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Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine you are a Christian in a closed country.  That is, a Christian in a country that is 

closed to the gospel legally speaking.  So you are, in effect, an illegal Christian.  One day, there is a pounding on 

your door.  When you open it, several police officers grab you and handcuff you.  You are whisked away from 

your home without another word.  A bag is thrown over your head and, after a long ride in the back of a hot van, 

you are pushed roughly out the back door.  The hood is removed from your head and you see that you are in a 

courtyard surrounded by concrete walls and barbed wire fences. 

 Over the next few days, you are repeatedly beaten and questioned about your faith.  You are told that you 

are breaking the law and an infidel for your beliefs.  If only you will recant your faith and turn in any other 

Christians you know, you will be released.  But you refuse to surrender the names of your brothers and sisters in 

Christ. 

 However, the beatings are taking a toll. The other prisoners, there for more violent crimes than crimes of 

faith, also beat you and spit on you.  After ten days, you’ve had enough.  You can’t take any more. You have no 

hope of left. You’ve heard nothing from anybody outside the prison.  You have no rights. There will be no trial.  

The thought of having a lawyer is laughable.  You give up. 

After a particularly severe beating, tou try to drown yourself in the sink in your cell, but before you drown 

you pass out and fall on the floor.  When you wake up, you start to sob. You whole body is wracked with your 

sobs and the pain of multiple beatings.  Lying on the floor, you can’t go on any more.  You can’t die and you 

can’t go on. 

Suddenly, your cell is filled with light.  As the light grows, you feel yourself calming down.  Your sobs 

stop. You are filled with an inner peace that passes understanding.  Your wounds are not healed, but the 

throbbing lessens and the pain seems to fade into the background.  You find your will strengthening and your 

mind clearing.  You start to feel intense joy as your imagination is filled with images of what God has in store for 

us at Christ’s return.  As your mind’s eye fixes on what Jesus suffered for you, and the reward that was granted to 

him, your own suffering shrinks in perspective and significance.  Your mind wraps around the fact that you are 

suffering for Christ and suffering with Christ.   

Filled with the Holy Spirit, you have renewed strength. Having come to the end of yourself, you find God 

waiting there for you.  Having come to the end of your own endurance, the end of your own strength, you find the 

Spirit of the risen Lord waiting for you with new endurance and new strength, far beyond anything you ever had 

on your own.  Suddenly, you can face what the prison guards have in store for you. Suddenly, you can face the 

beatings and abuse of your fellow prisoners. In fact, you begin to weep again, but not for your own situation, but 

for theirs.  Their hearts are hard and they do not know the Saviour you have who has just filled you with his 

Spirit.  All you want to do now is to sing.  You want to sing and pray to the glory of God, the glory of the risen 

Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

In the past, as we’ve explored together our “imagine” examples at the beginning of our teaching times, 

they have always been situations I created on my own. They’ve always been made up examples or scenarios.  

Sometimes they have been set in particular historical situations, but always they’ve been from my own 

imagination. 

Not today. 

Today’s “Imagine” that we just explored together is a true story.  It’s a story my Dad heard on the radio a 

few weeks ago down in Chicago.  Moody Christian radio was interviewing an Iranian Christian man who had 

been imprisoned in Iran for his faith. He was repeatedly beaten and abused in that prison.  He lost hope.  He tried 

to kill himself in his cell by drowning himself, either in the sink or the toilet, but he failed.  While he lay on the 

floor after this attempt on his own life, the cell was filled with light and he was filled with the Holy Spirit.  He 
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found his heart renewed, his mind cleared, his will and resolve strengthened. In his words, when he came to the 

end of himself, he found Christ.  The Spirit was there ready to fill him with a new strength and a peace that passes 

understanding so that he could endure his captivity. 

My Dad only caught part of this man’s story. We don’t even know his name. We don’t know how long he 

was imprisoned, but we do know that eventually he was released because he was able to come on the radio.  All 

we know is that he was an Iranian Christian, imprisoned for his faith who was filled with the Spirit during his 

captivity, but not until after he came to the end of his own resources. 

Context 
Today we are going to read of a similar series of events that happened to Paul and Silas in Philippi.  

