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“OPPOSITION & TRIUMPH” (Acts 16:16-40) 

The gospel has been taken into mainland Europe. It now opened up all kinds of opportunities 
for evangelism. However, the devil had already seen what power the Word of God had and here 
he adopts a new tactic. He quickly seeks to subvert the preaching by appearing to be in line with 
it so he could infiltrate the evangelism. God had prepared the heart of Lydia for the 
advancement of the gospel and Satan has prepared his woman to undermine it. 
 

And it came to pass, as we went to prayer, a certain damsel possessed with a spirit of divination met us, which 
brought her masters much gain by soothsaying: The same followed Paul and us, and cried, saying, These men are 

the servants of the most high God, which shew unto us the way of salvation. (v16-17) 
 
The expression a “spirit of divination” is the Greek word puthon literally means “one who had the 
spirit of python.” The ancient Greeks believed that a god called puthon was the name of the 
serpent or dragon that guarded the Delphic oracle. This oracle was able to guide others to the 
future. Hence the ordinary Greek people believed that a puthon was any person who was thought 
to have a spirit of divination. But in reality, it was a person possessed by a demon, who was 
purported to be able to tell the future. The expression “soothsaying” has the idea of being in a 
frenzy. So, this woman would go into a frenzy or trance and then predict the future for payment.  
 

 
 
This possessed woman makes a true statement, “These men are the servants of the most high God, which 
shew unto us the way of salvation.” She comes with flattery and most preachers today would likely 
have enjoyed it. Satan can come as an angel of light and use the truth to get an advantage over 
people. Maybe he was hoping this woman could take over the Church when the Apostolic team 
left Philippi. False teachers generally cannot infiltrate by openly stating they are false but by 
appearing truthful at the beginning. The most effective counterfeit is one that resembles the real 
the best! Infiltration requires deception and patience. MacArthur notes,  
 

“It’s interesting she chose that term, “Most High God.” That was a term that all the 
Gentiles would understand. That was their common term for the God of Israel and is 
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also the Jews’ own term for their own God, El Elyon, the God Most High, so Satan was 
really sharp. I mean, he was including his whole audience in this deal. And he said, they 
show us the way of salvation. The Jews and Gentiles were seeking a way of 
deliverance. He didn’t use Jewish terms and didn’t use Gentile terms, but he used terms 
that bridged both. And he was going to suck the whole population in and convinced 
them that this girl was a part of Paul’s work.” 

 
And this did she many days. But Paul, being grieved, turned and said to the spirit, I command thee in the name 

of Jesus Christ to come out of her. And he came out the same hour. (v18) 
 
This sleeper agent of hell is persistent, “And this did she many days.” Paul is not fooled by her 
presence and was “grieved” that she was working to undermine their ministry.  God does not need 
nor does He want any help from the devil for any men drawn to Christianity on that basis, will 
always come with a wrong motive. The Lord Jesus never wanted any publicity from demons 
(Luke 4:41). We must not be tempted today to use the devil’s people, like unsaved Hollywood or 
sports stars, to promote Christianity. For their ungodly lifestyles will present a false 
representation to the world of what a Christian truly is. 
 Paul was also likely moved by the woman’s enslavement by the devil. He knew reason 
could not help such a person. She needed the mighty power of Jesus Christ to break the chains 
of hell that enslaved her. Hence, Paul’s words, “I command thee in the name of Jesus Christ to come out 
of her.” The apostles had power given to them by Christ to cast out demons. This was evidenced 
by the fact that we read, “And he came out the same hour.” 
 
And when her masters saw that the hope of their gains was gone, they caught Paul and Silas, and drew them into 

the marketplace unto the rulers, And brought them to the magistrates, saying, These men, being Jews, do 
exceedingly trouble our city, And teach customs, which are not lawful for us to receive, neither to observe, being 

Romans. (v19-21) 
 
The devil had tried to infiltrate the work in Philippi by this demon-possessed woman. But this 
had now backfired. Just as the healing of the man in Lystra, Satan turns to violence when his 
tactics are exposed. Money is a powerful motivation for people to attack you. However, God will 
permit this in order to open a door for a church to be firmly planted in this city. These masters 
simply used this woman for personal gain. They couldn’t care less about her that she was 
delivered from the powers of hell.  
 These masters were mad with Paul and Silas. The word “drew” here has the idea of 
dragged by the heels. They brought them before the Roman magistrates that were appointed to 
rule the city on behalf of the Empire. In their rage, these masters throw in lies in order to hurt 
them, “These men, being Jews, do exceedingly trouble our city, And teach customs, which are not lawful for us to 
receive, neither to observe, being Romans.” This is the most dangerous charge for the Romans were 
very sensitive to any hint or rebellion against their rule in the Empire. There wasn’t a scrap of 
evidence but we should never expect the devil’s crowd to tell the truth against us.  
 
