
Acts 16:16-34   16One day, as we were going to the place of prayer, we met a slave girl who had a spirit 
of divination and brought her owners a great deal of money by fortune-telling.  17While she followed 
Paul and us, she would cry out, “These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a 
way of salvation.”  18She kept doing this for many days.  But Paul, very much annoyed, turned and said 
to the spirit, “I order you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.”  And it came out that very 
hour.  19But when her owners saw that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas 
and dragged them into the marketplace before the authorities.  20When they had brought them before the 
magistrates, they said, “These men are disturbing our city; they are Jews 21and are advocating customs 
that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt or observe.”  22The crowd joined in attacking them, and the 
magistrates had them stripped of their clothing and ordered them to be beaten with rods.  23After they 
had given them a severe flogging, they threw them into prison and ordered the jailer to keep them 
securely.  24Following these instructions, he put them in the innermost cell and fastened their feet in the 
stocks.  25About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners 
were listening to them.  26Suddenly there was an earthquake, so violent that the foundations of the prison 
were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened, and everyone’s chains were unfastened.  
27When the jailer woke up and saw the prison doors wide open, he drew his sword and was about to kill 
himself, since he supposed that the prisoners had escaped.  28But Paul shouted in a loud voice, “Do not 
harm yourself, for we are all here.”  29The jailer called for light, and rushing in, he fell down trembling 
before Paul and Silas.  30Then he brought them outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  
31They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.”  32They 
spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house.  33At the same hour of the night, he 
took them and washed their wounds; then he and his entire family were baptized without delay.  34He 
brought them up into the house and set food before them; and he and his entire household rejoiced that 
he had become a believer in God. 
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In the gospel of John (John 8:12) Jesus tells his disciples: “I am the light of the world. Whoever 
follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”  But knowing that you and I and 
all humanity are made in the image and likeness of God, Jesus tells his disciples in the gospel of 
Matthew (Matthew 5:14-16):  “You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid.  
People do not light a lamp and put it under a basket; rather, they put it on the lampstand, and it gives 
light to all in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see the 
good you do and give glory to God.”  Jesus is the light of the world.  We are the light of the world.  So 
why does the world feel so damned dark?  To be fair, it’s been a hellish week.  I mean, when 19 4th 
graders, their teachers, and a grandma die in a mash shooting, I think hellish in an appropriate term.  I’ve 
made no secret of the fact that the sin I struggle with is cynicism.  I catch myself far too often muttering 
snarky comments to news commentators and Facebook posts that I would never in a hundred years 
repeat here.  I have hope for our world by sheer, obstinate willpower.  It’s not a logical conclusion.  I 
don’t look around our world and naturally have hope.  I look at God, and that’s where who I want to be 
– the kind of person who is open to love, to hope, to grace, even when it defies all logic.  Hellish weeks 
are weathered by calling for light, demanding it, looking for it, trusting that it will shine.   

In our scripture lesson this morning, a jailor on the verge of losing everything calls for light.  It’s 
a masterful bit of storytelling on Luke’s part, to phrase it that way.  He called for light, and so do we.  
Remember the story with me. 



Paul and his companions have arrived at Philippi in Greece to share the gospel.  They are not met 
with much success.  They do manage to convert a few women to the faith, among them a prosperous 
independent widow named Lydia, but that’s about it.  Day in and day out, they preach in the 
marketplaces and squares of the town, suffering constant ridicule.  Philippi, after all, is thoroughly 
Greek and somewhat anti-Semitic.  The one claim to fame for Paul and his companions is the dubious 
pronouncement from a deranged teenage girl who is possessed by a spirit.  The girl follows them around 
shouting out that they are SLAVES of the Most High God.  And by that, of course, she means Zeus—
not Yahweh.  She’s not helping their credibility any, that’s for sure.  And Paul gets frustrated.  After 
about a week, Paul mumbles under his breath to Silas that if that girl opens her mouth one more time, 
he’ll throttle her!  When she does cry out her message again, Paul’s irritation and annoyance boils over.  
It’s like he’s swatting at a bothersome mosquito, and he barks at the spirit:  I order you in the name of 
Jesus Christ to come out of her!  Go away!  And out it comes. 

Unfortunately, it’s that healing that lands Paul in hot water.  That girl is a slave to the spirit that 
possesses her, and both the spirit and the girl are slaves to men, who are slaves to commerce and to 
profit.  Slavery’s just running rampant here, and yet, the irony is that the only slave mentioned is Paul, 
the slave of the Most High God.  He’s the freest of the bunch, and he’s the one doing the freeing!  (Well, 
God through him, but they don’t know that.) 