Recall from last week that Philippi was a Roman colony, far away from Rome in the province of Macedonia.  

This is the first time Paul has come to Europe with the gospel and the first place he brings it too is a special outpost 

of Roman culture and society.  Everything in Philippi is as Roman as possible, from the fashions people wear to 

the laws by which they are governed.   

Remember, as well, that we saw the beginning of this journey to Philippi was written by Luke from a 

first-person perspective. He speaks of, “We did this,” “We went here and there.”  So Luke himself was present 

for these events. 

The last thing we saw last week was that the group of Christians were being dogged by a slave girl as they 

went back and forth from Lydia’s house to the place of prayer by the river just outside the city.  The slave girl 

was possessed by a demon through whose power she predicted the future for people in Philippi, making a 

ton of money for her owners.  It was this same evil spirit that recognized Paul and the message of Jesus that he 

was teaching.  The girl would cry out, “These men are the servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the 

way to be saved.” Finally, Paul gets fed up with her ranting because it was causing confusion for the people of 

Philippi coming from a Greek mindset.  He turns on the girl and, in the name of Jesus Christ, casts out the demon 

by with she foretold the future. 

 This made her owners really mad.  It is at this point that we will pick up our text again today. 

Text 
 Please read with me Acts 16:19-40. 

What It Says 
 Wow, what a wild ride for Paul and Silas!  There’s a lot happening in these verses, so let’s take some time 

to see what the passage says. 

 As we mentioned last week, the slave girl’s owners saw their source of profit disappear the same way the 

spirit disappeared!  We also mentioned last week how superstitious Romans were, especially Roman soldiers and 

that Philippi was settled by many retired Roman soldiers.  For any major decision they had to make, they would 

go to an oracle or prophet to see what may happen.  That was the role this girl filled. So there was a ton of money 

at stake here! So the owners grab Paul and Silas and drag them to the marketplace.  Archaeologists have 

uncovered Philippi and found that along one side of the market place was a raised stage with steps going up.  It 

was on this podium that the city officials would sit and make judgements on civil cases brought before them.  

Right next to the marketplace was the jail. [John B. Polhill, Acts, p. 352]  

 This is where the slave girl’s owners brought Paul and Silas.  They charged them before the magistrates 

with three things: First, they were Jews.  In the ancient world there was a lot of anti-Semitism. Jews were 

suspect because they didn’t believe in all the gods of other cultures, including Greek and Roman gods. They were 

“odd” in their strange washing rituals, dietary restrictions and, oddest of all, circumcision!  So being Jews made 

Paul and Silas suspicious to begin with. Second, they were charged with disturbing the peace, or starting an 

uproar. 

Third, and likely most damning in the Roman colony of Philippi, they were charged with “promoting 

customs unlawful for Romans to accept or practice.” This may have been that the missionaries were seen as 

recruiting people to join Judaism. [Polhill, p. 353] Or maybe it had to do with interfering with the slave-girl’s 

prophetic gift.  One thing we didn’t talk about last week is that all prophets or oracles in Roman culture were 

considered to be messengers or at least affiliated with the god Apollo.  By disrupting or cancelling out her gift 

of prophecy, Paul was making an attack on Roman customs and religion. 
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 Whatever the truth of the matter was, the crowd was incited against Paul and Silas. They really did start an 

uproar and the magistrates ordered the enforcement officers to beat them with rods.  These enforcers carried with 

them the Roman symbol of authority, a bundle of rods often with an axe sticking out. [pic] Today, still, these 

symbols appear on some US coins and in capitol building! It was with these rods (minus the axes presumably) that 

Paul and Silas were beaten. 

 Then they were assigned to the deepest part of the adjacent jail.  Jails in Roman times were more for 

holding prisoners until judgement than for long term punishment.  We must realize that security would have been 

a major concern for the Philippians. These two men had just shown that they had remarkable supernatural 

powers! They had cast out a spirit of Apollo.  Would they use their miraculous powers to escape from 

prison too?  So the jailer, likely a retired Roman soldier, put them in the deepest, most secure part of the prison. 

