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Texts: Acts 16:16-34; Psalm 97; Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21; John 17:20-26 

Paul and Silas were missionaries to Philippi.  This morning we find them walking 

through the streets of Philippi to the same place of prayer where they met Lydia in last 

week’s story. And the first thing that happens is that they encounter a fortune-teller.  A 

slave girl, actually, who is possessed by a spirit that ancient Greeks associated with an 

oracle.  She keeps following them, shouting as they walk by.  “These men are slaves of the 

Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.”  And indeed, what the girl says is 

true.  The oracle is accurate.   

 But the girl’s shouting gets to Paul, and in annoyance, he casts the spirit out of her.  

Now the trouble begins.  Because her owners no longer can make money off of her.  This is 

not the first time that religion has gotten in the way of business, of making money.  The 

girl’s owners are furious, and so they drag Paul and Silas to the civil authorities. 

 And here again we hear words that have a modern ring to them:  “These men are 

Jews, and they are disturbing our city.”  In other words, these men don’t belong in our 

town.  They don’t follow our customs.  They are not like us.  They are different.  Insert one 

of many racial or ethnic slurs here.  In other words, right here in the middle of our church 

service, we hear a story from the Bible of an ancient act of ethnic profiling.  Rather than 

tell the truth about what Paul and Silas have done, the slave owners resort to race baiting. 

 And then, something more that has taken place over and over again.  The civil 

authorities have Paul and Silas stripped, beaten and thrown in jail without a hearing.  Why 

does this all sound familiar?  Philippi in the year 60 or Chicago, Baltimore, Ferguson in 

our day.  
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 But what do Paul and Silas do?  They sing.  I love that little detail.  They are 

imprisoned, chained in the stocks.  And they don’t complain, they don’t cry out.  They sing 

and pray.  Even when an earthquake throws open the prison doors and breaks their chains, 

they don’t move.  They are already free. 

 For those of us living in 21
st
 century America, freedom sometimes means the right to 

follow our own path, to not be constrained in any way, by anyone.  To not have to answer 

to another person.  We get some of our sense of freedom from our history.  People came to 

this land in the past, and they continue to come in the present day, looking for something – 

for freedom to worship, for freedom from an economic system that kept them on the 

bottom rungs.  And at the same time, there were many people who came to this country 

against their will, as slaves who were not free to choose their own destiny.  Freedom means 

having a choice, being able to choose how to live, and where to live, and how to order your 

life.   

Think about the jailer.  He is not a slave but a civil servant with a brutal job.  He 

doesn’t have a choice.  He must do whatever the magistrates tell him, even though Paul and 

Silas have done nothing other than cast out a spirit.  He follows their instructions to the 

letter, even placing his prisoners in the stocks so they can’t move.   

But here is where God is at work.  After the earthquake, when the jailer thinks that 

the prisoners have escaped, his first reaction is to try to kill himself for failing to fulfill the 

orders he has been given.  But Paul shouts out from the depths of the prison:  “Do not 

harm yourself, for we are all here.”   No one has escaped. 

 The paradox is, that the doors have been thrown open and the prisoners’ chains 

have been unfastened, yet they are all still in their cells.  The jailer, locked in his own 
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prison, thinks that the only way that he can escape his predicament is to kill himself.  Paul 

and Silas, imprisoned and chained up, are really the ones who are free.   

 Here in the book of Acts we have two stories of conversion that appear one right 

after the other.  Last week we heard the story of Lydia’s conversion and this week, we have 

the story of the jailer’s conversion.  We are told that the Lord opened Lydia’s heart to 

receive the good news as she listens to Paul.  For the jailer, it’s way more dramatic, but in 

the end he, too, hears and believes the good news.  In both stories Paul and Silas baptize 

entire households.  And both stories end with hospitality – Lydia invites the missionaries to 

stay in her home.  The jailer brings his former prisoners into his house, washes their 

wounds and sets the table with food for them.   

 Clearly, Luke wants us to understand that these stories are linked.  The good news 

of freedom and liberation in Jesus Christ is spreading into the most unlikely places, to the 

most unlikely of people.  

 But there is another character in this story, whose presence has been on my mind 

and in my heart all week.  It’s the slave girl – the one who is possessed physically by her 

owners and who is possessed spiritually by an oracle that gives her owners a way of making 

money.  There is so much that we don’t know about her – we don’t know her name or 

where she came from or how it was that she was enslaved.  And we don’t know what 

happened to her.  Once Paul casts the spirit out of her, she gets no more mention in the 

story.  And I find that troubling.  All this talk of liberation, and we have no idea what 

became of this slave girl once she was freed from the spirit’s possession.  I’m not sure that 

she actually was given any of those choices that we associate with freedom. 



4 

 

 It’s Mother’s Day and today we celebrate our moms, living or deceased.  Today we 

celebrate all those women who have been like mothers to us – aunties and sisters and 

grandmothers and teachers and mentors and supervisors.  But it is also worth 

remembering that there are also women who we don’t really see or pay attention to, women 

in the backgrounds of our lives who remain unnamed and unsung and unmentioned.   

 Who made the clothes you wear? 

 Who butchered the chicken that you buy at the grocery store? 

 Who picked the lettuce that comes in that bag? 

 Who cleans the hotel room that you stay in when you travel? 

 Today it is worth remembering that even as the Gospel spread in the book of Acts, 

there were some who were left out of the freedom that it offered.  Today it’s worth 

remembering that there are still people who continue to cry out for liberation. 

 I want to tell you a story that I heard this week.  It’s about a young woman, a 

mother, who is trapped in the catch-22 of poverty.  She needs to be able to drive to get to 

work, but she doesn’t have a driver’s license and she can’t get one because she owes child 

support.  She has a part-time job but how does she get there if she can’t drive?  I don’t 

know her name, or where she is from, or how she got into the situation she is in, but that 

doesn’t matter.  This morning we are going to take a second offering.  For her.  There is a 

basket at the back of the church, and after you give your offering to the church I invite you 

to dig a little deeper into your pocket and give what you can for this young woman.  We 

will give her the money, and I want us also to be thinking about other ways to help.  I want 

us also to be thinking about how we as the church walk beside someone who is not free to 

live in the fullness of life that God intends.  I want us to be thinking about the ways in 
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which systems of justice and economics continue to keep some people captive.  I want us to 

be thinking about how the church can be a force for liberation. 

 In his letter to the Galatians, Paul wrote that there is no longer Jew nor Greek, no 

longer slave or free, no longer male or female, for all are one in Christ Jesus. This powerful 

statement is played out in this story today.  The prayer that Jesus prays in today’s gospel, 

that all may be one in the Father and the Son, that all may know God’s love – that prayer is 

answered in this story and down through the years and now among us here.  May the word 

of love, the unity in Christ Jesus, that became real for the jailer and for Lydia and for their 

households, also become real for you and your household.  May all be one in Christ.  May 

all be free in Christ. 

 


