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“An Uncommon Bunch with a Common Connection ”      Text – Acts 16:16-40       OT Reading – Psalm 77

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Amongst us today, there will be a range of conversion accounts.  
For some, the tale will be quite dramatic and will point to a specific date and time.  
For others, the tale will be of a period of weeks or months where unbelief was replaced by belief.

For others there is no single moment but instead a growing awareness or a more conscious taking hold of what we have known to be true since we were young. 
Regardless of the details however, there is one thing in common with each.  And the same is true with the conversion stories we read about here in Acts 16. 
Last Sunday we looked at the story of Timothy.

We saw that Timothy had a believing parent and had been taught the Bible from the day he was born.  And here in Acts 16, he is among the group of Christians at Philippi.

We then looked at Lydia.  
And there we saw a rich Gentile woman who is present at a worship service where she is deeply affected by the preaching of the word in a single moment.

So she too becomes one of those who make up the group of Christians at Philippi.  
And today we are going to read about at least two more people who join the group of Christians at Philippi, firstly, this demon-possessed girl, and, secondly, the jailor.

Now, Luke does not specifically say that this girl believes.  However, as we shall see, it is probable that she did.  
And if she did, her conversion would be in keeping with that of Timothy, Lydia and the jailor.  They will each have one thing in common.
And that really is the main point of this sermon.  We will walk through the wonderful details that Luke sets before us in the rest of this chapter, but we shall see at the end that each of these persons has something in common, not only with each other, but also with us.
And we see this, today, particularly as we look forward to gathering together around the Lord’s Supper table.
Last Sunday we noted that Philippi was really Rome away from Rome.  This is the first place that the gospel has arrived that is Roman in every sense of the word.  

And we skipped to the end of the chapter and saw that it ends with the believers together in Lydia’s house.  
And we suggested that if this was a Hollywood movie, it would likely be filmed with Paul planting some sort of Christian flag on Lydia’s rooftop claiming these few square meters for Jesus Christ.
This is an immensely important moment in world history.  
Rome does not know that the flag of Christ has been planted within her borders.  Soon though, this flag will cause the flag of Rome to be lowered.  The influence of the Roman Empire on history will diminish as the influence of Jesus Christ rises.
And it is our privilege to read Luke’s account of how this came about – to see the humble beginnings of this world changing movement.
1. Well, Lydia has come to faith in Jesus Christ.  But as v16 opens, the apostles are returning to the place of prayer where they had met Lydia when they meet a slave girl who is demon-possessed.  And because of this demon, she can tell the future.  
a. Now, the literal Greek of v16 says this, “A certain slave-girl having a python-spirit met us.”  
i. And this term ‘python spirit’ comes from A Greek myth about Zeus and a future-telling prophetess who was guarded by a huge Python snake that was killed Zeus’s son, Apollo.  
A. So, the term python-spirit came to be a kind of short-hand phrase you would use to describe someone who could tell the future.  
1) It is similar to how we might describe someone as ‘two-faced.’  
a) We use the term as a kind of shorthand to mean someone who says one thing but does another.  
B. This young girl had a python-spirit, which meant that she was able to tell the future. 
b. But note also that she was a prophet (p-r-o-p-h-e-t) for profit (p-r-o-f-i-t); ‘She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling.”  
i. And in these few words Luke wants us to see that this girl was in double slavery; first to Satan and then, also, to her masters who simply exploited her abilities.  
A. Even though Luke doesn’t say much about her at all, this is a tale of terrible bondage that ought to move us to a great sympathy for her.