[William J. Larkin Jr., Acts, p. 240] 

 What happens next is remarkable on two levels.  First, Paul and Silas, both of whom have just been 

severely beaten for their faith, begin singing and praying to the glory of God!  Luke tells us that around midnight, 

Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God!  I don’t know about you, but I can’t imagine finding it 

within myself to be singing hymns in a situation like that. 

 The next remarkable thing is that there was an earthquake. Actually, earthquakes in that region are rather 

common. [Polhill, p. 354] So an earthquake isn’t what’s remarkable. What’s remarkable is the result of the 

earthquake. As a result of the earthquake, all the prisoners’ chains are broken and the doors to the prison fly open!  

In their darkest hour, God hears Paul and Silas and physically sets them free. But Paul and Silas don’t escape. 

They don’t even try to leave.  Not only that, somehow they convince all the other prisoners to remain as well! 

 The jailer comes out of his house and sees that the gates to the prison have fallen down or blown open.  

He assumes that his prisoners have escaped. It was Roman custom that if you were put in charge of looking after 

prisoners, or if you were guarding something else and the prisoners escaped or you lost what you were guarding, 

you exchanged your life for the life of the prisoners!  What that means is that in the Roman Empire, if you’re 

guarding a prisoner and he or she escapes, you are looking at the death penalty! [Polhill, p. 355] So the jailer 

is about to take matters into his own hands when Paul calls out to him and stops him from harming himself. 

 The Philippian jailer likely knows the circumstances around Paul and Silas’ imprisonment.  At the very 

least, he knows that they have supernatural powers and there was a real concern that they may use them to escape.  

It’s also possible that he had heard the slave girl’s message about them.  Perhaps he had been listening to their 

hymns. We don’t know. 

 The jailer fell and their knees, not in worship, but out of respect. They had reduced the jailer’s attempts at 

security to rubble.  [Polhill, p. 355] Here were two men who had enough power to stop the mouth of a prophetess 

and their God shook the very earth to set them free from prison. But they hadn’t escaped!  They hadn’t even 

bothered to try! “The earthquake and the prisoners’ willingness to remain have vindicated the message and the 

messengers. (16:17)” [Larkin, p. 242] 

Whatever he knew beforehand, though, he knew Paul and Silas could tell him how to be saved. 

 Paul tells him that to be saved he must believe in the Lord Jesus.  Let me highlight two words in that 

sentence that we are prone to take for granted or outright misunderstand.  First, believe: belief is more than 

mental acknowledgement.  In Greek the word believe involves a full commitment of oneself.  In Greek, 

belief and faith are the same word.  So to believe in the Lord Jesus means to be fully committed to the Lord Jesus, 

not just hold ideas about who he is. 

 Second, Paul calls Jesus “the Lord Jesus.”  Remember, Paul’s talking to a former Roman soldier. He’s 

talking to a very patriotic Roman man.  In the Roman Empire, you didn’t say “Jesus is Lord.” You said, “Caesar 

is Lord.”  To refer to Jesus as Lord is to put him in the place of supreme authority over your life.  For a 

Roman soldier, retired or not, to say “Lord Jesus” was to say “Caesar is no longer Lord.”  We must always 

remember that when Paul refers to Jesus as Lord, Paul was a Roman citizen too.  When he calls Jesus “Lord” he 

is making a provocative statement about the authority of Jesus being higher than even the authority of the 

Emperor! “Paul knows no separation between receiving Jesus as Saviour and following him as Lord.” [Larkin, p. 

242] 

 As a result, the jailer invites his whole family to come hear from Paul and Silas. The missionaries then 
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“spoke the word of the Lord to him and all his household.”  Luke makes explicit what was implied with Lydia. 

The entire household had the gospel shared with them before coming to belief and baptism. [Polhill, p. 356] 

 Following his belief, the jailer washes Paul and Silas’ wounds. This is an act of humble reconciliation. He 

is not only looking after their physical needs, he also represents the authority that had them beaten in the first 

place!  Once he has washed their wounds, he and the members of his household are baptised.  The jailer then 

invites the missionaries into his home for a meal.  This is reminiscent of Lydia’s response of hospitality as well.  

