
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #11

“When the Word Meets the World”

Acts 16:11-40

There is an old saying, “Where the rubber meets the road,” referring to the practical outworking of an idea. In a similar sense, Paul’s missionary team discovered what it means when the Word meets the world as it came to the city of Philippi. 

An Unorthodox Beginning 

The mission to Philippi began with an unorthodox beginning. Luke writes in verses 11, “From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace, and the next day on to Neapolis.” Troas was the seaport where we had left Paul and his crew in our previous study, and it was there Paul had a vision of a man from Macedonia calling for help. 

Paul’s entourage departed Troas and “sailed straight” to Neapolis via the island of Samothrace. If you draw a line on a map from Troas to Neapolis, you will see that Samothrace is out of the way. The phrase “straight course” was a nautical expression meaning the ship sailed to its planned destination without having to tack (chart a zigzag course) against the wind. Luke states that the trip took two days, as opposed to five for the return trip, as seen in Acts 20:6. Ships didn’t sail at night, so the captain dropped anchor off Samothrace.

An old Celtic benediction offers this delightful blessing: “And may the wind always be at your back.” In the days of wind-powered travel, seafarers could hope for no greater fortune than a strong breeze filling their sails. Whatever else might go wrong, a stiff tailwind always felt like divine favor. Anyone who loves sailing can appreciate the metaphor. There’s nothing more exhilarating than to have the full sail set and to have a strong, prevailing wind pushing the ship with ease. In smooth surf, the bow slips through the water without noise or resistance. The hearts of Paul and his men must have pounded with anticipation. Pardon the mixed metaphor, but having the wind at your back is the exact opposite of having to stop at closed doors.

Verse 12 continues, “From there we traveled to Philippi, a Roman colony and the leading city of that district of Macedonia. And we stayed there several days.” Philippi lay ten miles inland from Neapolis, and was a Roman colony, which meant that it was a “Rome away from Rome.” The emperor organized “colonies” by ordering Roman citizens, especially retired military people, to live in selected places so there would be strong pro-Roman cities in these strategic areas. Though living on foreign soil, the citizens were expected to be loyal to Rome, to obey the laws of Rome, and to give honor to the Roman emperor. In return, they were given certain political privileges, not the least of which was exemption from taxes. This was their reward for leaving their homes in Italy and relocating elsewhere.

Between Neapolis and Philippi stood a steep mountain ridge. From the top of this rise they could easily see Philippi lying at the spur of another hill and intercepting the Via Egnatia, the main Roman highway running from Europe to Asia.

Philippi had been a small village, but was transformed into a military stronghold around 357 BC by Philip II of Macedon (the father of Alexander the Great), who used it to control nearby gold mines. It commanded a strategic location for both land and sea trade. In addition to robust agriculture and gold-mining industries, the city was the site of a famous school of medicine.

Philippi was also famous in Roman history, as near Philippi was fought the battle in 42 bc which resulted in the victory of Mark Antony and Octavian (the future Emperor Augustus) over Brutus and Cassius, assassins of Julius Caesar. After the battle, the victors settled a number of their veterans at Philippi and made the city a Roman colony.

Philippi enjoyed the reputation of being considered a miniature Rome. Philippi was self-governing and in many ways autonomous. Luke referred to it as “the leading city of that district of Macedonia.” In actuality, is was not the leading city with regard to government—that would have been Amphipolis, a little more than 35 miles southwest—so Luke may have intended to say that it was “a” leading city (there is no article in the original Greek), or that it was the first city reached from the border, or that its fame and significance made it truly the leading city of the area.
 Or it could have been that Luke is expressing pride in what was probably his own city.

Luke records what happened next in verse 13, “On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a place of prayer. We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered there.” Normally Paul would have gone to the nearest Jewish synagogue to preach the gospel, as was his custom. But at Philippi there does not appear to have been a regular synagogue. That can only mean that there were few resident Jews; only ten Jewish men were required to constitute a synagogue. No number of women could compensate for the absence of even one man necessary to make up the quorum of ten. There was, however, a place outside the city where a number of women—either of Jewish birth or Gentiles who worshiped the God of Israel—met to go through the appointed Jewish service of prayer for the Sabbath, even if they could not constitute a valid synagogue congregation.
 This meeting place was along the banks of the Gangites River. It was customary for such places of prayer to be located outdoors near running water, for Jewish rituals of cleansing.

The men joined the gathering and spoke to “the women who had gathered there,” a phrase implying the general absence of men. They would have welcomed a rabbi of Paul’s stature; Timothy must have seen glimpses of his mother reflected on each face in the meeting, devout Jewish women without believing husbands.

One of these women stood out among the rest. We read in verse 14, “One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message.”  

Lydia was not a resident of Philippi; she came from Thyatira, situated within the province of Asia. (Interestingly, Thyatira lies in the heart of the very territory Paul couldn’t enter previously!
) Because that area was previously the ancient kingdom of Lydia, it is possible that “Lydia” was not so much her personal name as her trade name; she may have been known as “the Lydian lady.”

