“When Faced with Life’s Roadblocks”

Acts 16: 6-15

Our scripture passage this morning is set right in the middle of what some Bible scholars have called Paul’s second missionary journey. The largest portion of the Acts of the Apostles is given to Paul’s evangelistic mission. After his conversion to the Christian way and his change of names from Saul to Paul, he made three forays into the Gentile world, returning to Jerusalem twice to report to the Council about the spread of the good news. 

 Just prior to these verses Paul had entered into the debate with the elders in Jerusalem about whether one had to be a Jew before becoming a Christian. With the influence of Peter and Barnabas, it was decided that the gospel could and should be offered to the Gentiles, for simply being in the lineage of Abraham is not a precursor to salvation. In fact, beginnings of the theology of salvation by grace through faith is lifted up in that dialogue with the elders in Acts 15: 11 when Peter says to the Jerusalem Council:

“We believe that we will be saved through the grace

of the Lord Jesus, just as the they will be.”

A great evangelistic doorway was opened in that dialogue and now Paul and Barnabas would march through that door spreading the Christian faith throughout the world.

 From there, Paul and Barnabas went separate ways and the word about Jesus began to spread. Paul along with his fellow evangelist Silas, made his way through Syria and Cilicia strengthening the churches there and then on to Lystra where he met and baptized his young protégé Timothy. And this is where our story picks up this morning.

 Paul indeed was a missionary. He was a man on the go for the Lord. He went on to write so many letters to the churches he helped establish that his writings make up nearly 2/3’s of the New Testament. And if you read him you get the impression that Paul was a man who was always absolutely certain what he was to do and where he was to go next. However, in our text today we see differently. Paul just like all of us was at times faced with life’s roadblocks.

 Have you ever come upon a roadblock in life? I’m not talking about the ones on I-75, I’m talking about those times when it seemed your plans were thwarted; when your life goals had to be put on hold; when you wanted so badly to accomplish something but circumstances dashed your hopes?

 I’d like to chat with you a while this morning about what to do when you are faced life’s roadblocks. Every one of us will surely be at some point in our spiritual journey and we need to be prepared. When faced with life’s roadblocks what do we do? I think the Apostle Paul gives us a good example to follow in our passage today. First of all, when faced with a roadblock in life we need to…

…Recognize God’s presence even in the roadblock (vv. 6,7)

 In our passage today, Paul is about to head in a new direction in his life. He has plans and dreams about his missionary efforts. He wants to go into the Roman province of Asia. But something stops him. And so he and his comrades turn north and try to go into Bithynia, but once again, the way is not clear. And so they turn back and end up in the tiny Aegean seaport town of Troas. You know Paul must have been frustrated. He was such a determined fellow, you just know he had to be disappointed in his plans were not working out like he intended.

 But let’s look at the way the roadblocks Paul encountered on his journey are described and perhaps we get a different view. Notice what it says in verses 6 and 7 about how they were hindered in their progress:

 “6They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia. 7When they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them;
 They were ‘forbidden by the Holy Spirit.” The “Spirit of Jesus did not allow them.” Could it be that the roadblocks we encounter in life – as disappointing and as aggravating as they can be – are actually a means of grace God is using in our lives? Could God actually be presence in that roadblock in your life?

 In the Gospel lesson that Julie read today, Jesus reminds us that through the power of his Holy Spirit, he is always with us in this life – to protect, defend and guide us – to take us where Jesus wants us to go. If we are his disciples, we can count on that presence at all times, so that even when the discouragements come; even when the doors slam in our faces; even when life doesn’t work out the way we had hoped; nevertheless, God is still present even at the dead end.

 Paul seemed to understand that. Even when it appears God himself thwarts Paul’s plans, Paul continues to walk with the Lord. Sometimes the divine GPS says, “Stop! Go another way!” Maybe the roadblocks are God’s detour to get us exactly where we are needed most. As we will see, it was for Paul and it may be for us. Recognize God present even in life’s obstacles. Secondly, when faced with life’s roadblocks…

…Keep dreaming and moving forward. (vv. 9-12)

 When Paul got to Troas, notice that he didn’t sit down and pout. He didn’t get mad at God for not letting things work out his way. He didn’t give up his mission. No, he just took it all in stride. And he kept dreaming missionally and kept moving forward.

  Soon after arriving at that small seaport village of Troas, Paul and his cohorts, made camp and waited for God’s direction. They lay down to sleep one evening, perhaps with the sound of the waves of the Aegean Sea lulling them to sleep. And that night Paul had a dream. In the Bible God often speaks to people through dreams (so, I encourage you to pay attention to your dreams whether your are awake or asleep!).