So again we see that when people come to saving faith they demonstrate the grace of God to others in 

generosity and fellowship. 

 The next morning, the city magistrates send the enforcement officers to the jail to release Paul and Silas 

and to tell them to leave town.  We don’t know if they decided the beating was sufficient punishment or if they 

connected the earthquake with Paul and Silas’ supernatural power and wanted to hurry them out of town.  

We find a remarkable twist here. Paul says, “No! We are Roman citizens and you had us beaten without a 

trial.”  You see, in the Roman Empire Roman citizenship carried special privileges with it. One of those 

privileges was that you could not be beaten or punished without a trial. Certainly it was illegal to beat a Roman 

citizen with rods before they are convicted! [Larkin, p. 244] 

 Not only is it scandalous that the magistrates did this, but they could get in a lot of trouble. They could be 

removed from office or even punished themselves.  But notice the irony here too. What was the third charge 

brought against Paul and Silas?  They were accused of promoting customs unlawful for Romans to follow. But 

what did the magistrates do?  The magistrates actually broke the law they thought they were protecting by 

having Paul and Silas beaten!  They were more guilty than Paul and Silas!  And when they heard that these 

two Jewish missionaries were Roman citizens, they knew they were in trouble!  They came to see them 

personally, presumably to apologize and to respectfully escort them out of the city. 

 Paul and Silas take their time leaving. First, they went back to Lydia’s house to encourage the Christians 

there.  Then they leave town. Notice, however, that since v 17, Luke has stopped using “we” and resumed using 

“they.” [Polhill, p. 352] It seems that Paul left Luke, a Gentile, behind to encourage the church and keep teaching 

them about Jesus. [Larkin, p. 244] The next “we” section doesn’t start until Acts 20:6 when Paul returns to 

Philippi! 

What It Means 
 So what does all this mean? We have a slave girl losing her spiritual powers. We have a crowd turning 

against Paul and Silas. We have the magistrates ordering them beaten. Paul and Silas are singing in prison. An 

earthquake shakes them loose but they don’t run. Instead, they stay to witness to the jailer whose entire household 

winds up coming to faith. Finally, it turns out the magistrates really screwed up by having Paul and Silas beaten 

because they were Roman citizens, so Paul demands the magistrates come and personally escort them out of town. 

But what does it all mean? 

 First, we may think Paul is being a bit “huffy” having the magistrates come to personally escort them out 

of the city. However, we must remember that Paul was leaving behind a baby church filled with brand-spanking 

new Christians.  Already there were people in Philippi who were angry with Paul and his companions because of 

the slave-girl. The owners were mad, but also the people in Philippi who relied on her powers to guide their 

decisions.  So it was important to Paul that he set the record straight with the city officials. He needed them to 

know that the Christians in town were innocent of any wrongdoing. In fact, it was supremely advantageous for 

the safety of the church in Philippi that the magistrates knew they “owed one” to Paul.  They would do 

their best to look after the new Christians in case any more trouble came their way because they didn’t want Paul 

to press charges against them for having him and Silas illegally beaten.  

We see that Paul specifically went back to encourage the Christians in Philippi. He didn’t want them to 

worry about him or to doubt his message because he “left in the middle of the night.”  He also firmly established 

with them and the magistrates that he and Silas were completely innocent.  He didn’t want any of this mess to 

tarnish the message of the gospel he had shared with them.  He may have also taken the jailer or one of his 

household to meet the other Christians in Lydia’s household! 

What other lessons can we extract from this passage?  There are two that I want to examine.  First, we 

see in the Philippian jailer and his household the quintessential converts.  The jailer asks the most important 
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question of all time, “What must I do to be saved?”  And Paul gives us the perfect answer, “Believe in the 

Lord Jesus and you will be saved.” 

Remember, we already talked about what it means to believe in Jesus. It means a full commitment of 

oneself to Jesus. Furthermore, to call Jesus Lord means to put him in ultimate authority over your life.  This, then, 

is the short version of the answer to the question, “What must I do to be saved?” 

