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Scripture: Acts 16:11-40 

 
“It’s Just Business” 

 

Most people who have seen The Godfather remember the line, “It’s just business.” When Tessio 

betrays Michael Corleone and must pay with his life, he pleads with his executioners, “Tell 

Michael it was only business.” In other words: “My attempt to kill you wasn’t personal.” 

 
But what’s not personal about being gunned down? And what’s not personal about so many 

decisions today carried out “in the name of business”? A corporation claims it can’t pay a living 

wage even as executives take home multi-million-dollar bonuses. Families are priced out of the 
very neighborhoods where they work full-time. Workers in vast fulfillment centers are tracked 

to the second, denied basic dignity, and injured at higher-than-average rates—while companies 

post record profits. “It’s just business,” the owners say. 

 

The phrase rings hollow in the face of human pain. It’s never just business. It’s always personal, 
because it’s always about people.  

 

It also points to something deeper. As David Brooks has noted, global measures of hope and 
human thriving are rising in many places—yet here in the U.S., hope is slipping and the number 

of people who say they’re struggling is climbing. Why the divergence? People flourish when 

three goods converge: rising material well-being, thick bonds of relationship, and a clear sense 
of purpose and meaning. That holy triad—economic, social, and spiritual—undergirds healthy 

societies. We’ve privileged one leg—economics—while neglecting the other two. Name it 

plainly: when profit becomes idol, people become instruments. And now we reap what we’ve 
sown. 

 

Many well-meaning leaders want to “keep business business” and leave questions of purpose to 

the church. Yet every time we turn to Scripture seeking meaning, Scripture sends us back into 
the workplace. From Moses to the prophets to Jesus, we are reminded that the work we are 

devoted to is meant to be a reflection of the God we are devoted to. People are not numbers 

on a spreadsheet or pawns in an economic game, but God’s very children and image-bearers. 
 

Lydia of Thyatira 

 

If economics has become our idol, Acts 16 shows us how the living God disrupts business as 

usual. Our passage sets two women side by side—one crushed by the “it’s just business” 
machine, the other transformed by grace and, in turn, transforming how business can be done. 

 

First, the unnamed enslaved girl—tormented by what the text calls a “spirit of divination.” 

(Ancients would have linked it to Apollo; today we might simply say she suffered under forces 
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beyond her control.) She trails Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke through the marketplace, crying 
out, “These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.” When 

Paul calls on God and she is set free, her handlers aren’t relieved; they’re enraged. For them, 

freedom was financial loss. So they dragged Paul and Silas before the authorities. The charge? 
Public order. The reality? Profit protection. These disciples’ real “crime” was exposing the lie 

that commerce and human dignity can be neatly separated. The gospel declares otherwise: 

people are precious, even when profits are “large and easy.” 

 

Then we meet Lydia. A dealer in purple cloth from Thyatira—a detail loaded with meaning. 
Purple was the luxury fabric of the ancient world. The dye came from tiny sea snails along the 

Mediterranean; each yielded a drop or two. To color a single garment required thousands of 

snails and weeks of foul, backbreaking work. Purple was costly not just because it was pretty, 
but because it was profoundly labor-intensive. To trade in purple was to move in elite circles—

and to stand at the intersection of status, labor, and wealth. 

 

Lydia’s hometown matters, too. Thyatira wasn’t Athens or Rome; it was an industrial city with 
the highest concentration of trade guilds in Asia Minor. Think Trenton, New Jersey—once so 

identified with industry that the bridge still proclaims, “Trenton Makes, The World Takes.” Not 

glamorous, not a cultural capital—yet a powerhouse of production. Out of this web of guilds 
and commerce, Lydia sourced her purple, positioning her at the intersection of wealth, 

influence, and even faith. In that world, guilds were not merely professional associations; they 

were religious communities devoted to patron deities. There was no “just business.” Ritual and 
revenue went hand in hand. 

 

Which makes Lydia’s response to the gospel all the more striking. She meets Paul not in a 

palace but by a riverside place of prayer. There at the water’s edge, her heart is “opened to 

listen,” and she and her household are baptized.  

 
When Lydia devoted her life to Christ, she didn’t just give her heart—she gave her work. 

Instead of serving the god of the guild through her work, she now served Jesus. Faith didn’t stay 

at the riverbank. It flowed back into her shop, her household, her accounts. We can’t know her 
every decision, but we can imagine what it looks like when someone wants their vocation to 

align with Jesus.  

 

Her purple trade was no longer “just a business.” It became an offering. 

Where others exploited workers, she paid them fairly. 
Where others hoarded profits, she used them for the common good. 

Where others bowed at guild feasts, she quietly refrained—her absence a confession: “Jesus is 

Lord.” 

