
Saved (Acts 16:16-34) 

Late last year, Channel Seven news altered the format of their 6pm broadcast and tried 
some new things. They introduced a horoscope and a comedy news segment, which 
they called the 6:57 news. It was hilarious, although the comedy news segment fell a bit 
flat. 

I’ve always found the idea that everyone in the world could be divided into twelve 
groups that experience life the same way somewhat amusing. But I also have a grudging 
admiration for astrologers who manage to write something that could apply to 
everyone: Capricorns: don’t make impulsive decisions tomorrow; Geminis – beware of 
taking on too much at work this week and so on. 

The idea of knowing what’s to come, telling the future, is a pretty compelling idea. We 
can know general things of course – I can tell you it’s going to be cold this winter, I’m 
pretty sure that prices are going to go up rather than down. 

As followers of Jesus, we can be certain of what is to come for the world, but, as I’ve 
shared before, we don’t know when. 

As we heard in our reading from the book of Acts, Paul and Silas and their group of 
followers were met by a female slave (and slaves certainly weren’t uncommon in 
Philippi – or in the first century world in general) who had a spirit by which she could 
predict the future. 

We heard that she made money for her owners telling fortunes. But on this day, rather 
than selling fortune telling sessions to make money for her owners, she started 
following Paul and the others shouting “These men are servants of the Most High God, 
who are telling you the way to be saved.” 

She must have been good at telling fortunes, because she’d become very valuable. But 
on this particular day, she wasn’t telling others what was to come, instead, she was 
simply telling the truth:  Paul and the others are the servants of God, and they are telling 
the people the way to be saved. 

Now, if the people of Philippi knew that this slave woman was able to predict the future 
accurately, it’s likely that they would have accepted what she said about Paul. 

But she didn’t stop talking. She followed them around for days shouting, over and over 
again, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be 
saved.” 

It would have been a nice endorsement of Paul and the others, but they weren’t able to 
share their message, to actually tell the people the good news about Jesus, because of 
this woman’s incessant shouting.  

“Finally,” in verse 18 we read “Paul became so annoyed that he turned around and said 
to the spirit who was giving her this power, “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you 
to come out of her!” At that moment the spirit left her. 



 

I’ve watched a few horror movies, and I know how they portray the driving out of spirits. 
Lots of holy water, and speaking in Latin, and holding up crucifixes and all the rest of it. 

But that stuff is far removed from what Luke tells us about here in the book of Acts. Paul 
simply says, “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!” and at 
that moment the spirit left the woman. 

The problem was that in casting out the spirit, he made that slave less valuable, and 
“When her owners realized that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul 
and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to face the authorities. They brought 
them before the magistrates […]” (19-21) 

So many things in life come back to money. People will put up with an awful lot of 
things, but threaten their income, and they get angry.  

And the crowd, as crowds so often do, jumped on the bandwagon, and joined in the 
attack.  

It seems that it wasn’t only the crowd that joined in the attack, the magistrates did too – 
they ordered Paul and Silas to be stripped and beaten with rods. 

And then in verse 23 we read that After they had been severely flogged, they were 
thrown into prison.  

The put them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. This is the first 
century equivalent of high security. After all, these missionaries were potentially 
dangerous – according to their accusers – and the jailer was going to take no chances in 
securing them. 

They were there for being faithful to the mission to which Jesus had called them to, the 
mission that we looked at last week in church, to “…be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and 
in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”. (Acts 1:8) 

They did the right thing. They did the Godly thing. And they were stripped and beaten 
and thrown into prison for it.  

Jesus never said following him would be easy, and I’m sure we have all noticed by now 
that this life can be hard. Being a follower of Jesus is sometimes hard going. Jesus said 
we need to take up our crosses and follow him.  

We know that there will be some rough times along the way – for us as individuals, for 
us as a congregation and for us as a whole church. 

There will be times when trials and suffering will dominate our lives, even as we work to 
follow Jesus. 

We lose people we love, we suffer disease and our bodies become frail, we see people 
turn away from us, and from the church, and so often life hurts. 



And all the good deeds, good prayers, good hopes, good wishes, and good thoughts will 
not be able to prevent us from going into a metaphorical prison from time to time. 

And wouldn’t it be wonderful if I offer some horoscope-like prediction of how our life 
journeys will be?  If I could say that if only we did more good deeds, or if only we prayed 
harder or whatever, it would all work out well? 

But I can’t do that, because it’s just not true. It might be tempting to believe such things 
- and some people will happily tell you those things - but the scriptures tells us, and our 
own life experience tells us, that that’s simply not true. 