c. We are told then that she followed Paul shouting out, “These men are servants of the Most-high God, who are telling you the way to be saved.”  And she did this for many days.  And this raises at least two questions for us.  First, how are we to understand what she says?  It sounds pretty good!  It sounds like free advertising for Paul and Silas.  In fact, it ought to remind us of the times when demons shouted out in Jesus’ presence, “You are the Son of God,” or “I know who you are – you are the Holy One of God.”  And second, why does Paul allow this to go on for several days before he does something about it?  
i. Well, in answer to the first question, there are two possible answers.  
A. The first is that this is a time, like those Jesus encountered, when a demon is compelled to speak the truth so that the power of Jesus may be revealed.  This may be the God of providence directing even the mouth of a demon to speak the truth for the sake of the gospel.  
B. The second possibility, which I think is more in keeping with the Book of Acts, is that this is an attempt by the devil to hinder the gospel.  
1) Every time Peter or Paul have made a gospel advance, the devil has done something to frustrate or hinder gospel progress – demonic activity, internal division, worldly temptation, etc.  
2) And here, following soon after the conversion of Lydia, this is likely to be the devil at work in the same way; seeking to hinder the gospel.  
3) Now, it could be that he speaks the truth here, as one commentator says, because “Satan will declare a hundred things that are true in order to dupe you with a hundred-and-first thing that is not.”  
a) It is always easier to fool people with a truth that leads to a half truth and then a lie than with a straight out lie.  
4) But bear in mind that the audience here is likely to be, if not completely Gentile, almost completely Gentile.  
a) So, “Most High God” would suggest to them not the God of the Bible but Zeus who was above all of the other Greek gods.  
b) Also, the words are being spoken by a girl known to possessed by a demon who makes her masters a lot of money.  That doesn’t give her much credibility, even if she can tell the future.  
c) And lastly, her literal words are that these men “are telling you A way of salvation,” not “the way to be saved” as our versions have it.  
i) And “A way of salvation” at least suggests one of many and is quite ambiguous – it could mean many things.  
d) Satan’s tactic here then could well be one of infiltration.  
i) Infiltration, boys and girls, means getting among your opposition for your own purposes.  
A) If you are playing some sort of game with a group of friends and you are on one team but pretend to be on the other team so that you can help your team to win, that is infiltration.  
ii) So, people might think that this girl is on the ‘same side’ as Paul and Silas. 
A) Satan would have someone on the ‘inside’ of the Philippian church who could do damage there.  
B) People might choose to listen to her.  But what they would eventually hear, having paid for the privilege of course, was not the true gospel of life in Jesus Christ but a distortion of it.  
ii. And all of this suggests the answer to our second question: Why did Paul allow this to go on for a few days before he acted as he did?  It could be that because what she said was true in and of itself and perhaps in the hope that she might come to saving faith if she heard the gospel, they let her alone for a few days.  
d. But whatever the case maybe, Paul eventually becomes “so troubled,” and the Greek word suggests both annoyance and concern, that he acts.  
i. She has become a nuisance, she is getting in the way of the gospel, and she is clearly being terribly exploited.  
ii. And Paul perhaps remembers that Jesus did not leave even those demons who were speaking the truth about Him where they were – He cast them out.  
iii. And so, Paul “turned around and said to the spirit, "In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!"  At that moment the spirit left her.”
e. And as I said earlier, I suspect that the end result of this was the conversion of this slave-girl to Christianity.  She has been released from her terrible affliction by the power of the name of Jesus Christ.  It seems highly unlikely that she would not then embrace Jesus Christ.
i. In Mark 3, Jesus spoke with the Pharisees about demon possession.  And the word picture he used was that of a robbery.  He pictures the demon-possessed person as a house that is occupied by the devil, whom He calls the strong man, and Himself as a robber.  Jesus said, “No one can enter a strong man's house and carry off his possessions unless he first ties up the strong man.  Then he can rob his house.”  
A. Using that analogy then, this girl has been a house occupied by Satan.  But Satan has now been tied up and cast out by the power of Jesus’ name.  So that ‘empty house’ is now a place that Jesus may enter and ‘rob’ or occupy.  
f. And if so, we can only begin to imagine what this means for this young girl: Release from captivity; freedom from slavery; rescue from bondage – she has been set free by Jesus Christ and into Jesus Christ.  
i. Again, the miraculous power of Jesus provides a glimpse of the demon-free and illness free and sin free and disease free and sadness free and suffering free and tear-drop free and death free life of heaven that awaits all those who belong to Jesus.
ii. And what a stunning effect this must have had on the crowd of onlookers.  The power of the python spirit was something they likely feared and respected in equal measure.  But what power was this that could force that power to flee in a moment?  
iii. But what we don’t need to imagine is the effect of this on the masters of the slave girl, because we are told.  Their reaction is one of horror – there goes the income stream!  They may not be possessed by demons, but they are possessed by a love of money, which leaves them distraught that their money-making days are over.  
Now, vv19-24 we will cover quickly.  
1. Yes, the devil has lost this girl, so the tactics must change.  Now he switches to outright, full-frontal persecution.  As ever though, his goal is to hinder the gospel’s advance.  
a. Very simply then, the girl’s masters have Paul and Silas dragged before the court.  And they do so, as Luke tells us, because ‘their hope of making money is gone.’  But that is not what they present to the court.  They press the time-honoured racism buttons.  
i. Judaism was a recognized religion in Rome.  However, Jews were not allowed to try and convert Romans.  After all, converting a Roman suggested that there was something better than Rome!!  So, they appeal to Roman sensitivities by saying nothing about their real beef and painting Paul and Silas as Jewish troublemakers.  
b. Well, it works with the crowd straight away.  And this leads to the magistrates getting carried away by the fervour of nationalism and forgetting about justice as they order P&S to be beaten.  
i. Roman policemen were called ‘lictors’ in that time.  You might have heard the English saying that describes a beating as a licking.  Well, it comes from that Latin word, lictor.  
A. These lictors carried an axe and a bundle of rods that enabled them to inflict both corporal punishment (beatings) and capital punishment (beheadings) when called upon to do so by the magistrates. 
1)  And these were vicious beatings that literally tore strips of flesh of the victim’s backs.  
ii. And P&S are then thrown into prison.  And “inner cell” means not the outer prison where there was freedom of movement and visitors but the vile darkness of the dungeon, as it were.  
iii. And to top it all off, there feet are placed in stocks.   Apparently, these are raised off the ground and keep your legs spread apart.  You cannot lie back because of the damage to your back so you must prop yourself up and it is just unbearable agony.
c. Well, it looks like game, set and match to the devil.  What can P&S do now?  Yes, they might be Roman citizens who ought to be protected from this sort of injustice but that has not helped them at all.  They can’t receive visitors and the small congregation of Philippi has been stripped of her pastors.  Thinks look desperate and hopeless.  
i. But what does this signal to the student of the Bible?  Watch out!  Here comes the Lord God!  The stage is set for a dramatic demonstration of His power!!
And that is exactly what we see in vv25-34 – a dramatic demonstration of God’s power.