But we see more happening after that.  Paul then shares the word of the Lord with them. That is, he 

shares with them the message of triumphal good news with earthshattering consequences that Jesus, the Son of 

God, has come to die in their place so that they can receive the forgiveness of sin and be reconciled to God.  

Through Jesus we can have our relationship with God restored so that he says we are in a right relationship with 

him.  It is after they have heard this message that the jailer and his household believe and are baptised.  

We cannot have salvation or belief without the full message of the gospel. 

Then we see the jailer immediately living out his newfound relationship with God in his interpersonal 

relationship with other Christians. He washes Paul and Silas’ wounds and invites them into his home for a meal.  

He and his household also make a public declaration of their faith in baptism.  They physically act out their 

repentance by allowing themselves to be ritually bathed to show their having been cleansed from sin. 

The jailer and his household are also filled with joy!  They immediately begin to experience the power 

of the future return and reward of Christ.  Their newfound vertical relationship with God fills them with joy.  

This joy is then lived out in their horizontal relationship with Paul and Silas. 

The second meaning I want to draw out of this passage is taken from Paul and Silas’ response to harsh, 

wrong treatment for their faith.  Just as the jailer and his family were filled with joy, Paul and Silas had a joy in 

Christ that would not be quenched either.  Throughout Acts we see this principle at work.  “In Acts, Christians 

are always full of hope.” [Polhill, p. 354]  In this case, singing hymns and praying to God in the midst of being 

falsely imprisoned and illegally beaten. “This joy in the midst of undeserved suffering manifests again the power 

of salvation, which is victorious whatever the circumstances.” [Larkin, p. 241] (Acts 5:41; Phil 4:4) 

Now, as I was thinking about this passage and as I reflected on the story my Dad shared with me about the 

Iranian Christian being imprisoned, it dawned on me that Luke says, “It was about midnight” that Paul and Silas 

were singing and praying and the earthquake came.  I wonder what Paul and Silas were thinking as they were 

being beaten. Somehow I doubt they had smiles on their faces.  I don’t think that’s what Christian joy is about. 

Somehow, too, I doubt they were singing hymns as they were being locked in the cell in the centre of the prison.  

I think it probably took some time for them to process what had happened. I suspect it took them some time to get 

over the pain and shock of what just happened to them. I bet it was a while before they started praying together as 

they sat there, bleeding and chained with their feet locked in stocks. 

 Why am I saying this?  Because I don’t want us to spiritualize the text or to idolize Paul and Silas to the 

point where they are so far removed from our experience of life that we write them off. Growing up, I heard this 

story many times. I was always amazed at their response to being wrongfully imprisoned for their faith.  I think I 

used to imagine them sitting there happy the whole time.  I imagined them singing the whole time.  I imagined 

them seemingly unfazed by their treatment.  But that elevated them to the position of being totally unreachable, 

totally out of range of my experience. 

 But when I stated to think about what they may have actually experienced and slightly more realistic 

responses, it brought home to me the joy and hope they had in Christ. It convicted me that I don’t respond to the 

tiny hardships in my life nearly as well as they responded to immense hardships!  I imagine that at first their 

prayers were cries of agony.  I suspect their first prayers were about, “Why, God is this happening to me?” Then, 

slowly, as they brought their laments to God, he began to fill them with his Spirit.  Their prayers of lament 

turned to songs of lament. Perhaps the first hymn they sang was a Jewish equivalent of “Nobody knows, the 

trouble I’ve seen…”  Maybe the first song they sang was Psalm 140, “Protect me, O Lord, from evildoers.”  Or 

perhaps, Psalm 137, “By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept.”  I don’t know. 