Paul and Silas found themselves in prison. They’d done the right thing and had carried 
the gospel to Philippi, and now they were chained up in prison. There was no way they 
could talk their way out. No escape. No one was going to rescue them. 

And then, in this dark place, they turned to the only source of help available to them. 
They turned to God, and they lifted their hearts to God in prayer.  

Verse 25: About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and 
the other prisoners were listening to them. 

They were praying and praising God. And the other prisoners listened. Even in chained 
up in prison, they were following Jesus’ command to witness to the people. 

“Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations of the prison were 
shaken. At once all the prison doors flew open, and everyone’s chains came loose. “ 

Remember verse 4 of ‘And can it be?’ 

“…Thine eye diffused a quickening ray – I woke, the dungeon flamed with light! 

My chains fell off, my heart was free, I rose, went forth, and followed thee” 

Of course, Charles Wesley, wasn’t talking about a physical dungeon or physical chains, 
but the figurative dungeon and chains of our lives. 

We might sing, “My chains fell off, my heart was free, I rose, went forth, and followed 
thee” but Paul and Silas stayed where they were. 

They were saved! But they stayed exactly where they were. 

Imagine being unjustly imprisoned and then the doors opening and your chains come 
loose. What would you do? I think that most of us would be making a break for it. 

But Paul and Silas didn’t. 

The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was 
about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. As a jailer, he was 
responsible for his prisoners with his life. If he was found to have failed in his duty, he 
would have been stripped and beaten, he would have been executed. Falling on his 
sword would have been preferable. 



Paul saved him from that: Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” 

After everything that had happened to him and Silas, Paul was concerned for the jailer. 
The jailer who was responsible for at least part of their suffering. I can’t read these 
verses without being reminded of reminded of Jesus prayer from the cross, “Father, 
forgive them, for they don’t know what they’re doing”. 

The jailer had lights brought in, honoured the missionaries, and brought them out.  

He had been saved. Then he asked “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 

He knew what they were there for – after all there had been a slave girl around the city 
for days telling the people, and now he’d witnessed God’s power in the earthquake, and 
he’d now seen God’s compassion – God’s love – in Paul not running, and instead saving 
the jailer’s own life.  

He knew that Paul and Silas carried the good news, that they were missionaries sharing 
the way to the kingdom of God, but he didn’t know what to do to get what they had. 
What Paul and Silas had was valuable, but human experience is that you don’t get 
something valuable unless you pay for it or earn it. 

“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 

Nothing. He didn’t need to do anything: Paul and Silas replied, “Believe in the Lord 
Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.” 

People have had extensive discussions about whether “believing” or “having faith” is 
technically an action or not. But not matter which side of the argument you come down 
on, clearly ‘believing’ isn’t doing something like performing a ritual or paying some 
money or doing a penance might be. 

Just believe in Jesus and you will be saved. 

Paul affirms this in his letter to the romans when he writes, “If you confess with your lips 
that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will 
be saved” (Romans 10:9). 

Our church’s mission, Christianity’s mission, is to tell people everywhere about Jesus, 
praying that the day will come when they will come to know God through Jesus. Those 
who believe are accepted into God’s family as they put their trust and faith in Jesus - 
who died for us, and rose again to open the way to everlasting life. Jesus who saved us. 

And then we read in the final verses of our reading that “Then they spoke the word of the 
Lord to him and to all the others in his house. At that hour of the night the jailer took 
them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his household were 
baptized. The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was 
filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole household.” 

And so the story has a happy ending.  



It is a strange story, and one which is far removed from our own experiences of coming 
to faith, but I think we can relate to it anyway. Whether it’s the missionaries being 
distracted and annoyed by the shouting in the streets, or love of money shown by the 
slave owners, or the persecution by the hostile crowd and the unjust magistrates, or the 
darkness of a metaphorical prison. Or the power of God even in the darkest times. Or 
the love of God shown through the compassion of Paul and Silas for the jailer. Or the joy 
of salvation that the jailer and his household came to know. 

Paul and Silas were saved. The jailer was saved. The jailer’s family and household were 
saved. Unexpectedly and undeservedly. 

That salvation, that joy that they experienced is there for us too. That’s not to say that 
we won’t go through hard times and dark places, but that joy, that hope, is there for 
each one of us and for all us. 

We need to keep our faith in Jesus and put hour hope, and our future in his hands. 

If we believe in the Lord Jesus, we will be saved 

Amen. 

 


