This is the Victory that overcomes the world: our faith
Acts 16:16-40   1 John 5:1-5
I suppose that next to John 3:16, Acts 16:31 must be about the most well known verse in the Bible. “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved, and your household.”
 And we may see it almost as an underlying theme running through the whole text that we’ve read in Acts 16 this morning; certainly in the sense in which 1 John 5:4 develops it. “This is the victory that overcomes the world – our faith. Who is he who overcomes the world but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?”
 
If we look at Paul’s ministry at Philippi as a whole we see three conversions. First of all, there is the conversion of Lydia, the independent businesswoman of a reputable character and a God-fearing mind from Asia Minor. Today we see this unfortunate demon-possessed slave girl of who-knows-what race or place, whose owners exploit her for financial gain, converted. And we also see the jailor converted. Who is he? He is a lower-middle class public servant, I suppose, being a jailor, and again of what nationality we don’t know. He would be a Roman citizen to have a position like that, probably a retired soldier and, as such, it took an earthquake and the fear of his impending execution to bring him to his knees and be converted. And these three quite different people are foundation members of the church at Philippi (cf. v.40), an example, a living proof of what Paul says in Galatians 3:28: “You are all sons of God through faith in Jesus Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female; you are all one in Jesus Christ.” 
How did all this come about? Well let’s remember first of all that the book of Acts is about the gospel going “throughout Jerusalem and all Judea and to the next circle, Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Last week we saw that Daniel’s “stone cut without hands,” the spiritual kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the only world-conquering empire that ever will be, roll on in its progress from Palestine, through Asia Minor, across the Aegean Sea and struck a foothold on the continent of Europe in Philippi in Greece, as “the Lord opened Lydia’s heart to receive the gospel.”
Today we see how this happens and we might sum up our text in this sentence, The gospel advances the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ in the world by faith in the intrinsic power of the gospel alone. 
And the way we see this played out in our story is very relevant and important for us in today’s world with so many Christians being, sometimes, just rather silly, and all of us becoming increasingly apprehensive as to what the future holds for Christianity in our culture, in terms both of the possibility of persecution in some form or another and in terms of the success of the gospel and winning men and women to Jesus Christ. 
The apostle Paul had a complete and implicit faith in the gospel which in Romans 1:16 he said was itself “the power of God to salvation.” And out of that implicit faith, Paul preached and lived, in the face of whatever situation or expression of sin. Let’s have a look at it then. First of all,

1.
Faith overcomes an onslaught of demonic power
It is true that the devil is behind every sin and everything that opposes God and the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ in this world. But what we have here in our story today is an open manifestation of directly demonic activity in the possession of this slave girl. We can’t deal with the subject of demon possession in any depth today but I think there are three things that we should notice straight away. 
First of all, demon possession is not just strange behaviour. It’s not a sickness. It’s not even demonic influence. Nor are there such things as demons of lying or demons of stealing or gossip and so forth. Those things are sin and we may not use the claim of demon possession as an excuse for our own sin, as we sometimes see being done around us. Demon possession is precisely that. It may not always be apparent in the person who is possessed but when the demon shows himself you see that it has control of the whole personality. 
Secondly, when someone is possessed by a demon, the demon always speaks when confronted by Christ or a Christian speaking in the name of Christ. In every case in the Bible you see that; and the demon always acknowledges Christ as God. 
The third point about demon possession that we need to notice this morning is this: so far as the Bible is concerned demon possession almost only ever happened during the life of Jesus and the apostles. That is a very important point, for it coincides with one of those rare periods of Bible history in which we also find people performing many miracles – healing, quieting storms, tearing down the walls of Jerusalem, parting the Red Sea and so forth. God pretty much only performed miracles in great numbers when he was doing a great new work of salvation. 
Satan knew what Jesus was about when he came preaching the kingdom of God around 30 AD. He knew the Old Testament prophecies about the coming kingdom and he knew that when Jesus came, this is it; I win this battle or I lose everything forever. He first came to Jesus as an angel of light and tempted him in the wilderness, offering him the kingdoms of the world on his easy terms. He met with no success. So he sent in the shock troops, as it were, en masse. He used blitzkrieg tactics. He flooded Galilee with demons because this was the decisive conflict in the war that he had been waging against God from the beginning and if he lost now he lost forever.
And here is an interesting thing. As you read the New Testament and as you read the writings of the early church Fathers, you find that performing miracles, prophets and demonic activity, all of that miraculous sort of thing, pretty well died out within 100 years. But here is the interesting thing: as you read the history of missions, you see the same thing happen again, at least in respect of demon possession. When missionaries have gone into areas that have been completely untouched before by the gospel, they have witnessed this and they have had to cast out demons. But once the kingdom of God establishes a beachhead, as it were, in a new area, demonic activity dies down, for there is a new and superior spiritual power present. There can be a period of transition, of course, but that is the general pattern. 
There is one interesting exception to this in the Bible and that is the time of Elijah and Elisha. You see Elijah and Elisha performing many miracles. Possibly there is demon possession in the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. The reason for this exception to the general rule is because the people of Israel had openly given themselves over to occultic religions again. And if we would do the same in our culture we may experience the same judgment and we may be faced with having to cast out demons again. 
That is the general pattern we find in the Scriptures. Here are Paul and his friends preaching the gospel and they’ve had one convert in this new area, Greece, in the city of Philippi, where the gospel had never been before. As a matter of fact there wasn’t even a Jewish synagogue in Philippi, and this demon possessed slave girl follows them around telling everybody to listen to them because, “They are servants of the Most High God who are proclaiming to you the way of salvation” (v.17). Paul tolerated her for a while but then we read that he became “annoyed and turned to the spirit and said, I command you in the name of Jesus Christ, come out of her! And it came out of her that very moment.”
 I’m not so keen on that word annoyed as we have it in the New American Standard Version and in the New King James. The old translation has grieved. The NIV has troubled and I think both are better words. Paul was grieved at the idea of a demon witnessing to the gospel of Christ. Perhaps he was grieved also because of the abuse of the girl. 