 
Acts hints at this reorientation: Lydia’s home becomes a house-church, a base for the Philippian 

congregation. And, in the spirit of Dorothy Day—who once pressed a diamond into a poor 

woman’s hand and, when challenged, asked, “Are diamonds only for the rich?”—we can see 
how Lydia’s costly goods might have become costly grace. 

 

Lydia’s conversion wasn’t only about her soul. 
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It was about her vocation being baptized into a new vision. 
Her business became a form of her discipleship.  

 

As Christopher Dawson put it, “Christianity is not a way of looking at certain things. It is a certain 
way of looking at all things.” Or in C. S. Lewis’s terms: Christian faith is like the rising sun. We 

believe the sun has risen not only because we see it, but because it illuminates everything else.  

 

The Latin root of the word “vocation’ is vocatio, which means “being called by a Voice.” So here 

is the question before us: What would change if we heard that Voice at work—at the shop 
floor and boardroom table, in budgets and pricing, in hiring, scheduling, and supply chains? 

What would it look like if followers of Jesus in America recognized that business is never 

neutral? It is either idolatry or it is ministry. 
 

Before moving on, I invite you to take a few moments to consider where you spend the 
majority of your waking hours – whether you’re gamefully employed, a homemaker, or retired. 

Where and how do the values you operate from intersect the values of Jesus? 

 
Simba’s Automotive 

 

Lydia isn’t the only one whose vocation was transfigured into ministry. I first saw it firsthand in 
a small service station on Mercer Island. 

 

Simba’s Automotive was a beloved service station where I grew up. They had a reputation for 
treating not only your car but you with such respect, integrity, and care that you almost 

wanted your car to be sick just to receive the “Simba’s treatment.” A friend once asked one of 

the brothers what motivated that level of care. He said, simply, “My brother and I are both 
Muslims. We treat every automobile as if the Prophet Muhammad himself were going to drive 

away in it.” 

 
I’ve never heard a better definition of ministry: treat the recipient of your labor with the 

same dignity and devotion you would show the founder of your faith. 

 
What might happen if more Christians followed the example of those Muslim brothers—or 

Lydia from our own scriptures—treating every customer, and employee, as if they are Christ 

himself.  
 

I can see an Order of Lydia arising in Christianity. If you love your work, and seek to treat 

the recipients of your labor as you would treat Jesus himself, imagine forming a community of 
like-minded people—a circle to share journeys and wisdom, to study the Way of Jesus 

together, and to pray for each other and our ministries. Can you picture how an Order of 

Lydia might change the nature of work here in Eugene? And if it spread—how it could gradually 
reshape business and economics across the country? Not by preaching Jesus in the marketplace, 

but by quietly, faithfully bringing his values into it. 

 
Work is not just what you do. It’s who you serve when you do it. In the future, I can see the 

Christian Church recognizing the sacredness of “secular” professions far more fully than it does 



 4 

now. I can even see the Church recognizing these professions as ministries, commissioning 
those who have been specially trained as ministers. I can see future Ministers of Financial 

Planning treating every portfolio as if it were Jesus’ own—where profit matters, but it is not the 

highest goal. The questions would go deeper: What are your life-giving purposes? How can money 
serve those purposes? How might investment align with justice and with the care of creation? A 

planner like this might focus on ethical investing—stewarding resources as tools for good 

rather than ends in themselves. No sermon would be required. The gospel would be preached 
in the work itself. 

 

I can see Ministers of Teaching walking into classrooms as if Christ himself were sitting in the 
back row—encouraging curiosity, protecting the vulnerable, and calling forth the unique gifts of 

every child. 

 
I can see Ministers of Food Service treating every table as Christ’s own table—serving meals 

not just with efficiency, but with hospitality, remembering names, showing kindness, and 

creating dignity in places where the world often withholds it. 
 

I can see Ministers of Grandparenting pouring themselves into the next generation of their own 

grandchildren and those in our community as if nurturing Christ himself—passing on wisdom, 
planting seeds of faith. 

 

Now, take this principle and apply it to every vocation represented in this church. Then to our 
wider denomination. Then to Christ’s church everywhere. Can you see how justice might roll 

down, and how lives might be renewed, when every craft, classroom, clinic, jobsite, stage, and 

spreadsheet is approached through the eyes of faith? 
 

What if “It’s just business” became “This is worship”? 

 
If any of this stirs something in you—if you’d like to explore forming an Order of Lydia, 

whether you’re in the workplace, at home, or in the Third Act of life—let’s talk. Let’s bless 

your tools, your desk, your schedule, and your skill as instruments of worship.  
 

Each week we say, “Whoever you are, wherever you are on life’s journey, you’re welcome here.” And 

today I say this: whoever you are, wherever you are on life’s journey—you also have a 
calling. A calling that does not end at the church door. Your desk is an altar. Your schedule is 

a prayer. Your tools are instruments of grace. Whoever you are, wherever you are—your vocation 

either already is, or can become, your ministry. 
 


	Lydia of Thyatira

