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 God Works 
 Acts 15:35 - 16:15 
 
I. Introduction 
 

A. The world seems so chaotic.  If you are like me, you can wonder if it is really true that God 
is at work in the world today.  God is in fact at work and you and I need reminders. 

 
1. To that end we will look at a text from the Book of Acts.  In the Book of Acts we 

history come alive and we see God at work. 
 

“Live in that book, I exhort you: it is a tonic, the greatest tonic I know of in the realm of the 
Spirit.”  Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

 
B. The Bible assures us that God is very much at work.   

 
1. One thing God does is save sinners to the praise and glory of His name.  Jesus saves. 

 Here is a wonderful description of God’s work: 
 

1 Corinthians 5:9-11 (ESV) “[9] Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the 
kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor 
adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, [10] nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor 
drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. [11] And such were 
some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of 
the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” 

 
Ex: Your faces and names flood my mind.  Once unrighteous, gladly and happily 

rebels, now precious saints.  What happened?  The gospel got them. 
 

C. The gospel is going into all the world for two reasons.  One, Jesus is Lord.  And two, God 
has directed His gospel to go into all the world.  God is at work to save sinners. 

 
1. God works in us for His good pleasure.  Whether you sense it, or feel it, or not, here 

is true truth if you are in Christ.  God is at work in you and your life. 
 

Philippians 2:12-13 (ESV) “[12] Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, 
not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation 
with fear and trembling, [13] for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his 
good pleasure.” 

 
D. This work did not begin with us.  This work started immediately after the fall of Adam and 
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Eve in the Garden of Eden when God said He would be our Redeemer.   
1. God is at work.  When the historian Luke describes Acts (second Luke) he mentions 

that which Jesus began to do and teach. 
 

2. Acts shows God at work when the Holy Spirit is sent at Pentecost.  Acts has been 
described as “The Lord Jesus at work by the Holy Spirit through the Apostles” 
(McGee).  

 
E. My title is God Works.  Our text lists four ways God worked in their world.  God worked 

in Acts, and God works in us (God doesn’t change).  This produces hope in us. 
 
I. God works through disagreement 
 

Acts 15:36-41 (ESV) “[36] Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit 
the believers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they 
are doing.” [37] Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, [38] but Paul 
did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not 
continued with them in the work. [39] They had such a sharp disagreement that they 
parted company. Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, [40] but Paul chose Silas and 
left, commended by the believers to the grace of the Lord. [41] He went through Syria and 
Cilicia, strengthening the churches.” 

 
A. This may be the most famous disagreement in church history.  Paul and Barnabas are at 

odds regarding John Mark.  Notice, this is a leadership decision. 
 

1. The context is we are coming out of the Acts 15 council which did so much good 
work.  The church is unified but now this problem. 

 
Ex: It is a principle in Scripture that lows often follow highs.  Elijah and prophets 

of Baal, Jesus filled with Spirit to the desert and temptations, note it well.  
God is desirous that we trust Him and not our circumstances (or blessings).  

 
B. Paul suggests a trip to see how new converts are coming along.  Paul expects to work with 

Barnabas because the Holy Spirit put them together (see Acts 13:2). 
 

1. For Barnabas this is about family (John Mark is a cousin) and it is about spiritual 
gifting (Barnabas means son of encouragement).  Barnabas wants to encourage 
John Mark. 

 
2. For Paul it is about faithfulness.  John Mark had bailed on Paul (see Acts 13:13). 

“Fool me once, shame on you.  Fool me twice, shame on me.”  Paul was out. 
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C. What is the right decision?  Who is wrong?  Best I can tell, they both have a great point 
but you can’t have it both ways.  I’d say they are both right. 

 
1. If there is sin here, it is not in the decision itself.  It would be in the phrase “sharp 

disagreement.”  Even here we aren’t sure they sinned. 
2. Here is the lesson: leaders may differ.  But in the discussion that follows leaders are 

careful to remember we’re on the same side.  Leaders should not be mean. 
 

2 Timothy 2:24 (ESV) “[24] And the Lord's servant must not be quarrelsome but kind to 
everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil. 

