
Paul and Silas in Prison  

Easter 7: May 29, 2022, Acts 16:16-34. (& recap. Acts 16:9-15, The 
Conversion of Lydia) Rev. Claire  

I’d like to introduce you to a craft idea that we have been hatching in the Café – this is a 
representation of the church year in the liturgical colours – from which we plan to create a 
new hanging for the church. You might or might not have noticed that there are four colours 
represented through the church year: purple, red, green and white (with occasional gold) - a 
hint is in the stoles and the colours of the slides we use for our Sunday worship. 

Advent - Christmas – Epiphany – Lent – Holy Week - Easter – Ascension – Pentecost – Trinity 
that’s the church year, which is designed to help us situate ourselves inside the story of 
Jesus – his announcement, birth, life, death, resurrection, Ascension and coming again in 
glory. All of these great themes take us on a journey through the year and give time spiritual 
meaning for us. So watch this space and if you can sew or embroider, do get in touch… 

All this is to say that this Sunday we are between Ascension and Pentecost – between the 
return of Jesus into Heaven and the coming of the Holy Spirit on the first believers. The 
Church has traditionally used these 9 days as days of preparation and prayer and specifically 
in the last few years has encourage us to pray for those known to us who have yet to 
experience the new life Christ offers. 

So, it’s a pregnant time, a time of waiting. 

In our special Café Communion for Ascension, we talked about how hard it is to wait and 
how the disciples must have felt in some way that when Jesus returned to heaven in the 
clouds, they had perhaps lost him all over again.  

How, even then, they didn’t really understand what Jesus had tried to tell them about his 
return to heaven – and how they might have felt confused and wondered whether Jesus 
could be trusted. They certainly needed the Spirit to come and remind them of what was 
going on – as Jesus had promised would happen. 

So this might seem like a sort of non-descript Sunday – it’s not Ascension, it’s not Pentecost 
(it’s not a specially themed Sunday or a christening either!) – it’s “a Sunday in between”… 

At this time of year we’re given a series of readings from Acts (I have to be honest and say 
I’m not sure why) and we began with one last week, if you recall; the conversion of Lydia 
from Acts 16:9-15. Today we have another Acts reading as Paul and Silas encounter a slave 
girl who can predict the future, and a Roman jailer who also gets converted. 

Through the summer we’re planning on taking our engagement with the book of Acts a bit 
further by looking into several life changing encounters that various people have with the 
gospel message as it’s travelling around the Mediterranean. This will hopefully give us some 
perspective on our own engagement with the neighbourhood around our church.  



Because when we only focus on the gospel reading, we can lose the impact of dwelling 
within the texts that recount the sometimes tumultuous clash of gospel and culture that 
happened as the Christian message spread. What happened after the life of Jesus, as the 
Spirit of Jesus sent out the first Apostles?  

So our preaching team will be getting inside the encounters within the book of Acts and 
doing some hermeneutics on engagement with ‘the culture’ around us – because we have 
to do that continuously in order to share the gospel effectively.  

Our setting is different, of course – in so many ways. We are a parish church; part of a very 
ancient system of carving up the country into ecclesiastical areas that began in England as 
far back as the 12th Century, when people were congregated into areas under a local parish 
priest with a sacred building. In urban areas today, the parish is an outdated concept, 
perhaps, especially as we share the space with other Christian denominations and with 
other faith groups…But even if you don’t have strong feelings towards our parish, we do 
have a certain calling as a parish church to be a witness in this neighbourhood to the risen 
Christ, and to love our neighbours and seek ways to bless them. 

For us, this means engaging with Newtown in particular, but also with the other very varied 
areas of the parish – so if you’re not sure what constitutes the parish of St John and St 
Stephen’s geographically, here’s a map to help –  

 

 

Although Newtown is our immediate neighbourhood, there’s also the ‘old parish’ of St 
John’s, which is a conservation area; we have part of the busy King’s Road and London Road 
(minus Eldon Terrace and Eldon Drive); we extend all the way up beyond Suttons Business 



Park in the east, and to the west, the parish encompasses Decathlon, Hobbycraft, 
Macdonald’s and the brand new apartments where Toys R Us used to be. 