1. From inside the prison, P&S cry out, “Oi!  This isn’t fair!  We want a lawyer.  What about the Geneva Convention?  Someone email Amnesty International.  Where is John Campbell when you need him?”  No, we read instead that “about midnight P&S were praying and singing hymns.”  
a. Perhaps they recalled Psalm 77, which we read earlier, “I cried out to God for help; I cried out to God to hear me.  When I was in distress, I sought the Lord; at night I stretched out untiring hands and my soul refused to be comforted.  I remembered you, O God, and I groaned; I mused, and my spirit grew faint.  You kept my eyes from closing; I was too troubled to speak.  I thought about the former days, the years of long ago; I remembered my songs in the night.”  
i. And Psalms 16, 42 and 63 speak also about songs in the night.  
A. And as an aside, let me recommend those four Psalms to those of you who find yourselves often waking up in the night hours – 16,42, 63, and 77 – songs in the night.
b. Now, putting aside the response of prayer and song for a moment, let’s just consider their suffering.  
i. In his epistles, Paul tells believers to expect to suffer for the sake of Jesus Christ, to count it a privilege to suffer for the sake of Jesus Christ, and to rejoice in suffering for the sake of Jesus Christ.  
ii. So, here is the question: Is there anything about making the gospel of Jesus known to others for which you would be prepared to suffer such unjust pain?  
A. And your answer to that question comes down to one thing – Your understanding of how much Jesus suffered for you.   