But note that the command “in the name of Jesus” was sufficient. That was all that was needed to cast the spirit out. And you see exactly the same thing in the life of Jesus. He commanded them to leave and they left, just like that. And if we would ever face demon possession again, that again is all we would need to do. There are no fancy techniques. You don’t need degrees in exorcism, let alone some of the carry on that I have seen at times in certain circles, that looks rather more like the prophets dancing around on Mount Carmel than anything else. 
But there is something else that is important here. The devil is not silly and according to a couple of commentators I read, the Greek god Zeus was also called the Most High god. So perhaps the demon’s testimony was not so clearly to the Lord Jesus Christ after all; and satan was in fact perhaps trying to deceive people, making out he was bearing witness to the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ but in fact really seeking to draw people to Zeus, and thus to himself. But hey, as they say in show business, any publicity is good publicity; if it gets people along, just be thankful and make the best of it. It reminds me of George Harrison’s song which I’ve also sometimes heard Christians sing; My Sweet lord, forgetting that my sweet lord is the pagan Hindu god, Krishna, and not the Lord Jesus Christ at all. Well Paul could perhaps have said, Listen, I didn’t seek this publicity but it’s getting people in. And if he had done nothing about it, he might have avoided being persecuted and being beaten. But he knew it to be a false testimony and therefore he knew it would interfere with any true work of the Spirit of God, so he cast the demon out. 
It seems to me we can think like this in other ways as well. Sometimes we’re inclined to be pleased if we hear of some great man of the world, an unbeliever, saying wonderful things about the nobility of Jesus Christ and how he was a great moral teacher and a great example and so forth and we think that such a testimony would be a help to the gospel. Paul didn’t think that; and neither did Jesus. You read on several occasions in Jesus’ life that he would not permit the demons to be a witness to him.
 
What Paul says in 2 Corinthians 6 is very relevant here. 
  What harmony has Christ with Belial? What has a believer in common with an unbeliever? What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God. Therefore come out from their midst. Have no spiritual association with them. Be separate, be consecrated to God, says the Lord, and do not touch the unclean thing. Let us cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God. 
Paul’s concern was this: the gospel is holy and it can only be proclaimed and have success by holy and godly means. Surely this applies to us when we think about evangelistic methods. We should be thankful, as the apostle Paul was when he wrote to the Philippians later, of anybody who desires to bring people to Christ and to salvation. But there are times when one must really ask: are people really being led to salvation? Are they really being led to bow the knee before the Lord of Glory in true repentance and faith? Because sometimes the message that one hears contains very little or no gospel at all. And the setting seems almost more like the entertainment of a night club than it does a confrontation between the Most High God and men and women in their sin and direst need. 
Paul was saved by, and he lived by, simple faith in the gospel. Paul believed the gospel itself was the power of God to salvation and he wouldn’t take help from worldly people or worldly attractions, let alone demonic. And Paul’s ministry was blessed. The demon was cast out and we may believe the girl was saved. So was the jailer not much later. And so the church in Philippi grew and was established. 
Faith overcomes an onslaught of demonic power. Secondly,