And the multitude rose up together against them: and the magistrates rent off their clothes, and commanded to beat 

them. And when they had laid many stripes upon them, they cast them into prison, charging the jailor to keep 
them safely: Who, having received such a charge, thrust them into the inner prison, and made their feet fast in the 

stocks. (v22-24) 
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They don’t appear to have waited for a verdict but the crowd was in a frenzy and seized them, 
beat them, and cast them into prison. It is more of a lynch mob than a trial. This “inner prison” is 
the worst place in the hail. There is no light or fresh air there. Their feet were fastened to make 
their life more comfortable.  
 

 
 
MacArthur tells us about their jail, 
 

“According to archeology, the stocks that they used in those days had a series of holes 
that got wider and wider and the idea was to spread the legs of the individual as far as 
they could go in order to induce cramping. And so, after all the beating was done, in this 
filthy dungeon where they would be living in absolute filth, their legs were stretched to 
the extremity to induce cramping that was excruciating. Already having been flailed by a 
bundle of heavy rods in the hands of an expert, their backs would have been a horrible 
pulp. Sometimes these things caused internal haemorrhaging, almost always, injuries to 
organs, smashed vertebrae, broken ribs and very often, death. They endured every bit of 
that. Then the aching, bleeding, limping men pushed into the dark cell, far from the light 
and far from the air in solitary confinement, lice, rats, disease, infested first century jails, 
the prisoners were forced to exist in their own filth, their legs were slammed into stocks 
which clamped them and that’s the way they existed.” 

 
We can imagine the devil whispering in the ear of Paul and Silas that they were mad to come to 
Philippi and that they would likely die alone in agony in this filthy prison. But how will Paul and 
Silas react to this great reversal of fortune in their circumstances? Will they both believe what 
Romans 8:28 teaches that, “all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the 
called according to his purpose”? Most of us would doubt God’s sovereignty at such times and even 
may become bitter with our circumstances.  
 

And at midnight Paul and Silas prayed, and sang praises unto God: and the prisoners heard them. (v25) 
 
The Greek verb translated “prayed” and “sang praises” is in the present continuous which means 
these two men blended prayer and praise continually. The prisoners “heard” is in the imperfect 
tense and this indicates they did not get much sleep. It must have amazed them to hear these two 
beaten prisoners so cheerful and full of faith. Paul and Silas prayed and praised God all night 
long in a constant act of worship.  

Only a man knowing that God is Sovereign and in the Will of God could sing praises in 
these dire circumstances (Philip. 1:12; 2:17). It is important to note that they had no knowledge 
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that a delivering earthquake was coming. They simply worshipped the Lord in a most difficult 
situation. Paul never tells believers to simply rejoice in your circumstances but in the Lord and 
the Lord never changes. They knew that the devil had panicked and had resorted to violence 
which confirmed to them a true work of God in the lives of the converts. When we walk in faith 
with the Lord, we can have a song even in the midst of trouble.  

Later, when he writes to the church members at Philippi, the Apostle Paul exhorts them 
to, “Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, Rejoice.” (Philp. 4:4) Paul didn’t just talk the talk but he 
also proved there that night in the prison that he walked the walk! Character is always revealed in 
a crisis. Pritchard makes a helpful observation, 

 
“When tragedy strikes, when life caves in, when your plans are dashed on the jagged 
rocks of reality, when you find yourself in a place you never wanted to be, that’s when 
you discover what you really believe. As long as things are going good, you don’t really 
know what you believe. It’s all theoretical. You discover your theology at midnight.  Anyone can 
sing “Shout to the Lord” when life is good, you’ve got money in the bank, your marriage 
is strong, your kids are doing well, you’re happy in your job, you love your church, and all 
is right with the world. If with Paul and Silas you can sing praise to God at midnight in 
jail, then what you’ve got is real. Not only will you discover what you believe in times of 
trouble, that’s also when the world discovers what you believe.” 
 
Two views of believers in jail are presented so far in this Book. In Acts 12, Peter was 

jailed and was to die the next day. He was sleeping peacefully in assurance of God. Paul and Silas 
by contrast were giving petitions/praises to God. Both these are worthy and the Holy Spirit gives 
us both examples to learn from. Like them, we can rise above the mood swings prompted by our 
circumstances. God chooses what we go through; we choose how we go through it. George 
Müller once said that “Trials are food for faith to feed on.”  