 
Ex: With SGC situations over the recent years be careful about thinking the 

problem is simply relational.  It may be situational (and was).  Churches 
leaving now. 

 
D. Here is the thing.  The Lord uses this agreement to get more laborers into the harvest.  

We now have not one team but two.  God will keep us dependent on Him. 
 

1. The gospel keeps right on advancing.  God can use disagreements for His glory. 
 
II. God works through families 
 

Acts 16:1-5 (ESV) “[1] Paul came to Derbe and then to Lystra, where a disciple named 
Timothy lived, whose mother was Jewish and a believer but whose father was a Greek. [2] 
The believers at Lystra and Iconium spoke well of him. [3] Paul wanted to take him along on 
the journey, so he circumcised him because of the Jews who lived in that area, for they all 
knew that his father was a Greek. [4] As they traveled from town to town, they delivered 
the decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. [5] So 
the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers. 

 
A. Paul is on his missionary journey and meets Timothy.  What a kindness because Paul has 

affection for Timothy. 
 

1. Timothy is like a son to Paul.  And Paul will remind Timothy of the precious gift of 
being raised by believing parents. 

 
2 Timothy 2:2-5 (ESV) “[2] To Timothy, my beloved child: Grace, mercy, and peace from 
God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. [3] I thank God whom I serve, as did my 
ancestors, with a clear conscience, as I remember you constantly in my prayers night and 
day. [4] As I remember your tears, I long to see you, that I may be filled with joy. [5] I am 
reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that dwelt first in your grandmother Lois and your 
mother Eunice and now, I am sure, dwells in you as well.” 
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2. Notice in verse 1 Timothy’s dad is not a Christian.  Nor does Paul mention him.   

 
· If you’re married to an unbeliever it isn’t the end of the story 
· Even if you’re single, no help from a spouse, it isn’t the end of the story 

 
B. God uses the love and instruction of a mother and a grandmother to accomplish His 

purposes because God is at work. 
1. Never despair in your situation as a parent because God is with you. 

 
Ex: Our son Jared, well, it looks a lot more glorious now.  We fight by faith, 

trusting in the great and precious promises of God.  God is at work. 
 

2. No one can stop the hand of God when He works.  This is one really good reason to 
pray (one outs a thousand to flight, two put ten thousand to flight). 

 
C. There may be some confusion why Paul could resist the churches in Galatia so fiercely over 

circumcision but here Paul has Timothy circumcised. 
 

1. As young Timothy leaves home with Paul he is circumcised for the sake of mission.  
Paul resisted salvation by works but he is eager to open doors to the gospel.   

 
“To create a contemporary analogy: If I’m called to preach the gospel among a lot of 
people who are cultural teetotalers, I’ll give up alcohol for the sake of the gospel. But if 
they start saying, “You cannot be a Christian and drink alcohol,” I’ll reply, “Pass the port” or 
“I’ll think I’ll have a glass of Beaujolais with my meal.” Paul is flexible and therefore 
prepared to circumcise Timothy when the exclusive sufficiency of Christ is not at stake and 
when a little cultural accommodation will advance the gospel; he is rigidly inflexible and 
therefore refuses to circumcise Titus when people are saying that Gentiles must be 
circumcised and become Jews to accept the Jewish Messiah.”  D.A. Carson 

 
2. Timothy is used by God to spread the gospel.  Timothy is born again because of the 

labors of a faithful mother and grandmother. 
 

3. God uses means and being in a Christian family is a serious means of grace.  What 
an advantage to our personal godliness.   God works in our families. 

 
III. God works through the supernatural 
 

Acts 16:6-10 (ESV) “[6] 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. [7] When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit 
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of Jesus would not allow them to. [8] So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. [9] 
During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, “Come 
over to Macedonia and help us.” [10] 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.” 

 
A. Now this might wreck your theology.  The Holy Spirit keeps Paul from preaching in Asia.  

They have a plan and they try to enter a new area.  The Spirit of Jesus stops them. 
 

1. We plan, we think, we strategize, but God sets our direction.  Paul and his team are 
not able to accomplish their desires and plans. 

2. But God has a plan.  God has a plan because God is at work.  God has work for 
them to accomplish in Macedonia.  The gospel will spread. 