 But in their darkness, pain and agony, they came to God in prayer.  In their difficulty, in their affliction, 

they came to God for support and help. By midnight, the Holy Spirit had ministered to them to the point that they 

were singing hymns of praise to God!  But it doesn’t mean they started there. Then the earthquake came.  Then 

they were set free. But they didn’t see their freedom as a chance to escape. Rather, they saw it as vindication.  
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They used it to strengthen their witness to the Philippians.  The earthquake wasn’t as much about their freedom 

as it was a manifestation of divine power vindicating their message and giving them a stronger base for 

evangelism.  “The miracle served not to deliver them but rather to deliver the jailer!” [Polhill, p. 354] 

 And that’s another facet of the miracle!  The miracle physically set Paul and Silas free, but they didn’t 

choose to make use of that freedom for their own gain or benefit. Instead, they used their newfound freedom to 

witness to the jailer. They used their physical freedom to bring spiritual freedom to the jailer and his entire 

household!  And if you think about it, by the time Paul left the city, the Christians had allies among the 

magistrates, who knew they “owed” Paul.  And they had a brother in the city jailer!  So if any Christians did get 

arrested, the jailer would look after them well! 

Why Does It Matter? 
 So what does all this matter? What can you and I take home from this passage?  First, we see that the 

work of transforming people’s lives can be costly. It cost Paul and Silas a lot. They got arrested and beaten for 

it!  I know people in our church who have invested heavily in the work of transforming other people’s lives.  It 

costs them time, money, effort and sometimes a lot of grief.  Sometimes they don’t see much in the way of 

results, either. Sometimes their efforts are not appreciated. Sometimes the people they help don’t even seem 

grateful. But the work they’re doing is work done for Jesus.  He knows the cost. He knows the effort. He knows 

the pain.  And he doesn’t take it for granted and he will repay them for their sacrifice. 

 I hope this passage also serves to convict us.  I know I am convicted by the lack of joy, hope and grace I 

demonstrate when I’m faced with opposition or hardship.  When I face false accusations, my first response is to 

fight back!  I’m not very good at bringing them to God.  When I do, I often get stuck on the, “Why me, God?” 

stage and don’t allow God to move me beyond it.  I’m ashamed to say it is pretty darn rare for me to sit with God 

in my difficult times long enough to let him bring me to the point of joy and hope through his Spirit. I’m too 

impatient, too consumed with my own grievances to let God bring me to the point of glorifying him for who he is 

in spite of my circumstances.  Yet, when we come to the end of ourselves, we often find that is where God is 

waiting for us.  We often find that is when God says, “Are you done trying to do this on your own yet? Are you 

going to let me do this for you?” 

 We also see the answer to the question, “What must I do to be saved?”  We must fully commit ourselves 

to Jesus as Saviour from our sin but also as the supreme authority in our lives.  We can’t just say, “I believe.”  

We have to commit ourselves to the consequences of that truth.  And I wonder if that’s why Christians I meet in 

Canada today don’t have that much joy?  I wonder if it’s because our belief is not wholehearted; if we don’t allow 

Jesus to be the emperor of our lives.  And so we don’t have the joy that comes with it? 

 If you haven’t accepted Jesus as the emperor of your life, if you haven’t committed yourself to him as 

Lord, I urge you to do so. If you don’t know the word of the Lord, if you don’t know the message of the gospel, 

please talk to me. I would be happy to spend some time sharing it with you.  If you know the message of the 

gospel, if it’s all stuff you’ve heard before, but you still haven’t committed to Jesus, why not?   

 If you’re already a believer, if you have committed yourself to Jesus, do you have joy?  Do you have 

hope?  One way to check is to ask yourself how you respond to ill treatment.  I’m not talking about ill 

treatment for your faith necessarily, although I would include that. But how do you respond when your boss 

mistreats you? Or you friend? Or your spouse? Does the joy of the Lord fill you so much that you can take it to 

God to deal with? Or do you cling to it yourself?  Do you have so much hope for the return of Christ that you can 

shake it off? Or do you nurse the wound, holding it dearly?  Do you respond in love, or do you respond in anger? 

 I’m not suggesting that we enjoy ill treatment. I’m just suggesting that in Paul and Silas we see a response 

that is empowered by the Holy Spirit. If you don’t find you respond like they do, then ask God why. Ask God to 

soften your heart to the work of his Spirit so that you can respond to affliction the way Paul and Silas did.  Ask 

God to help you come to him with your laments and your pain so that he can turn your sorrow into dancing.  Ask 

him to fill you with his Spirit so that you can endure whatever comes your way, big or small, so you can bring 

glory to him.  Amen. 