He frees the girl from the spirit and thus, from the men using her for their own gain, which 
means they are now out a portion of their income.  So they trump up some charges, rile up the prejudice 
of the crowd, and Paul and Silas are beaten with rods and thrown into prison.  But here’s the thing:  God 
sent Paul and his companions to preach the gospel, and it was going to happen one way or another.  And 
happen it did—right there in that jail cell.  They prayed and they sang.  The citizens of town had laughed 
and jeered, but the prisoners listened.  What did they hear from Paul and Silas?   

Something more captivating than the fetters that held them, that’s all we know for sure.  Because 
when an earthquake comes to shakes open their cells and shake off their chains, they stay—all of them.  
Which is odd.  The natural response of one imprisoned is to escape if God opens away.  But they don’t.  
Sometimes, when the world is at its darkest, it’s an act of defiance simply to sing in the dark.  Maybe 
that’s why they stayed – because a song in the dark is a powerful witness to hope. 

Meanwhile, the jailor, sensing what has happened comes to the jail to find the door hanging open 
and makes the logical assumption—that he has a mass breakout on his hands.  The shame of that was 
apparently enough to lead him toward taking his own life.  Imagine what goes through his mind as he 
hears these prisoners singing and talking inside, assuring him that they’re all still there.  And so the 
lesson tells us that he calls for light.  The world is still calling for light.  And it’s our job to carry it into 
the darkened dungeons of human experience.   

He called for light so that he could see the possibilities of new life.  Maybe he was tired of 
running a prison.  Maybe he wanted something that opened doors instead of closing them. 

Carl Hoefler tells a story about Dr. L.W. Grensted of Oxford University, who did ground-
breaking work in understanding and healing addiction in the mid-20th century, and who had a deep and 
sincere faith.   Writes Hoefler, “When he wrote about Jesus Christ, he added a range to redemption that 
challenges the horizons of human imagination.  When he lectured, the spectrum of his thoughts 
expanded the minds of his students to the limits of their capacities…  Frequently in his lectures, Dr. 
Grensted would mention the spaciousness of his garden where he worked, wrote, and prepared his 
lectures.  One day, several of his students were invited to take tea in Dr. Grensted's garden.  When they 
entered the gates to the garden, they expected to see acres of trees, shrubs, vast lawns, and flower beds.  
They were shocked to instead find a tiny, little, walled-in garden no more than twelve feet square.  One 
of his students could not contain his surprise.  “It’s so small!” he protested, to which the old professor 
remarked, "Why do you insist on living in a two-dimensional world?  True, it is not very long, and it is 
not very wide; but, just look up.  There is no limit to the height of my garden.  It reaches up to the very 
heart of God."  [adapted from “Jail House Joy” by Carl Hoefler, www.Sermons.com.]  It was Grensted’s 



ability to look at things multi-dimensionally that led him to understand addiction as illness rather than 
sin. 

All of us need to practice seeing things in new and inventive ways.  It is this ability that fosters 
change and advancement not only in science or art, but also in compassion and in human social 
interaction.  Recently, several of the editors at her.meneutics wrote about life lessons they’d learned 
from their mothers.  One of those editors, Halee Gray Scott, shared this story: 

“My stepmother Karen Joiner Gray was forced by her parents to have an abortion when she was 
16 years old.  The procedure was illegal back then, and the damage done internally was irreparable so 
she was never able to have children.  Years later, she married my dad.  By that time, I was 16 years old.  
I talked with her recently about my earliest memories of her in my life. 

“As the eldest child in a dysfunctional family, I often took responsibility for the care of the 
household, which felt like an enormous burden,” I said to her. “One day you came into the kitchen, took 
the cleaning rag from my hand and said, ‘Halee, you will never clean this kitchen again. You go be the 
kid you never got to be.’  I asked her “What made you do that?  What made you so accepting, so 
incredibly loving, even though I was not your biological child?   

“She told me, “before I met your dad, I was very lonely and was in constant prayer.  I yearned 
for a husband that was loving, caring, and had a trusting heart.  I yearned for children for so long, and I 
carried still the love and guilt I have for the child I lost.  Then when I met your dad, I was blessed with 
both.  God gave me my greatest desire: a family I could love and cherish.”  [3 ¶s from 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2016/may/mothers-day-things-our-mothers-told-
us.html?paging=off.] 

For Halee Gray Scott, that was an eye-opener.  She writes that this moment in the kitchen was 
one of the most redemptive moments in her life.  Thanks be to God for all those people who light up our 
lives with the possibilities of new life.  