2.
Faith overcomes an onslaught of human rage
There were consequences though for Paul in this action because, as one commentator put it, “When Paul cast out the demon from the girl, he also cast out her owner’s source of income.”
 So, the directly spiritual attack having failed, the devil turns to politics and public order. People proclaim themselves to be concerned about the public good. “These men being Jews,” they say, “are throwing our city into confusion and are proclaiming customs which are not lawful for us, being Romans, to accept or observe.” The devil used exactly the same tactics with Jesus. Of course, the real problem was that the gospel had hit their pockets and nothing hurts a man more deeply than an attack on his pocket, his bank account. And they cleverly inflame the situation by playing the race card as well: they being Jews, inciting us to things unlawful, being Romans.
 
There is a terrible uproar. People are so enraged they didn’t bother to check whether Paul and Silas might have Roman citizenship; or if they did try to protest while they were being beaten, the uproar was so great that they couldn’t be heard. It was a very serious offence to make a false claim to Roman citizenship. Well, so it is today; we call it passport fraud. It was equally serious to disregard the protections that a Roman citizen was due. 
Well, the cards are turned the next day. It’s almost a Gilbert and Sullivan opera when you see those magistrates coming back obsequiously to Paul and Silas and pleading with them to leave the town.
 
What really happened? Perhaps the magistrates thought they might have learned their lesson with a night in jail. No doubt the earthquake woke the magistrates up as well as everybody else and perhaps when they couldn’t go back to sleep their minds went back over the day’s events and they realized that the proceedings hadn’t been quite orderly. “Dead right,” says Paul, “you gave us no trial and you beat us and jailed us un-condemned. Furthermore, we are Roman citizens.” These guys were in big trouble if this got back to Rome for no Roman citizen could be subjected to a degrading punishment like this. 
Gregory suggests Paul was not so much standing on his rights, in raising the matter of his Roman citizenship now, as he was clarifying them. If a citizen is to render to Caesar what is rightly Caesar’s then Caesar must render to God what is rightly God’s.
 And perhaps Paul saw this as an opportunity to serve notice to the town of Philippi that they should abide strictly by the law in the way they treat the new Christians in town. So maybe Paul and Silas did not even try to claim their Roman citizenship while they were being beaten. They knew what might happen to new believers when they left. They’d already experienced that in Asia Minor months earlier. So instead of using their Roman citizenship to protect themselves, they endure the beating to show that they are genuine in bringing the faith to these people and to encourage the new believers with their example. So on that day Paul and Silas took the beating with rods. Maybe some of you have read the book by Richard Wurmbrandt, Tortured for Christ, the Romanian Pastor who suffered terribly at the hands of the Communists in the fifties and sixties. He received the same thing and of it he said, “The blows burnt like fire. It was as if your back was being grilled on a furnace.” Then they were tossed in the stocks and they don’t quite fit as you see in the pictures; or they don’t have to. They could be adjusted to stretch the legs wide apart and there you were stuck. It could cause terrible cramps. But as one of the church Fathers, Tertullian, said, “The legs feel nothing in the stocks when the heart is in heaven.”
 And that seems to be true, if you read the stories of people who have suffered for the Lord Jesus Christ and how many of them have been able to take it joyfully. Pray God we would experience the same spiritual help should it come to us. 
So instead of curses, or even groans, Paul and Silas sing praises to God. Simple faith in the Lord, simple faith in the power of the gospel overcame this great onslaught of human rage. It did not break Paul and Silas. They broke it, eventually, even as simple faith had broken the onslaught of demonic power. 
3.
Faith overcomes an onslaught of fear
There are Paul and Silas singing in the middle of the night in prison and there is this earthquake which does everything to the building except drop it to the ground. The jailor, naturally enough, assumes that the prisoners would have taken their chance and is about to commit suicide. But Paul prevents him. 
But let’s ask the question: why didn’t the prisoners escape when the earthquake opened all the prison doors and unfastened everyone’s chains (v.26)? Perhaps they were just terrified. Perhaps they thought the earthquake was a judgment of God because of the maltreatment of these obviously extraordinary men who, out of such great pain and discomfort and injustice, could only pray and sing praises to God, for, we read, “the prisoners were listening to them” (v.25). 
Simple faith in the gospel and in the Lord of the gospel is a very powerful thing. It keeps these men, many of them very likely hard men, in their cells. And it brings this jailor, a retired soldier, a man who has seen more than most of blood and wounds and death, trembling before Paul and Silas, asking, “What must I do to be saved?” And Paul says, “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved, and your household.” People of God, this is a big book, but it all boils down to that one sentence; “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved, and your household.” 
Paul explains it further to the jailor during the evening, as we see in verses 32-34;
  They spoke the Word of the Lord to him together with all who were in his house. And he took them that very hour of the night and washed their wounds, and immediately he was baptized and all his household. And he brought them into his house and set food before them, and rejoiced greatly, having believed in God with his whole household. 
What a wonderful night that must have been. What wonderful mutual service. As the great early preacher, John Chrysostom said, “The jailor both washed and was washed. He washed them from their stripes and he himself was washed from his sins.”
 