 
B. Paul has a vision and God speaks to him. 

 
1. This is after the cross, after Pentecost, so the question is does this kind of thing 

happen today in the church?  Yes, particularly in the church on mission with the 
gospel. 

 
C. A couple of thoughts for your consideration. 

 
1. Notice, Paul doesn’t say “God told me.”  We are wise to limit our use of this 

language because it might not be accurate. 
 

2. Personally, I have prophesied often but I would not consider that as God speaking to 
me because I know in part, see in part, and prophesy in part (a spiritual gift).  3 
times: 

 
· Called to be a shepherd 
· Called to be the sr. pastor 
· Build a building (takes faith) 
· Otherwise I’ve used my brain best I can (with counsel) 

 
3. I still don’t use the language.  I don’t wish to put God in that position.  If you 

disagree with me you disagree with God?  When God works, He doesn’t need that 
help. 

 
D. I’ve never had a vision but I believe nothing hinders God from using them (not infallible). 

 
1. If I had one, I’d submit it to leaders and see what the collective counsel and wisdom 

of our team looks like.  I believe they could still happen (infrequent the norm). 
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2. When God wants to work, get a job done, a good number of tools are in play.  The 
supernatural still happens. 

 
3. Our request is for the salvation of sinners.  God will choose the methods that will 

accompany the preaching of the gospel.  The gospel must be proclaimed. 
 

E. In our text we see that God uses disagreement (normal), family (normal), the supernatural 
(not ordinary), and now God uses evangelism (normal).  

 
IV. God works through evangelism 
 

Acts 16:11-15 (ESV) [11] From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace, 
and the next day we went on to Neapolis. [12] From there we traveled to Philippi, a Roman 
colony and the leading city of that district of Macedonia. And we stayed there several days. 
[13] On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find 
a place of prayer. We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered there. 
[14] One of those listening was a woman from the city of Thyatira named Lydia, a dealer in 
purple cloth. She was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s 
message. [15] When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us 
to her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she said, “come and stay at my 
house.” And she persuaded us.” 

 
A. Here are some basics to consider. 

 
1. Paul and his team went to where they expected to find people.   
2. They began to speak to them. 

 
B. What did they say?  We aren’t told but because it led to salvation, we know they shared 

the good news about Jesus.  This is the story of the gospel in four steps. 
 

1. Creation - it was good 
2. Fall - rebellion marred Adam and Eve and all of creation (bad) - all are sinners 
3. Redemption - Jesus born of a virgin, sinless, dies on a cross and is raised to life 
4. Restoration - God will renew all things and restore perfect order eternally 

 
· A word with unbelievers.  You are invited, by Jesus Christ, to turn from your 

sin and receive eternal life.  Jesus offers life, joy, peace, and rest (Himself). 
 

C. The Lord opened Lydia’s heart.  He may well open your heart today.  We know God has 
people He will save.  We preach good news but God works.  God opens hearts to 
respond.  
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1. We can’t save anybody.  We proclaim and God works.  Friend, have you responded 
to the message of the gospel?  God is work and today may well be your day.   

 
2. God hasn’t changed and He is still at work for the sake of His name and glory in the 

salvation of ruined sinners.  Fly to Jesus without delay.  Trust Jesus and repent.   
 

D. Christian, rest in Jesus Christ for everything.  Jesus is everything to us.  His love captures 
us and we live in Him and for Him (all else is secondary) until He calls us home. 

 
Conclusion 
 

A. God is at work.  Fruit isn’t our responsibility; we are simply faithful.  God uses all kinds of 
things and situations to save sinners. 

 
1. Despite disagreements the gospel moves forward as God works. 
2. Normal family life yields disciples for Jesus as God works. 
3. Supernatural events take place because God works to make disciples. 
4. Evangelism brings people to Jesus as God works through us. 

B. We have much to be encouraged about!  God is at work.  Aslan (as in The Chronicles of 
Narnia) is on the move.  Spring comes (new life in Christ). 

 
1. God is at work and there will be many trophies of His amazing grace.  As for us, we 

will walk by faith.  We will believe that God works. 
 
Pray 
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