It's not a large area, by mileage, but it’s very densely populated and full of pubs, restaurants, 
shops, schools, old housing, new apartments and 1970s estate housing. There’s a theatre, 
an Assemblies of God meeting house, a Gurdwara, an Islamic centre (or two?), a Baptist 
church, a special school, a huge FE college, a nursery (or two) and the famous Reading Glass 
shop, to name a few iconic places. It’s a hugely varied, vibrant place – and so ‘to be more a 
neighbourhood church’ is a big calling! And of course, we’ve been engaged in this for many 
years – but it’s always good to see where we are and what we can celebrate, pray about and 
do next. 

Let’s start today in Acts – with a quick revisit of the story of Lydia and also the story of the 
converted Roman jailer. If you recall, last week, Paul and his companions encountered Lydia, 
a seller of purple cloth, by the river, whose heart is opened as she and her whole household 
is baptised. 

The reading this morning paints a dramatic encounter as Paul as his companions are heckled 
by a slave girl with the gift of divination (predicting the future). Paul exorcises her and is 
then falsely accused of stirring up unrest, arrested and flogged and put in prison along with 
Silas. This leads eventually to the conversion of the jailer, who is also baptised along with his 
household. 

So, the two readings have some things in common (chiefly being baptised ‘along with their 
whole household’). What can we mine from these encounters? We’re looking to these 
encounters in Acts, remember, for themes and pointers that might help us to consider our 
own relationship with the neighbourhood in which this church stands. 

Four things emerge from these two accounts: 

1. Motivation.  

Paul and his companions are fully, personally convinced that God is calling them to share the 
good news of Jesus Christ. Jesus had told his disciples to wait in Jerusalem for the ‘promise 
of the Father’ (that is, the Holy Spirit). Luke records at the start of Acts that Jesus told them 
that after they’d received the Holy Spirit, they would be his witnesses ‘in Jerusalem, in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The whole thrust of the early 
Church was outwards and was about proclamation. They don’t appear to have had many 
detailed plans, save to travel and share the Good News. They just talked about Jesus, 
wherever they went. Of course, pretty soon, as congregations sprang up, various ‘elders’ 
were left to pastor the local congregations (like Timothy) and so the organisation of ‘settled’ 
congregations began. And we are one of those! 

And congregations need pastoring – so we always need believers with gifts to pastor and 
teach, while others have gifts of evangelism. Today, after 2000 years of Christianity, and 
maybe 800 years of the settled parish system, we probably need to recapture the outward 
thrust a bit – that motivation to share the message with our neighbours. We need a healthy 



balance between prayer and action here of course (contemplation and action) – but my 
feeling is that it’s often easier to ‘keep church going’ than to imagine ways to ‘go out’ and 
connect with our parish. I invite you to do some discernment on this too! 

2. Prayer.  

In both accounts – the one about Lydia and the one about the slave girl and the jailer – Paul 
and his companions seek out a place of prayer. That is where they naturally start. This really 
struck me forcibly when I was reading the texts again. After arriving in Macedonia, we read 
that they ‘remained in the city for some days. On the Sabbath day we went outside the gate 
by the river, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke to 
the women who had gathered there’ (Acts 16:13).  

Shortly afterwards, we are told that the Lord opened Lydia’s heart and she and her 
household were baptised. As a new convert, she welcomes Paul and his companions to her 
house. Similarly, the beginning of this morning’s reading says ‘One day, as we were going to 
the place of prayer…’ Any engagement with our parish needs to have prayer at the 
forefront. Can I encourage you to pray about our desire to ‘be more of a neighbourhood 
church’? In your own prayers, in your small group. No lasting spiritual change comes about 
without it. ‘Prayer-walking’ the parish is another great idea…simple and easy to do…which 
also leads us into point no. 3. 

3. Noticing.  

There’s a lovely sense in these two Acts readings of ‘going with the flow’: we’ve seen that 
Paul and his companions naturally assumed there’d be a place of prayer outside Philippi – 
but instead they found a group of women by the river and started talking with them. They 
went with who was there. And this is not a superficial engagement – they might have 
thought, ‘Oh, we don’t talk with women because we’re Jewish men, let’s move on’ – but 
they don’t. They stay and talk. It could be said to be a serendipitous meeting. Luke ‘noticed’ 
Lydia. I love that thought. He noticed that as Paul spoke, ‘the Lord opened her heart to 
listen eagerly’. He has his doctor’s attention to details, but he also has his spiritual antenna 
out. You only get to notice things if you’re prayerful. If you’re in a hurry, you don’t notice 
things. Noticing is a spiritual practice (sometimes called “Attention”) which is borne of 
prayerfulness. 

