
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #9

“Closed Doors, Open Doors”

Acts 16:6-10

This time of year brings a lot of road construction, lane closures, and detours.

Nobody likes detours.  

This past week, as my mother, JoJo, and I were returning from West Virginia, we were suddenly stopped on the interstate because of an accident up ahead of us. We sat there for three hours while the victims were treated and transported (one by medical helicopter) and the roadway was cleared of debris. Trust me, nobody liked sitting (or standing) there in the middle of the night for three hours. (Although my mother did put it all in perspective when she said, “I was just thinking about how we will get home later than we planned, but those folks won’t be going home at all.”)

It isn’t only when we’re driving that we encounter such delays and detours. Life is filled with closed doors. It’s hard to imagine how a closed door can be a gift from God. I’m not referring to personal tragedy, such as bankruptcy, divorce, the death of a loved one, terminal illness, or some other form of evil. God can use such events in your favor if you belong to Him, but that’s not what I mean by a “closed door.” God never causes evil. He does, however, open and close opportunities to accomplish His purpose in individual lives and in the grand scheme of history. Jesus describes Himself in Revelation 3:7 as, “He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, and who shuts and no one opens.” Because closed opportunities keep us from achieving what we desire, the Lord’s activity can feel like a curse. Life appears barren, wasted, hopeless. Emotionally, we feel set aside, forsaken, overlooked, even abused. Even so, a closed door can be a wonderful expression of God’s love.

As we return to the book of Acts, I direct your attention to Acts 16:6-10. The first part of Paul’s second missionary journey is a story of open doors. He had spent several months telling churches in Samaria, Phoenicia, and Syria about how the Lord had “opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” (Acts 14:27; cf. 15:3) on his first journey. The Council at Jerusalem had affirmed his ministry and given him written confirmation of the gospel of grace. His home church in Syrian Antioch enthusiastically commissioned him for another journey. The first leg of his voyage took him through the familiar territory of Syria and Cilicia, where people knew him and welcomed his teaching. After passing through the Taurus Mountains, he enjoyed reconnecting with the churches that he and Barnabas had previously planted in Derbe, Lystra, and Iconium. He even found a promising young student, Timothy, who was eager to learn about ministry. Then doors slammed shut. And not just once. Of all the challenges Paul had overcome—robbers, enemies, illness, rejection, stoning, idolatry—the hardship of closed doors would be his greatest to date.

Yet we will see how God uses closed doors to bring us to open doors, and it is usually only with hindsight that we can see how His hand was guiding us to the very spot He wanted us to be.

Inconvenient Detours 

In Acts 16, we read of some inconvenient detours in verses 6-8,

Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia. When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas.

From Galatia Paul planned to move west to proconsular Asia, described as “probably the finest Roman province in Asia Minor, with many important cities.” Its capital was Ephesus, sometimes looked upon as “little Rome” and “more Roman than Rome itself.”
 (“Asia” here is not the continent of Asia as we know it today, but rather the province of “Asia Minor,” which is the western third of modern-day Turkey. 
)

Continuing into Asia made perfect sense. In 6 bc, the Romans had established a string of colonies and linked them with an impressive highway system. From Iconium and Pisidian Antioch, Paul could follow the Via Sebaste to Comama, where he could then follow the “Common Highway” all the way to Ephesus. These roads were broad (nearly 12 feet wide) and heavily traveled, making them relatively safe. Most importantly, this gave them the best access to the greatest number of people in the interior of the land. The Lord had other plans for Paul and Silas, however. Asia would have to wait.

Verse six states that they were “kept by the Holy Spirit” from going into Asia, and verse seven suggests that, “the Spirit of Jesus would not all them to” enter Bithynia. This passage has knitted many Christian brows, but it need not mean that God was playing favorites with the gospel. Rather, it was all a matter of timing: Paul would spend many months in Asia and its chief city, Ephesus, in the future.
 As F. F. Bruce put it, “The plan was only postponed, not jettisoned altogether.”