Lydia was a successful businesswoman from Thyatira, a city renowned for its purple dye. She probably was in charge of a branch office of her guild in Philippi. There is inscriptional evidence for the existence of a guild of purple merchants in Philippi. But she had possibly learned to worship the true God in her native Thyatira; there was most likely a Jewish community there.
 Yet God brought her all the way to Greece so that she might hear the Gospel and be converted. She was “a worshiper of God,” a Gentile who was not a full Jewish proselyte but who openly worshiped with the Jews. She was seeking truth.

Luke tells us, “The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message.”  How are we to understand this phrase? Predestination over free will? Clint Gill explains,

That God is in control to maneuver, guide, pry open, and intrude Himself into the natural, normal, human processes…this is the point of Luke’s presentation of the facts of this case. Even with educated men such as Luke and Paul, the Gospel depends for its opening and successes on divine participation! Accesses to the human heart lies outside even the apostles’ “know how.” God, not men, opens hearts. He makes them open and receptive when, as Lydia, they are seeking Him in prayer…. [Yet] to open the heart does not mean that the one whose heart is opened has been or will be converted. A heart opened is not necessarily a heart won! An open heart indicates that a person is in a frame of mind to listen to the Gospel. The decision is left with the hearer.

Lydia decided to follow Christ. Verse 15 concludes, “When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home. ‘If you consider me a believer in the Lord,’ she said, ‘come and stay at my house.’ And she persuaded us.” The word “persuaded” is a very strong word—some versions render this “she insisted.” One writer even uses the phrase “twisted the evangelists’ arms!”
 At any rate, Lydia’s hospitality may have served as the catalyst for the generous and joyful spirit of the new church there. Years later, when the apostle wrote to the Philippian church, he recalled their generosity at his initial meeting with them (Php. 4:15). No doubt Lydia participated in those early gifts. She honored the Lord with all she had, including her heart, her home, her time, and her treasure.
 She leaves an example for us to follow.

An Unfair Beating

So far, so good, right? The mission in Philippi may have had an unorthodox beginning, yet there was nothing going wrong, correct? Not so fast, as verse 16 continues,

Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling. This girl 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.” She kept this up for many days. Finally Paul became so troubled 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.

From a wealthy, successful business woman Luke moves on to a slave girl being used by her owners to make money. Kent Hughes describes this girl as “a clairvoyant owned by spiritual pimps who sold her metaphysical powers.”
 Literally it reads she had a “python” spirit, referring to a mythical snake worshiped at Delphi and associated with the Delphic oracle. The term “python” came to be used of the persons through whom the spirit supposedly spoke. Since such persons spoke involuntarily, the term “ventriloquist” was used to describe them. To what extent she actually predicted the future is not known.

What she said, though, was, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.” We might wonder, why would a demon-possessed person draw attention to Christ’s evangelists, and why would Paul want to stop it? 

This is not the first time such a phenomenon happened, for Luke documented the same thing during the public ministry of Jesus in Luke 4:33-34 and 8:27-28.
 Jesus responded in a similar manner as Paul did, perhaps because neither wanted the Gospel or the name of God to be “promoted” by one of Satan’s slaves. After all, Satan may speak the truth one minute and tell a lie the next minute; and the unsaved would not know the difference.
 So Paul cast the demon out of her through the name of Jesus.

What happened to her next? We are not told for sure. Although Luke does not explicitly refer to either her conversion or her baptism, the fact that her deliverance took place between the conversions of Lydia and the jailer leads readers to infer that she too became a member of the Philippian church.

What happened to Paul and Silas next is recorded in verses 19-24,

When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to face the authorities. They brought them before the magistrates and said, “These men are Jews, and are throwing our city into an uproar by advocating customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice.”

The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and the magistrates ordered them to be stripped and beaten. After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was commanded to guard them carefully. Upon receiving such orders, he put them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks.

The deliverance of the slave girl was too much for her owners, who realized that, if the evil spirit had gone out of her (exēlthen), their hope of making money was gone, too (exēlthen). The repetition of the verb is surely deliberate.
 As F. F. Bruce comments: “When Paul exorcized the spirit that possessed her, he exorcized their source of income as well.”
 Their fury had some very unpleasant consequences for the missionaries.

The slave owners were very clever. They not only concealed the real reason for their anger, which was economic, but also presented their legal charge against the missionaries in terms that appealed to the latent anti-Semitism of the people (“these men are Jews”) and their racial pride (“us Romans”)’ and so ignited the flames of bigotry.
 Since Jews were not supposed to make converts of Roman citizens, the girl’s exploiters seized on it as a convenient charge against the missionaries.

In a rush to judgment (perhaps to appease the growing mob?) the officials had Paul and Silas stripped and beaten with rods. (This would be similar to a caning or a birching today; not the same as the scourging Jesus endured before His crucifixion.) The officials who punished Paul and Silas were called lictors in Latin. This is where the expression “getting your licks” came from.
 This was not the only time that Paul had this treatment meted out to him: five or six years later in 2 Corinthians 11:25 he claims to have been beaten with rods three times, although we have no information about the two other occasions.