In the case of this morning’s reading, Paul and Silas (and Luke) are heading off to the place 
of prayer, and they encounter a slave girl who has a spirit of divination, by which she brings 
her owners a lot of money. She’s a human lucky lottery ticket if you like, and no doubt 
treated in a subhuman manner. Over many days, she follows them around crying out: 
“These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.’ The 
irony of her words – the slave girl calling the ‘free men’ slaves - is noteworthy. Paul 
eventually ‘notices’ her and registers it as ‘demonic ‘harassment’ (?) and reacts.  

But the feeling is that he might have ignored her heckling – and perhaps he tried to – but 
eventually he lets it bother him. What bothers you about this neighbourhood, this parish? 
What have you noticed? The litter; the smell of pot; the tall apartments with no social or 



community aspect? The street art? The energy? The multi-culturalism? The noise of sirens? 
The fly tipping? The Reading College students who eat their lunch outside the church on our 
benches every day? A short walk about the parish will be all you need to start noticing…. 

 

4. Complexity and conflict.  

Lastly: today’s reading from Acts is complex - socially, culturally, religiously and spiritually. 
And I’m sure our encounters with our neighbours will be the same. Anyone who’s worked at 
Communicare or in the Contact Centre will know this to be true. There are multiple social, 
religious, racial and cultural layers in our neighbourhood, and some people are trapped, in 
poverty, low expectation, drug use, gangs….and some who are ‘poor’ are more generous, 
and ‘free-er’ than those who are in bondage to wealth accumulation, like those owners of 
the un-named slave-girl. Human life is very complicated, but that’s no reason not to engage. 
The gospel and the culture are often (though not always) on a collision course. Freedom 
leads to change, which can be challenging. Not everyone wants to be free. Not everyone 
wants a message that suggests they need God. Living the Jesus Way will cause conflict with 
the ‘rulers and authorities’.  

After being exorcised by Paul, we hear no more of the un-named slave girl – only that she 
can no longer provide a source of income to her owners – who are furious, accuse Paul and 
Silas (entirely falsely) and they are beaten and thrown in jail. They respond by singing 
praises to God in the middle of the night. This is how they fight their battles.* And it’s as if 
their praise and prayer set off a spiritual chain reaction of (literally) earth-shattering 
proportions. During the ensuing (literal) earthquake, everyone’s chains fall off, the jailer 
tries to take his own life (so terrified is he of the repercussions of a jail break) and is 
miraculously converted on the spot, because he somehow recognises that more is at work 
here than a random earthquake. He and his whole household are baptised, and he tends to 
Paul and Silas’s wounds and invites them to his house for food. New life, healing and 
hospitality, intertwined with civic, political and spiritual ramifications.  

None of this could possibly have been part of a preconceived ‘mission action plan’ on Paul’s 
part. They are simply living their lives utterly devoted to the way of Jesus and encountering 
whatever that brings. But it brings conflict. We don’t know if that unnamed slave girl was 
better or worse off after her encounter with Paul. This is a society where people can be 
arrested and tortured for entirely spurious (in fact, racist) overtones (“These men are 
disturbing our city; they are Jews…”).  

Wherever the gospel meets systemic social and racial oppression, there will be conflict. Who 
is really free? The economically oppressed, or the oppressors themselves? Paul is a free man 
who becomes a prisoner for Christ. The next morning, when magistrate says they can go, 
instead of humbly shuffling off, Paul stands on his rights and claims his own Roman 
citizenship as a reason to make a big fuss about his treatment!  (Acts 16:37). This gets him 
an apology and, in a stroke of narrative symmetry on Luke’s part, we are told they end up at 
Lydia’s house for spiritual and physical refreshment! 



So – Motivation, Prayer, Noticing and Complexity/Conflict. 

The more time we spend in Acts, the more surprises we’ll no doubt encounter! It’s a rich 
seam we’re mining here. 

May it be our prayer that as we look forward to Pentecost, we too will be caught up in the 
wonder of following Christ and let this spur us on to be a neighbourhood church, a church 
where Christ is both worshipped and discerned in our neighbour, a church which is both 
blessed and a blessing.  

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

*This song made me think of Paul and Silas in prison, responding to their incarceration with 
praise to Almighty God! 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vx6mfAgHDsY&list=RDvx6mfAgHDsY&start_radio=1 
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