The Jailor called for light.  And when it flared, he not only saw possibilities—he saw the power 
of God’s love.  After all, love is what really lights up our world.  And no doubt, love is what held all 
those prisoners in place when they could have fled.  I wonder if they heard Paul tell about how God’s 
grace sets us free from the sins of our past.  I wonder if Silas told them the story of Jesus offering a place 
in paradise to the thief who was crucified with him.  I wonder if they heard about how God loves the 
unlovable, about how God never forgets the forgotten of this world.  I hope so, because I need to be 
honest with you—the details of this story have always troubled me a little bit.  Remember the slave-girl 
trailing after Paul as he tried to preach?  I can’t forget her, although Paul seems to have no trouble.  
She’s nothing more than an annoyance.  I so wish the text told us that Paul looked into her eyes and saw 
her anguish.  I wish it said that he was indignant and grieved at the thought of a child being enslaved and 
exploited.  I wish it said that Paul felt compassion for her and wanted to bring her freedom and fullness 
of life.  But it doesn’t.  She angered him and he lost his cool.  That’s it. 

According to every biblical scholar I’ve read, this account is offered to demonstrate the 
supremacy of Yahweh, the God of Israel, over any other god in the universe.  It’s told to lend courage 
and strengthen the backbone of the early church, facing persecution and derision for their faith.  It’s told 
to explain what freedom in Christ looks like—to show how Paul and Silas, though imprisoned and 
beaten unjustly, are still the freest men in the whole story because of their faith in God to see them 
through suffering.  The healing of this young girl plays into that theme of freedom—I understand that.  I 
see how the theme is woven into the literary fabric of the passage.  I know that it’s purpose.  I know that 
most preachers focus their energies on Paul and Silas.  They’re in pain, but alive.  They’re in jail, but 
together.  They’re in chains and stocks, but their voices are unfettered.  

Still, I can’t help wondering about that girl.  I doubt Paul did her any real favors by healing her.  
As far as we know, she’s still a slave, probably now doomed to manual labor or sexual exploitation.  But 
it seems she is of no further consequence.  She disappears from the story, leaving me to wonder who 
else is forgotten?  This slave-girl in the text—Paul never follows up on her, Luke (who authors this 



book) doesn’t write anymore about her, but I am convinced that God knows who she is, what happened 
to her, and what her fate was.  She may not have mattered to anyone else, but she mattered to God 
because everyone matters to God.  This text demands that we do more than pay lip service to that truth.  
Let’s live it.  Let’s take the time to remember the forgotten.  Whenever our nation faces a shooting like 
the one in Uvalde this week, conversation surfaces about the state of mental health care in this country, 
and about what we can do to help people who may be thinking about hurting themselves or others.  Our 
scripture prods at those same concerns.  So let’s ask ourselves:  who else gets forgotten?  Who else 
needs new possibilities?  Who else is crying for light?  Maybe it’s a group of people who always get left 
out.  Or maybe an individual.  Who haven’t you heard from in a while?  Whose face is missing?  An old 
college roommate, a childhood friend, a long-lost neighbor, someone who used to share the pew with 
you, a customer, an occupant in the next office once upon a time.  Maybe it’s a family member you see 
everyday?  Is there someone out there right now wondering if they matter to anyone in the world?   

Lately, there have been an interesting set of articles appearing in monthly issues of Christian 
Century around the church’s work in social justice, prophesy, truth-telling, and systemic change.  A 
certain segment of the church is decrying such work as too political.  But faith isn’t just about me or you 
as an individual, and it certainly isn’t just about getting saved and getting to heaven.  Jesus calls us to be 
light as he is light.  We pray every week ‘they kingdom come; thy will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven”.  Jesus taught us to pray that.  Because we are supposed to be about the work of making earth 
look more like heaven – a place of justice and freedom and dignity and worth for all of creation.  And 
that work is political.  But it’s also faithful.  We must call for light in the world.  We must be light in the 
world.  The light of an empty tomb calls us to see possibilities in dead ends.  The light of the Jesus calls 
us to witness to the power of God’s love to redeem the world.  And God delivers that light in his loving 
presence.  But hidden in the lines of this lesson is God’s call for light—that we would let our light so 
shine that others would see good in us and come to know God’s glory through us.   

One evening just before Broadway musical star, Mary Martin, was to go on stage in The Sound 
of Music, a note was handed to her. It was from Oscar Hammerstein, who at that moment was on his 
deathbed. The short note simply quoted a line her character Maria would hear every night from the 
Mother Abbess: 

“Dear Mary, A bell’s not a bell till you ring it.  A song’s not a song till you sing it.  Love in your 
heart is not put there to stay.  Love isn’t love till you give it away.”  [2 ¶s from James Hewett, 
IIlustrations Unlimited as used in Charles R. Swindoll, The Tale of the Tardy Oxcart and 1,501 Other 
Stories, (Nashville, TN: Word Publishing) 2000, c1998.]  Go and do likewise.  Amen. 
 


