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As I mentioned earlier, we are in our final week of our worship series, Honest Prayers.  

We've had some different conversation partners on this trip, a couple from the Older Testament, and before 

we're done, we will have several from the New. This week we conclude the series with Paul and Silas, as they 

find themselves in dire straits, which isn't terribly unusual for Paul. This week we don't hear the actual prayer 

but what happened because of it. 

  

Our reading for today comes out of Acts 16. Paul had a vision while wandering around in modern day Turkey. 

He and his group weren't quite sure where to go next when Paul has a vision to cross over into Macedonia or 

Greece. They find themselves near Philippi where they meet their first convert in Europe, Lydia, a dealer in 

purple cloth. They wind up staying with her. 

  

Philippi was an interesting place because it was a Roman colony. All around the Roman Empire were lands that 

were conquered by the Roman army and occupied, governed and controlled. Palestine was one of these places, 

as were France and England for that matter, but Philippi was different. It was a Roman colony. It was settled by 

military veterans from the wars of the previous century. It was proud of its Roman culture. It's laws. It's 

citizenry. Civic and religious life.  It was about as Roman as you can get without being in Rome itself.  

  

Here comes Paul and his group over from Asia Minor walking along in the midst of all of this. There aren't as 

many Jewish people there, so there is no formal synagogue for them to go as they usually would. Instead, they 

go to the river like where they met Lydia. That's where we pick things up in Act 16:16-36. Hear the word of the 

Lord. 

  

16 Once when we [Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke(?)] were going to the place of prayer [in Philippi in 

Macedonia], we were met by a female slave who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a 

great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling. 17 She followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, “These 

men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.” 18 She kept this up for many 

days. Finally Paul became so annoyed that he 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. 

  

19 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. 20 They brought them before the magistrates and 

said, “These men are Jews, and are throwing our city into an uproar 21 by advocating customs unlawful for us 

Romans to accept or practice.” 

  

22 The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and the magistrates ordered them to be stripped and 

beaten with rods. 23 After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was 

commanded to guard them carefully. 24 When he received these orders, he put them in the inner cell and 

fastened their feet in the stocks. 

  

25 About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were 

listening to them. 26 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. 27 The jailer woke up, and 
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when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself because he thought the 

prisoners had escaped. 28 But Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” 

  

29 The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. 30 He then brought them out 

and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” [or as NT Wright translates it, "How do I get out of this mess?"] 

  

31 They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.” 32 Then they 

spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. 33 At that hour of the night the jailer took 

them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his household were baptized. 34 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. 

  

35 When it was daylight, the magistrates sent their officers to the jailer with the order: “Release those 

men.” 36 The jailer told Paul, “The magistrates have ordered that you and Silas be released. Now you can 

leave. Go in peace.” 

  

The word of Life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

The day that Paul removed the spirit from the young lady, it became The Terrible, No Good, Very Bad Day1 for 

him. There could be a sermon on just that part of the scene, but we are focusing on prayers. But, it seems like 

Paul just can't catch a break. He releases a woman from at least one form of her slavery. We may wish that we 

could know more about what happened to her, but we have the rush of events of false accusations, the mob 

turning on our group, the city magistrates going along with it. Paul and Silas are stripped, beaten, and flogged 

before being restrained in the deepest part of the jail. They would have cuts, wounds, and terrible bruises. They 

couldn't tend to themselves or each other because of the way they were locked up, and what do they do? In the 

darkest part of the night, in a place where there is no light, what do they do? They start praying and singing.  

  

Whenever I read this passage before, I always had the impression that they these were praise songs. You know 

happy and joyful like what we just said, "Great is the Lord and worthy of glory."2 But when I imagined myself 

in Paul and Silas' position, I was thinking of desperate prayers, crying to God, and songs of lament. "Nobody 

Knows the Trouble I've Seen." And yet, to have the result they had for Paul and Silas, they must have been 

songs of hope, praise, and life. 