 
And suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken: and immediately 
all the doors were opened, and every one's bands were loosed.  And the keeper of the prison awaking out of his 

sleep, and seeing the prison doors open, he drew out his sword, and would have killed himself, supposing that the 
prisoners had been fled. But Paul cried with a loud voice, saying, Do thyself no harm: for we are all here. (v26-28) 
 
The foundations were shaken, doors opened, fetters loosed – this is an earthquake! God is going 
to use this to reach this hardened jailer. Sometimes God saves a person in a quiet gentle way, like 
Lydia, but other times He saves a person through a powerful confrontation in a loud public way, 
like the Philippian jailor. But we should never believe that one conversion is better than the 
other. For both are just as much saved! The Philippian jailor was fast asleep nearby. He clearly 
wasn’t concerned in the least about Paul and Silas’ sufferings that night for he slept soundly. 
Only God could change such a hardened man. The jailor feared his job (and even life) was 
finished when he awoke, “and seeing the prison doors open, he drew out his sword, and would have killed 
himself, supposing that the prisoners had been fled.” Strangely the prisoners stayed in the jail. God must 
have put such a fear in their hearts to keep them inside.  
 
Then he called for a light, and sprang in, and came trembling, and fell down before Paul and Silas, And brought 

them out, and said, Sirs, what must I do to be saved? (v29-30) 
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God was working in this man’s heart as he could discern what question he urgently needed the 
answer for. In the natural, he would have been concerned about how the earthquake occurred.  
But this man recognised this was no mere natural occurrence but the finger of God on his life. 
He knew he was lost and he needed a Saviour. The jailor asked the greatest question and he now 
will receive the greatest answer. 
 

 
 

And they said, Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house. And they spake unto 
him the word of the Lord, and to all that were in his house. (v31-32) 

 
Paul and Silas had hearts that were ready to respond to this man. Instead of thinking about their 
own personal suffering and seeking to get out of the prison, their focus was solely in leading this 
man to Christ and as many others as possible. The gospel is summed up in this statement, 
“Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved.” To believe in Christ is to believe that He is 
God and that He is the Saviour, “that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that 
believing ye might have life through his name.” (John 20:31) It also means to believe that He died for 
our sins and rose again, “That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine 
heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved.” (Rom. 10:9) 

Salvation is not found in a church or a ritual but in the Person and Work of Jesus Christ. 
Baptism not included or any other work to be saved, “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that 
not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast.” (Eph. 2:8-9) Paul and Silas 
took time to expound the Bible to not just the jailor but all those around them, “And they spake 
unto him the word of the Lord, and to all that were in his house.” 

 
And he took them the same hour of the night, and washed their stripes; and was baptized, he and all his, 

straightway.  And when he had brought them into his house, he set meat before them, and rejoiced, believing in 
God with all his house. (v33-34) 
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This man proved the fruits of salvation by immediately identifying himself with Christ in public 
baptism. Faith without works is dead. Like Lydia, this man now extends Christian hospitality to 
his former prisoners. The gospel affects all aspects of our life. Whereas just before he was 
seriously contemplating suicide, now he is rejoicing in salvation. Indeed, the Greek word means 
he leapt for joy! He was indifferent to their sufferings but now he deeply cared for their needs. 
Only the Gospel can change a person in such a radical way. God is building a church in Philippi 
on families. Now we have some men to rule the church. 
 

 
 

And when it was day, the magistrates sent the serjeants, saying, Let those men go. And the keeper of the prison 
told this saying to Paul, The magistrates have sent to let you go: now therefore depart, and go in peace. But Paul 
said unto them, They have beaten us openly uncondemned, being Romans, and have cast us into prison; and now 
do they thrust us out privily? nay verily; but let them come themselves and fetch us out.  And the serjeants told 

these words unto the magistrates: and they feared, when they heard that they were Romans.  And they came and 
besought them, and brought them out, and desired them to depart out of the city. (v35-39) 

 
It was a very serious violation of Roman law to treat a Roman citizen like this. These magistrates 
could have been punished severely. This seems a strange reaction by Paul. It was the first time he 
had used this provision of his citizenship. Why did Paul do this? Was he seeking revenge? This 
was not for himself but likely to protect the jailor and Lydia after he had left so they would not 
be persecuted. Paul is putting the magistrates on notice that they could be in big trouble if they 
lay a finger on these new believers.  
 

And they went out of the prison, and entered into the house of Lydia: and when they had seen the brethren, they 
comforted them, and departed. (v40) 

 
They took their time likely because of their concern for these new believers. If Paul and Silas had 
quickly escaped out of the city, these people might think they didn’t care about them or they had 
left under a cloud of suspicion. It also put the authorities on notice that Paul was associated with 
these people and he would seek to protect them if they were persecuted.  

 
 