After they had been severely flogged—as a physician Luke would not be one to waste words—Paul and Silas were put into the innermost cell with their feet in stocks. These stocks had more than two holes for the legs, which could thus be forced apart in such a way as to cause the utmost discomfort and cramping pain.
 So much for smooth sailing!

You might be thinking, “Wait a minute! Earlier they are reaping the rewards of obedience, but within minutes they’re bleeding and locked up in jail!” Did they wonder, I thought this is where God wanted us to be. It is! But we’re beaten with rods and thrown in jail. That’s part of the plan. Turmoil, difficulty, persecution, and hardship are not essential indicators of being out of God’s will. On the contrary, there are times those things mean you are, in fact, in the nucleus of His plan. It helps to remember that—another lesson in evangelism we learn from the book of Acts.

An Undeniable Blessing

What transpired was nothing less than an undeniable blessing. Verses 25 begins, “About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them.” Instead of complaining or calling on God to judge their enemies, the two men prayed and praised God.
 Not groans but songs came from their mouths. Instead of cursing men, they blessed God. No wonder the other prisoners were listening to them!

We read in verse 26-28,

Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations of the prison were shaken. At once all the prison doors flew open, and everybody’s chains came loose. The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. But Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” 

Certainly this was divine intervention, for the earthquake did not kill any of the prisoners but rather opened the doors and freed the chains restraining them. This did not happen only for Paul and Silas, but for all the inmates. Why didn’t they all escape? Perhaps it was the awed impression the two missionaries’ behavior produced on the other prisoners that enabled them to dissuade those others from making their escape when they had the chance.

Why would the jailer opt for suicide, thinking the prisoners had escaped? In those days, if a soldier or guard allowed a prisoner to escape, the punishment was death. He may have wanted to avoid the humiliation of the trial and the agony of execution, or he may have opted for suicide, since, in Greco-Roman law, his widow could then inherit his estate without penalty.
 At any rate, Paul called to him and saved his life.

Verses 29-30 state, “The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. He then brought them out and asked, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’” The Greek word for “saved,” sozo, is not essentially a religious word. The jailor may have been asking no more than “How can I escape the death penalty for allowing my prisoners to escape?”
 Some expositors claim he meant, “How can I be saved from having offended two powerful magicians?” Or  he may have gained at least some prior knowledge of Paul and Silas’s message, enough to understand that his soul was in some kind of peril, or something similar, which probably is closer to the truth.

Whether he may have meant, “What must I do to be saved?” is the cry of lost people worldwide, and we had better be able to give them the right answer.
 Paul replied in verse 31 with what might be called the gospel-in-a-sentence: “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.”

The phrase “and your household” does not mean that the faith of the jailer would automatically bring salvation to his family. Each sinner must trust Christ personally in order to be born again, for we cannot be saved “by proxy.” The phrase means “and your household will be saved if they will also believe.”
 Apparently they did, for the jailer and his family were all baptized. Then he set a meal before Paul and Silas.

The next morning, the city officials decided to let Paul and Silas go. Verses 35-40 record,

When it was daylight, the magistrates sent their officers to the jailer with the order: “Release those men.” The jailer told Paul, “The magistrates have ordered that you and Silas be released. Now you can leave. Go in peace.” 

But Paul said to the officers: “They beat us publicly without a trial, even though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And now do they want to get rid of us quietly? No! Let them come themselves and escort us out.” 

The officers reported this to the magistrates, and when they heard that Paul and Silas were Roman citizens, they were alarmed. They came to appease them and escorted them from the prison, requesting them to leave the city. After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s house, where they met with the brothers and encouraged them. Then they left.
Why did Paul make such a big deal here? He was not just being difficult. He had his good name to clear in Philippi so that the gospel might be more credible, and the fledgling church would not be persecuted.
 So they left with their heads held high.

Luke apparently stayed in Philippi, as we learn from the personal pronouns. He will not resume the use of “we” until Paul reaches Philippi on his return from the Third Mission in Acts 20:5. We may conclude that Luke spent the intervening years in Philippi, possibly evangelizing the surrounding area.

What can we learn from this experience? First, it would be hard to imagine a more disparate group than the business woman, the slave girl and the jailer. Racially, socially and psychologically they were worlds apart. Yet all three were changed by the same gospel and were welcomed into the same church.
 It takes all kinds of people to make up the family of God, and we should not exclude any from coming to Christ.

Second, at Philippi we witness an unorthodox beginning, an unfair beating, and an undeniable blessing all bringing individuals to Christ. Evangelism is never packaged or predictable. Instead of looking for the perfect situation or the ideal setting, we need to always be ready to give an answer for the hope we have within us. 

When the Word meets the world, the results may be unpredictable, but we can be certain that God’s truth will always prevail!
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