  

But you know, it would be natural if you've been falsely accused, beaten, and thrown in jail to be a little bitter 

about your situation, to be unhappy about it. However, Paul, as he does time and time again sees it as an 

opportunity. When I think of the fantastic miracles that we see in the Bible, this could be one of the most 

unbelievable. But, there is a United Methodist man that I know of that used Paul as his inspiration. His name is 

Vano. I don't know him personally, but I knew his brother.  

  

Vano had immigrated to the United States from the Democratic Republic of Congo, where he had been in the 

legislature and a businessman. Naturally he wanted to bring his new bride with him. I don't remember if they 

were married yet or just engages. So, he went back to travel with her to the U.S., but before he could get on the 
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plane in Congo, he was arrested and brought to jail. There were some political things going on, but that's 

another story. His friends and family both in Congo and the U.S. worked tirelessly to get him out of prison.  

  

While he was there he was able to spread the love of God to his fellow prisoners. "He preached each week and 

his family brought food for a communal Agape [or Love] feast. Through this ministry, more than 700 in the 

prison made a profession of faith at these services, and [Vano], with his bishop’s blessing, baptized more than 

300. The prisoners called the work Vano Ministries." He was finally released from prison 16 months later. Can 

you imagine doing all that in 16 months? And in fact, it was only 13 months because he was transferred to a 

military prison where they would not allow him to continue his ministry.3 

  

Paul and Silas … Vano … how could they have such results? Well, they certainly had the gift of evangelism, of 

sharing the Gospel, the good news. As it says in commercials … individual results may vary … but one thing is 

for certain. They were not afraid to live their faith out loud, or if they were afraid, they didn't let that stop them. 

  

Today, in these United States religion, any religion, is often considered a "private matter" even among people 

whose primary identity is as a follower of Jesus or a Christian. What that often means is that if you are in public 

there is nothing that anyone could see from the outside to demonstrate that you are a follower of Christ. 

Wearing a cross might have identified you at one time, but now it's become a fashion item for some, or it is 

even worn ironically by people who want to mock Christians and think that they would never become one. 

Now, I've known a few people where God has gotten the last laugh as they grew older, and are now committed 

to the ways of Jesus … but that's another story. 

  

What that means is that there is a risk associated with living your faith out loud. It might be offensive to some. 

It might affect your social calendar. You might not get invited to the same parties or to participate in some 

organizations. You might get some strange looks from the people around you.  

  

The other day I was listening to an interview with Jim Gaffigan. He's a stand-up comedian and actor. He's 

known for being tall, a little round, having very pale skin, and being a little nerdy and awkward. He also 

happens to be very insightful and funny. The interview is with Stephen Colbert, and he's giving Jim 

opportunities to drop in jokes from his current stand-up act. But then, Stephen changes tone and asks Jim about 

his faith. Jim looks a little surprised and maybe more than just a little. He says that yes, he is a Christian, and he 

loves that the conversation went that direction. Then, he jokes by saying, "Not that I was ever cool, but at a 

certain point. I know that Jim is fat and old and has five kids, but I want you to know that he's a religious freak 

too." ( https://youtu.be/mLzoQMdAfZ8 ) Because yes, that is a risk you take by living your faith out loud. 

  

But you see, if you are willing to do that, you also get an opportunity to be used by God. The culture Paul and 

Silas lived is similar to ours in many ways, but it was very different from ours in one major respect. Especially, 

once they got out of Judea and Palestine in general, they encountered all kinds of people who followed many 

different kinds of religions. And of course, as they entered the more Greek and Roman areas those religions 

would be more dominant, but there was nothing private about any of them. Every part of life had to do with 

following or placating different gods. Household gods, patron gods of your village or city, gods associated with 

your profession or trade, emperor worship would be a big part of that. By law there were festivals and 

celebrations, and you would be conspicuous by your absence. People didn't necessarily care if your primary 

https://youtu.be/mLzoQMdAfZ8
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religion was something else, but you were expected to at least look like you supported the local deity, the patron 

god of the city, and the emperor. If you didn't, and something bad happened, you might be blamed.  