You can look on a map in the back of your Bible to see these landmarks, but to put it in terms we can relate to, think of Paul’s team as coming from Champaign/Urbana heading west. Upon reaching Decatur, they want to head for the capitol of Springfield, but are forbidden to do so. From there they head north, toward Bloomington/Normal, but the door is closed there as well. And so they head northwest, through Peoria, until they reach the edge of Illinois at the Quad Cities. There they wait for further instructions.

The place names may not strike us as very important, but we may wonder how did these doors close? How did Paul and his associates know that God was forbidding them from going into one place or another? It may be that some inner compulsion is meant, or a divine revelation by one of the party,
 or the overruling of external circumstances.

We don’t know how God revealed His will in this matter, but we can well imagine that Paul was disappointed and perhaps a bit discouraged. Everything had been going so smoothly on this second journey that these closed doors must have come as a great surprise.
 Luke’s use of verb tenses implies consistent, repeated attempts to enter Bithynia; they tried and tried until their westward progress ended. Eventually, they simply ran out of land at the coastal city of Troas.
 It has been suggested from the fact that Peter later wrote to Christians in these parts, including Asia and Bithynia in 1 Peter 1:1, that Paul was kept from evangelizing there in order to make way for Peter.
 But we cannot know for sure. 

It takes a spirit sensitive to the Lord’s leading to maintain the right kind of perspective. We tend to wonder what we did wrong or, if we know we did nothing wrong, play the victim. We compare ourselves to others for whom doors seem to open left and right. We try harder to go where the Lord has forbidden, or we give up and go home after a few doors slam shut. Paul and Silas did none of that. They persisted, never doubting their call. Simply stated, they submitted to the sovereign direction of God. They understood that the Lord has every right to open and close opportunities, to give and to take away. Through it all, however, they didn’t doubt the Lord’s goodness or kindness.

The team ended up in Troas. This is not famed ancient city of Troy (or Ilium), but rather Alexandria Troas about ten miles farther south, a city founded by Antigonus, one of the successors of Alexander. Under Augustus, a Roman colony was planted here.
 Troas was an important seaport for connections between Macedonia and Greece on the one hand and Asia Minor on the other. 

It is interesting to note that these regions where Paul was forbidden to preach were not passed by in the progress of the gospel. There is evidence of early Christian foundations in Mysia, and for Bithynia there is the evidence of Pliny’s famous letters. This Roman governor, writing sixty years later, speaks of the grip Christianity had secured over his province, and the measures of repression undertaken by him.
 Paul returned to Troas following his work in Ephesus on his third journey according to 2 Corinthians 2:12. At some time—on Paul’s second journey or on his third—a church was started there, for Paul ministered to believers in Troas when he returned from his third journey on his way to Jerusalem, as we will see in Acts 20:5-12.

At the time, though, Paul and his companions must have wondered what was going on. Luke doesn’t state whether it took a matter of days, weeks, or months, but it must have been a frustrating time of waiting.

Inevitable Direction

Acts 16:9 records the inevitable direction: “During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us.’” I call this direction “inevitable” because I believe that God will guide anyone who waits on Him. It may take time and it may not be what we want, but it will happen.

Who was the man in the vision? William Barclay made the improbable suggestion that the man in the dream was Alexander the Great, partly because “the district was permeated with memories of Alexander” and partly because Alexander’s aim had been “to marry the east to the west” and so make one world, while Paul’s vision was to make “one world for Christ.” Sir William Ramsay argued that the Macedonian was Luke, whom Paul had just met in Troas, possibly consulting him as a doctor. It is likely that Luke had some personal connection with Philippi, and certain that he was in Troas at the time, since in verse 10 he begins the first of the ‘we-sections’ by which, quietly but deliberately, he draws attention to his presence at the time. The identification of the Macedonian with Luke is entirely conjectural, however, and Ramsay admitted that some would regard it as “moonstruck fancy.”

E. M. Blaiklock, however, persists in this theory:

Luke was a physician and Philippi was a seat of medical science. It is not wholly unlikely that Luke, hearing of miracles of healing, journeyed to Asia Minor under the same compulsion which had brought Paul to its western borders. An interview with Paul followed. In his sleep that night Paul, in the disturbed dreaming which often follows indecision, saw ‘a certain man from Macedonia’ (9). The Greek pronoun suggests that he could name him if he would. The Macedonians had no distinctive dress… How did Paul recognize the visitant of his dream as a man from Macedonia, if he did not know him as an individual?

