
Sermon at Christ Well on 17 February 2019  -  Acts 16. 16 – 40 

1.  Vv. 16 – 18     The exploitation of another human being.  Manipulation 

of other to suit your own ends.  The use of a ‘gift’ – even if we might not 

recognise it as such – as entertainment.  Even allowing for the very 

different attitudes and context of our own times, these things are 

wrong.  What is happening in this story is wrong.  There are right ways 

and wrong ways to treat other people.  No to exploitation.  Note too, 

though, that ‘truth’ may sometimes come from unexpected places, 

unlikely sources; for all that is manifestly ‘wrong’ in this passage, what 

the girl says is true, right.  Again, it is about openness, alertness, 

awareness, discernment on our part.  Unfortunately, here the girl 

‘hounds’ Paul and Silas; we would say that they are stalked – and 

stalking gets plenty of media coverage in our times.  Paul becomes 

upset…and some kind of confrontation ensues.  He was pushed beyond 

his limits.  All people of faith have their limits – it pays to know them, to 

know ourselves. 

2. Vv.19 – 24     People are afraid of different things, but most are afraid of 

the potential loss of income, of power, of influence.  This is certainly the 

case here: the girl is a ‘cash cow’ in effect – and her would-be owners 

don’t want to lose out.  The consequences of greed are rarely attractive.  

The complaints which they produce are ugly, dismaying, 

clever…worryingly contemporary: they seek to cause dissatisfaction on 

the grounds of race, custom and religion.  You can hear the voice of 

Christ saying, ‘Woe to those who continue to sow seeds of discontent in 

this way’.  The accusations may sound ugly to our ears, but the refrain, 

‘They are different to us, from us’ has lost none of its potency…sadly.  

Paul must be punished – and the punishment is harsh indeed. 

3. Vv.25 – 28     The apparent open celebration of faith within the confines 

of prison, in the face of adversity, is a famous piece of writing.  We often 

read it as though it is a very surprising thing, but I am not so sure:  Paul 

wasn’t there by himself, it was important to keep spirits high, faith was 

shared in common – you and I might have done a similar thing.  Terry 

Waite wrote effectively of the strategies he employed whilst imprisoned, 

and he was in solitary confinement.  There is no suggestion that the 

occurrence of an earthquake is related in any way to what Paul is doing – 

beware those who claim that it happened as a result of prayer.  I don’t 

see this…and it is not for Christians to ‘talk up’ things, to provide them 



with a significance, a message which they simply don’t have.  There is no 

suggestion that the jailer has been negligent – he couldn’t have foreseen 

what was going to happen, any more than we would – but he fears being 

held responsible for the worst possible scenario.  It is interesting that 

Paul does not scarper, in spite of the injustice of the initial 

imprisonment.  The party stays put and prays and sings…which does beg 

the question, ‘Why?’, in view of the fact that they do kick up a fuss a 

little bit later on.  Is it because they discern opportunity, even in tragic 

consequences?  Is it because they don’t want the jailer to end up in 

trouble?  Is it because they discern at some deeper level that things 

always happen for a purpose? 

4. Vv.29 – 34     I don’t think that it is so remarkable that the jailer senses 

that something remarkable is going on; sometimes, you do know these 

things.  This is a time for sharing the gospel message openly, but note 

that this happens in response to an explicit request – again, it is about 

finding the right words for the right opportunity.  Paul was never one for 

a ‘one-size-fits-all’ homily… there was always a message appropriate for 

the context, for the audience.  The jailer and his household were 

baptised… a source of joy, surely, but also an historic problem for some 

within the family of faith.  The NT speaks of baptism in response to the 

faith of individual, but it also speaks of the baptism of groups in 

response to the faith of a leader or leaders within the group.  You can 

discern the beginnings of evidence which, in time, will be significant for 

those who argue for the baptism of infants…and those who argue for the 

baptism of believers only.  The response of the jailer and his household – 

to tend to wounds and to offer hospitality – is a motif that is familiar to 

us.  Think of the story of The Good Samaritan.  The example of 

generosity which does not discriminate is always a powerful and moving 

one. 

5. Vv.35 – 40     Is Paul being a little bit belligerent here?  Has he saddled 

his high horse, made a claim on the moral high ground?  It is true that 

this theme of the mistreatment of a Roman citizen is a recurring one 

during the course of his ministry and it is not always clear how this ties in 

directly with his self-presentation as a fearless person of faith.  Maybe 

this isn’t a time for secrecy and evasion – there are opportunities for 

honesty and openness and learning lessons and justice which need to be 

discerned and seized.  I suspect that there are those who would like to 



believe that violence towards people of faith should be suffered 

silently…but there is no evidence that this is the case; whilst there is no 

mandate for tackling violence with violence, there is a mandate for 

saying that we face up to and challenge injustice.  If everything is 

suffered in silence, then nothing is changed for the better.  Paul gets his 

apology for mistreatment…but it is interesting that he is then led from 

the city; people are fearful of his influence.  They know that he cannot 

be ‘contained’ in ways that they would like.  I would like to think that we 

are not regarded as safe, harmless, inconsequential, irrelevant… but I 

suspect that this may well not be the case.  Paul finds rest and support in 

the home of his friend Lydia.  We all need such places – and since we 

have the church, I hope that the church is such a place. 