1) And I don’t just mean understanding in terms of the Apostles Creed – “Suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried, He descended into hell…”  I mean everything that the broken bread and poured out wine of this table symbolizes.  
2) I mean Isaiah 53:3-5 and 1 Peter 2:21-24: “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering.  Like one from whom men hide their faces He was despised, and we esteemed Him not.  Surely He took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered Him stricken by God, smitten by Him, and afflicted. But He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds we are healed.”  “When they hurled their insults at Him, He did not retaliate; when he suffered, He made no threats.  Instead, He entrusted himself to Him who judges justly.  He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed.”
B. P&S understood how much Jesus had suffered for them.  And so they counted it an honour to suffer for and with Jesus   …  …  AND to sing and pray.  
1) And they do this, no doubt, to praise God and to encourage each other, but also, as we read, because through their song they have the opportunity to preach the gospel to this captive audience of cell-mates who have probably never witnessed anything like this before.  
2) Later, Paul will write to the Philippian church.  And in his letter he will include those well-known words of vv5-11 about the attitude of Jesus Christ who became a servant and humbled Himself to death on a cross, but was then exalted by God and given the name that is above every name that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow.  
a) And those words are believed to be one of the earliest Christian hymns.  
i) Perhaps that is what P&S sung?  What a powerful witness!  
ii) Surely, this also is what Paul had in mind when he said in Ephesians, “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  
A) For songs like these not only praise God, they teach!
2. Well, as if all of this was not enough, then comes a powerful earthquake.  
a. And I don’t think I need to say another word about the power of earthquakes to any of you (Christchurch folk)!  
i. The prisoners are freed from their shackles and the doors are thrown open.  
ii. And when the jailor sees this and logically assumes that all the prisoners must have fled (wouldn’t you?), he is seconds away from taking his own life when Paul cried out, “Don’t harm yourself!  We are all here.”  
A. Perhaps the other prisoners have put P&S’s incredible response to their imprisonment together with the earthquake, which they would interpret as a sign of the judgment of the gods, and decided that the best place to be right now is close to P&S!  Again, Luke doesn’t explain this.  
iii. But the jailor immediately comes in, falls down, and says, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  
A. Somehow, the jailor links the earthquake with P&S being in jail and/or their conduct in jail, and recognizes that these men have something that he needs.  Luke does not explain what exactly led him to ask this question.  
B. What we can say is that the Holy Spirit has brought this man to the end of himself.  He now knows that his only hope lies in another.
iv. And Paul’s answer is short and sweet, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved – you and your household.”
v. And we read then that P&S preached to the jailor’s household, were cared for by the jailor, and then baptized the jailor and his whole family.  
vi. And we then read about the embarrassment of the magistrates when they learn that they had completely trampled over P&S’s rights as Roman citizens in having them beaten and imprisoned without a trial.  
A. They order the release of P&S; perhaps they too have been shaken by the earthquake, if you will pardon the pun.  
B. But having learned that P&S are Roman citizens, the magistrates are forced to eat ‘humble pie’ , and they apologize to P&S and ask them to leave so they can draw a line under this whole matter and just pretend it never happened.
Well, three short observations as we conclude:

1. Firstly, why do you think P&S waited until now to claim their rights?  Why not when they were before the magistrates in the market?  And why did they claim them at all?  
a. Well, Luke doesn’t give us their reasons so we can really only guess.  But I think it worth guessing for a moment.  
i. It is possible that the noise of the crowd simply made it impossible for P&S to be heard.  Most often, when the mob gets into a frenzy, crying out for justice or pointing out what the law says is a waste of breath.  
ii. It is perhaps more likely, however, that P&S deliberately chose this route to be an example to these new Philippian Christians.  
A. If they had immediately stood on their rights and done all they could to avoid suffering, what would that have said about the gospel of the suffering Christ?  
B. Paul’s preparedness to suffer for sake of Jesus, on the other hand, would have spoken powerfully to these new believers.  
1) After all, how could he later write about counting it a joy to join Christ in His suffering if Paul now did all he could to avoid it?  
iii. But then, having truly suffered, Paul’s love for these new Christians is again seen as he later claims his rights.  
A. He does not want them to be treated as he was.  
B. He demands this public apology for their sakes, probably hoping that this would at least gain them some time for them to mature in the faith before persecution came to them.  
1) What an example of devotion to Christ and Christlikeness.
2. But secondly, the jailor said to P&S, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”, and Paul replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.”  Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, if that question were asked of you, how would you answer?  Do you have a ready response?  
a. The right answer is not study this confession of faith or become a member of that church or memorize the Apostles’ Creed.  
i. The right answer is repent of your sins, believe in Jesus Christ and you will be saved.  
A. Now, if time allows, you can unpack that a bit more and explain sin and explore the person and work of Jesus Christ and paint a picture of heaven.  
B. And as the Lord grants more time, more about salvation and the Christian life can be learned.  
C. But to be saved a person must repent of their sins and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.  
1) And just as you could give me a detailed description of your work at any moment, so you should be “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have,” as 1 Peter 3:15 demands.
3. But lastly then, let’s look at this group of Christians there in Philippi.  
a. V40 tells us they are together in Lydia’s house.  What a gathering that must have been!  What tales they had to tell!  What hymns of praise they must have sung!  Praise God from whom all blessings flow!
i. There is Timothy, with his Jewish mum and Greek Dad, raised in a believing home.  
ii. There is rich Lydia who discovered the Jewish faith and later heard the gospel in a sermon preached by P&S at church.  
iii. There is the girl who had been possessed by a demon but who was instantaneously delivered right in front of a crowd.  
iv. And now, there is the jailor, and his family, and probably his slaves, and maybe a few of his fellow prison guards, and possibly even some of P&S’s fellow prisoners.  
A. What a group!  What an odd assortment of individuals!  What a collection of conversion stories!  
b. But they have at least one thing in common: They each have repented of their sins and believed in Jesus Christ.  They know they are guilty sinners who deserve death but because of the work of Jesus Christ they have life!  
i. Do you have this in common with them?  
Let’s pray. 