  

Christianity was just one religion among many. Everyone had a religion, and it was on display in every part of 

their lives. Living their faith out loud is what got Paul and Silas in trouble in the first place. That's the primary 

accusation of the slave owners. "These men are Jews, and they are throwing our city into an uproar by 

advocating customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice." (Acts 16:20-21) They weren't even 

recognized as Christians because they weren't known yet. They were identified as Jews. Jewish people were 

known as a peculiar people, set apart who would not participate in Roman religious life, or normal civil or 

social activities either because they were all intertwined.  

  

So, all of the authorities turn against them, and Paul and Silas are beaten up and put in jail. They are put in the 

deepest darkest place, and in the middle of the night, they start reflecting the light by praying and singing out 

loud for all to hear. This is exactly what Jesus was talking about in Matthew 5 when he said, “You are the light 

of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. 

Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine 

before others." (Matthew 5:14-16) 

  

Then, the earthquake comes and allows all the prisoners to leave … not just Paul and Silas, but all the prisoners 

… but they don't leave. There is still someone to save. I just love this part. The jailer who was about to kill 

himself out of fear that all of his prisoners had escaped, calls for lights. You see it was absolutely dark in there 

… except for the light of Christ. He rushes in and asks how he can be saved. He heard all that Paul and Silas 

were praying and singing too. He might not have been asking about saving the way we might talk about it. He 

was probably talking about his current predicament ("How can I get out of this mess?" is how NT Wright 

describes it), but the result is the same. Space is created to talk about the saving grace of Jesus too.  

  

There's freedom and then there's freedom. There is the physical freedom we experience, but there is also the 

spiritual freedom that we experience through Jesus. When we keep our faith as a purely private matter, we don't 

get the opportunity to experience the freedom we get through faith in Jesus the Christ. We also get the 

opportunity to support others in their faith. 

  

I'll never forget the story I heard about these two guys who were at the beach in Texas. It was lunchtime, and 

they wanted a burger and fries. In Texas there is a fast food restaurant that is an institution called Whataburger, 

as in "What a burger!" So, they go inside to this noisy chaotic place and order. When they get their food and 

find a table, they say grace … out loud. Behind them there is a guy sitting alone, and he hears these men saying 

grace. He says to himself, "There are Christians here." He goes over to the table, identifies himself as a 

Christian, and asks if he can join them. They welcome him. He has found members of his family that he didn't 

even know. That would have never happened if they didn't live their faith out loud. 

  

Where are you? Who is around you? You may not even know who may be affected by your actions your 

prayers. Are you brave enough to pray and ask God to make you aware of the people around you who are thirsty 

to hear about the love of God? Are you brave enough to live a visible faith in every part of your life where a 

person might say to you, "I need some of that!" Are you ready for the question, "How can I get out of this 

mess?" 
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This is all where Honest Prayers can lead. Of course, we may do it to build our personal connection with God. 

Paul and Silas were likely praying and singing to lift their own spirits after a Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very 

Bad Day. It also had the extra benefit of ministering to the other prisoners and helping the jailer and his whole 

family. 

  

The first week in this series, we talked about the prayers of King Hezekiah who was deathly ill as the Assyrians 

were trying to conquer his country of Judah. He freely and transparently shared is whole heart crying to God. 

No fancy words, just honesty. King David felt free to confess his worst faults and transgressions to God, 

knowing he could rely on the mercy of God. He did not have to be afraid even of the most powerful entity in the 

universe. And Jesus, asking for God to relieve him of the burden and pain of saving humanity, and trusting God 

so much that he could carry on when the answer was no. That's what it means to Bring Ourselves to God, our 

whole selves, not having to feel self-conscious about anything. Through that all, we become part of God's plan 

of salvation.  

  

Amen! 

  

__________ 
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