heard the 

message about King Jesus, as Jesus washed the feet of his disciples he did 

not boast of his power. Jesus speaks of his love. Having washed the feet, 

having done the work of a servant, Jesus speaks words that are powerful, 

but their power comes because they are words of love. “A new command 

I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 

another. By this people everywhere will know that you are my disciples, 

if you love one another.” He went even further with his words. Jesus said, 

“Greater love has no one than this, that they would lay down their life for 

their friends.” 

 

I can imagine Lydia melting into a puddle of tears as she hears how 

King Jesus laid down his life for his friends. She who knew the ways of 

earthly kings was soon to hear about Jesus wearing a royal robe, a robe 

that bore the color of kings, a robe that was purple. And it was all a big 

joke to the soldiers who put that robe on Jesus. He was on his way to the 

cross. Jesus was tried, convicted, and sentenced to death. Since he claimed 

to be the King of the Jews, he needed a crown. “The soldiers twisted 

together a crown of thorns and put it on his head.” He was a king, so he 

needed a robe. “They clothed him in a purple robe…” but the worship 

they gave him was cruel. They went up to him again and again, saying, 
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“Hail, king of the Jews!” And they spit in his face. He had the robe of a 

king, he had a crown of thorns, and all that was missing was a throne. So, 

they lifted him high on a cross, and on that throne made of two pieces of 

wood Jesus, the King of the Jews, suffered and died. I can almost imagine 

Lydia melting into a puddle of tears as she hears what happened to Jesus, 

especially realizing he did it all to show his love, the greatest love, the 

love that would lay life down for his friends. I can imagine Lydia melting 

into a puddle of tears because every time I hear the story of Jesus, Jesus 

our King, suffering and dying, I melt. It breaks my heart. Strangely, it also 

fills my heart. What wondrous love is this, o my soul, o my soul. 

 

Whether Lydia, the dealer in purple cloth, melted into a puddle of tears 

or not, we do know this. Acts 16 does not tell us much about what 

happened at the river outside the city gate when Paul shared his message 

about Jesus. There are hardly any details at all. We have to use our holy 

imagination to construct what might have happened. But one thing we do 

know. “The Lord opened Lydia’s heart to respond to Paul’s message.” 

Maybe what the women from Luke 8 did was on her mind as she 

responded to Paul’s message, as she and the members of her household 

were baptized. Those women from Luke 8 supported Jesus out of their 

own means. When Lydia and the members of her household were 

baptized, she invited Paul and his fellow travelers to stay at her home. The 

Lord opened Lydia’s heart. And the first thing Lydia did as a new believer, 

as a baptized believer, was to open her home. The Lord opened her heart 

and then Lydia opened her home.  

 

I don’t want to go into what I am going into great detail with what I say 

next. I don’t want to dwell on it. But I do want to mention briefly 

something that has been going on in religious circles. A woman from a 

more conservative branch of Christianity was doing more in ministry than 

a more conservative pastor and leader thought appropriate. The pastor, 

who is male, criticized the woman for taking on a leadership role he 

believed should only be done by a man. So, he was asked what he would 

say to the woman who was taking a leadership role he didn’t think she 

should have. His answer was two words. He said, “Go home.” I know 

there are some conservative Christians who don’t believe women are 

called to certain leadership roles. And the one they turn to so often to 

defend this position is the Apostle Paul. 
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I simply want to point this out. The genealogy of Jesus that is found in 

Matthew includes women, women who occupy a key place in the Old 

Testament. The ministry of Jesus found in the gospels, particularly in the 

Gospel of Luke, who also wrote the Book of Acts, includes women. The 

Book of Acts celebrates the Day of Pentecost with words from the Old 

Testament prophet Joel, “In the last days, God says…God says, I will pour 

out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your 

young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my 

servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.” 

(Acts 2:17, 18) And when Lydia gathered at the river outside the gate of 

the city of Philippi, on that day when the Lord opened her heart to the 

message of Jesus Christ, she became what many consider the first believer 

in Europe, the first convert as Paul’s journeys took him from what is 

modern day Turkey into Greece, into Macedonia. So, if you see this 

response, I just want you to be aware of what is happening. The 

conservative pastor said, “Go home!” Many faithful women, supported by 

many men who understand the great gifts God has poured out into the 

hearts of women, have responded by saying, “Not going home!” I guess 

there is some irony in the phrase, “Not going home” as we think of Lydia, 

the first convert in Europe. When the Lord opened her heart, she did go 

home. But she went home so she could serve and minister and share God’s 

love and the message of salvation with others. 

 

In a tribute to Lydia, a woman who was a dealer in purple cloth, I want 

to finish with a story about the tomb of Jesus. I told you at the beginning 

of this sermon about the tomb of Philip II of Macedonia, how it was filled 

with golden treasures and articles of immeasurable worth. Well, that’s not 

how it was with the tomb of Jesus. The only thing we are told he left in 

his tomb was a linen cloth. With that in mind here is a story about the 

tomb of Jesus that holds a special place in my heart. 

 

During Jesus’ time there was one way a carpenter let the contractor 

know a job was finished. It was a signature so to speak. Imagine a hot 

afternoon in Galilee. Jesus has completed the final pieces of a job he 

has worked on for several days. He takes a final…and welcome…drink 

of cool water from a leather bag. Then standing to the side, he pours the 

water over his face and chest, splashing it over his arms to clean himself 

before the journey home. With a linen cloth, he pats his face and arms 
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dry. Finally, Jesus folds the linen cloth neatly in half, then in half again. 

He sets it on the work bench and walks away. Whoever arrives to inspect 

the work will see the cloth and understand its simple message: the work 

is finished. Christ’s disciples knew this carpenters’ tradition. On a 

Sunday of sorrow, three years after Jesus had set aside his carpenter 

tools, the beloved disciple will crouch to look into an empty tomb and 

see only a linen cloth that the risen Lord had left behind. The linen cloth 

that covered the face of Jesus had been folded in half, in half again, and 

left neatly on the floor of the tomb. His work is finished. 

 

Every time I have ever told that story, I think of that cloth as being 

white. But what if Jesus had been wrapped in a purple cloth? He is our 

King, isn’t he? Today I as I recount the story of a carpenter folding his 

linen cloth, our cloth is purple. If you think about it, it might even have 

been a cloth made by a woman who dealt in purple cloth. Ah, there I go 

again, using my holy imagination. Whether the cloth that covered our 

King was purple, I do not know. But a woman who understood royalty, 

one day she heard about a king who would show the greatest love by 

laying down his life. Her name was Lydia. That day by the river outside 

the city gate of Philippi, she knew she had found her true king. In her mind 

there was no doubt that the color of cloth that suits Jesus best is purple, 

for he is the King of kings.  