 In the dream there is a man of Macedonia (of Greece) standing before him. One can almost imagine him standing on the distant shore across the sea. And he is hearkening to Paul and Silas and Timothy. He is begging for them to come and help the people there. When Paul awakes he believes he knows where the road leads next.

 And so as soon as possible they set sail from Troas headed toward Macedonia. The scripture says, they “took a straight course to Samothrace.” The Greek text conveys they idea of that the “the winds were with them as they sailed.” What a gift from God! When you encounter obstacles and disappointments, it’s amazing how often when you do find the path God wants you to go, the way is made clear and swift.

 Keep dreaming! Keep moving forward! Eventually you will succeed in the Lord. It has been said that saints are the sinners who keep on trying. How true, how true! I love this story I came across that’s an encouragement to keep moving forward even when we fail the first time.

George's first job as a landscape contractor was to remove a large oak stump from a farmer's field. He also was using dynamite for the first time. With the farmer watching, George tried to hide his nervousness by carefully calculating the size of the stump, the proper amount of dynamite, and where to place it.

Finally, he and the farmer moved to the detonator behind his pickup truck. With a silent prayer, George plunged the detonator. The stump gracefully rose through the air and then crashed on the cab of the truck. George gazed in despair at the ruined cab, but the farmer was full of admiration.

"Son, with a little more practice, those stumps will land in the bed of the truck every time!" (Animating Illustrations are www.homileticsonline.com)


 If we just keep dreaming and moving forward, just keep practicing, we will find the mission God has for us. Finally, when faced with life’s roadblocks…

…Be open to the unexpected (vv.11-15)

Remember those places where Paul was trying to go, but the roadblocks appeared? The Roman province of Asia and the region of Bithynia? That’s where the big cities were. Just like any evangelist, Paul had set his sites on the big crowds. But yet, he was kept from that goal. When he finally made it over to Macedonia and he got to the city of Philippi, he thought that surely there he would find a large crowd to speak to. But obviously he didn’t. 

For where does he end up preaching and sharing the Gospel? At a little local prayer gathering down by the river. On top of that, Paul had dreamed of a man of Macedonia to speak with, and when he gets to the river, he meets a small group of women. Yet, again, God’s mission for Paul takes a different and unexpected turn.

 There’s a message for us here. Even when the way ahead in life seems clear; when the winds fill your sails and you’re moving forward, be prepared for the unexpected. God may have other ideas for how your dream will be fulfilled. He did for Paul. The good news is that Paul was open when he encountered the unexpected. When he did not find a synagogue to get a hearing on the Sabbath, he looked for other arenas where his message might be received. And though it was an unusual setting, a small crowd and an audience he did not expect, Paul was nonetheless open to the leading of God’s Spirit. And God blessed his openness.

 There by the river that day, Paul shared the gospel with a woman named Lydia. She is described as “a dealer in purple cloth,” which was an extravagant textile affordable only to the wealthy. She was obviously a businesswoman of some stature. She is also described as a “worshipper of God.” She is a seeker, one who is searching for truth and the best way to live in life. In Lydia, Paul found a heart receptive to the message of Jesus. That day, Paul baptized her and her household there in the river. And thus began the Christian church on the continent of Europe. 

And Lydia seems to have become the leader of the first house church in Europe. She opens her home to Paul so that he can share Jesus there with others – a home probably of some size, where some of the movers and shakers of the community will come to do business. So there was born the first congregation on the continent of Europe. And when you read Paul’s epistle to the Philippians, it is clear that congregation was the one that brought Paul the most satisfaction and joy in his ministry.

 But it would not have happened had the roadblocks not arisen and if Paul was not open to the unexpected. Paul does his part in listening to God and being obedient, following the sometimes-awkward path God had laid out for him.

  Sooner or later in our lives we will encounter roadblocks to achieving the dreams God has given us. But we must recognize that God is with us even in the obstacles and the Spirit of Jesus has not left us. With his help we must keep pressing forward, keep moving, for a parked car cannot be steered. Then when we have encountered the unexpected twists and turns, be open to letting God use you right where you are.

 Catholic theologian Karl Rahner leaves us with some good parting words today. Rahner said:

 "When we are true to our conscience...God's kingdom comes to us just where we are, living quite ordinarily, carrying on patiently."

 Indeed, may God’s kingdom come to you right where you are.
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