We will never know for sure the identity of “the man of Macedonia.”

Before we proceed, though, there is an important point. Some people read this and they think, “That’s what I need, a night vision.” You don’t. It’s not dreams and visions we need in order to discover and follow God’s will. If we didn’t have a Bible, we would. If we didn’t have the completed Scriptures, we would certainly need some phenomenal, Spirit-guided evidence that God wants us to do such-and-such or go here or there. 

Truth is, God has revealed His will in the completed revelation of Scripture. We have prayer, we have the Word of God, we have the Spirit of God dwelling within us, we have the counsel of wise friends, and with that, we have all we need. We don’t need night visions or divine revelations in dreams or some other supernatural display. What we need most of all are scriptural insights and willing hearts.

That is not to throw doubts on this passage. Without question Paul and Silas and Timothy received divine direction through one or more supernatural means. But we must understand that, with the completion of Scripture, times have changed.

Immediate Dedication 

Verse ten concludes with the immediate dedication to God’s direction: “After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.” Note the pronoun we in this verse, for Luke, who wrote the Book of Acts, joined Paul and his party at Troas. Luke changed from “we” to “they” in Acts 17:1, which suggests that he may have remained in Philippi to pastor the church after Paul left. The next “we section” begins in Acts 20:5 in connection with Paul’s trip from Macedonia. Luke devoted a good deal of space to Paul’s ministry in Philippi, so perhaps he was a resident of that city.
 

Notice that Paul wasted no time. “After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia…” I understand that to mean that they took the first available boat, and God saw to it that a boat was available and that the winds were favorable.
 While God worked out the details, it was up to Paul and his team to obey. The guidance is His; the decisions are ours.

All the closed doors now made sense. The period of vague confusion suddenly came into focus to show that the Lord had them on a clear trajectory. The long weeks of frustrated ministry had prepared Paul, Silas, Timothy, and the others for new marching orders. Without hesitation, they set out for Macedonia.

God will lead us according to his own perfect plan for our lives and ministries. We must be careful not to box God in by our prior experience. The most important thing by far is our attitude. Why he did not give Paul a vision at the beginning instead of the end, we cannot fully explain. But this we know: God directs us through every situation. We need to yield to his caring hand. In G. Campbell Morgan’s words, “It is better to go to Troas with God, than anywhere else without Him.”

In Revelation 3:7-8, Jesus directs John to write to the messenger of the church at Philadelphia: “He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, and who shuts and no one opens, says this: “I know your deeds. Behold, I have put before you an open door which no one can shut, because you have a little power, and have kept My word, and have not denied My name.” 

Jesus alone has the right to open a door of opportunity. He also has the right to shut doors without explanation. And more often than not, when a door is closed, it is to lead us through a better door with greater opportunities. Closed doors…open doors—either is God’s prerogative.

Now it’s our tendency, being only human, to use a little force when we encounter a closed door. Stop. Take it from one who’s done that too many times. Anytime you force a door, thinking you’ll get your way, ultimately you will regret it. Leave it closed, back away, accept it. In acceptance lies peace.

I’d like to conclude with a poem I heard put to music called “Disappointment”:

Disappointment, His appointment—change one letter, then I see
That the thwarting of my purpose is God’s better choice for me.
His appointment must be blessing though it may come in disguise
For the end from the beginning, open to His wisdom lies.

Disappointment, His appointment—Whose? The Lord’s who loves best.
Understands and knows me fully, Who my faith and love would test.

For like loving, earthy parent He rejoices when He knows
That His child accepts unquestioned all that from His wisdom flows.

Disappointment, His appointment—no good thing will he withhold
From denials oft we gather treasures from His love untold.

Well, He knows each broken purpose leads to fuller deeper trust
And the end of all His dealings proves our God is wise and just.

Disappointment, His appointment—Lord I take it then as such,
Like the clay in hands of potter, yielding wholly to Thy touch

All my life’s plan is Thy molding, not one single choice be mine
Let me answer unrepining, “Father not my will but Thine.”
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