What produced this wonderful night of rejoicing, this feasting? Simply this: Paul really believed what he preached and he lived it. “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved, and your household” is “the victory that overcomes the world, our faith. Who is he that overcomes the world; he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.” 
Paul believed and lived what he preached; 
#
and so he overcame this great onslaught of demonic power in the slave girl; 

#
so he overcame this great onslaught of human rage against himself and the gospel and destroyed that soul-destroying industry; 

#
and so he overcame fear in the jailor, terrified by forces he did not understand and brought to realization that one day he must meet the eternal God who controlled all these forces and answer to him for his sins. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we live in a changing world and we don’t know what the future may bring. Maybe we ourselves will have to face persecution of some sort, quite possibly within my lifetime, certainly in our children’s lifetime. 
On the other hand, the needs of man are unchanged. All are sinners today as they were in Paul’s day. All, under certain circumstances if they give themselves to that influence, are capable of finding themselves in bondage to demonic forces. All in any case are in bondage to the devil indirectly, and therefore in bondage to sin; and the only and the simple remedy for that is faith in the Lord Jesus Christ through the gospel. 
Let us believe it people of God and likewise overcome whatever the devil or the world may throw at us. Let us believe it and use the gospel and the gospel alone, and likewise see God work to advance his kingdom in the world again. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 8th July, 2007
�   It is interesting that such a man as John Nelson Darby, the father of dispensationalism, which intrinsically denies the continuity of the covenant of grace from Abraham into the NT, and which continuity constitutes the ground of the baptism of the children of believers, nevertheless notes: We must not pass over in silence this energy which embraced whole houses, and subdued them to the Christian faith. We only see it, however, when it is a question of bringing in the Gentiles. But Cornelius, Lydia, the gaoler of Philippi, are all witnesses to this power. And I would add, Timothy and his mother and grandmother. No wonder Darby, in contradiction of his theological system, remained a believer in infant, or household, baptism to his dying day.


�   It is tempting to see in the three incidents in the text Paul, by faith, overcoming sin according to the three-fold classification: the world (loss of income), the flesh (fear) and the devil (demon-possession).


�  The girl had a , ie, she was a pythoness, a person inspired by Apollo, the god particularly associated with the giving of oracles, who was worshipped as the ‘Pythian’ god at the oracular shrine of Deplhi (otherwise called Pytho) in central Greece. Her involuntary utterances were regarded as the voice of the god, and she was thus much in demand by people who wished to have their fortunes told. Bruce. The Septuagint uses the same word for those who had a familiar spirit, eg, the witch of Endor. So also Stott, referencing Luke 4:33f., 42; 8:27-28





�   Mark 1:23-25; 3:11-12; Luke 4:41 (which is especially clear).


�   Bruce, who also notes that on the only two occasions in which Luke records a Gentile attack on the apostles they arise from a threat to property interests. Cf. 19:23ff.


�   Officially the Roman citizen may not practise an alien cult that had not the public sanction of the state, but customarily he might do so as long as his cult did not otherwise offend against the laws and usages of Roman life, ie., so long as it did not involve political or social crimes. Sherwin-White, quoted in Stott.


�   Gregory’s suggestion, which I couldn’t help but enjoy. Cf. The Mikado.


�   Luke 20:25. Or, as Bruce comments nicely, Paul’s claim neatly turns the tables: Roman citizenship ought not be disturbed by mere Jews!


�   Quoted in Bruce.


�   Quoted in Bruce.
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