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Acts 
Part 43 – “He Sets the Captives Free” 
 

Acts 16:16-40 
Paul’s ministry in Philippi offers several memorable and deeply moving encounters. First was the 
conversion of Lydia. A successful business woman and believer in Yahweh, Lydia was converted through 
the means of gospel proclamation. Luke tells us that the Holy Spirit opened her heart to believe what Paul 
had said. That is, God, in his sovereign mercy granted Lydia the new birth. 
 
But Paul’s time in Philippi was also marked by a confrontation with a demon-possessed fortune teller and 
the keeper of the city jail. Both individuals, however different from one another, were equally under the 
sway and miseries of Satan. Yet just as surely as Paul and Silas were set free from the chains of their cell 
so too were the slave girl and jailer freed from their greater bondage to sin. 
 
The mission to Philippi marks the northern most advance of the gospel to this point. It records the 
gospel’s breakthrough into Europe. In this sense, the world was never the same after Acts 16. The pagan 
and brutal lands of Europe extending to the British Isles would eventually receive the gospel and become 
the most evangelized population on the planet.  

 
Exegetical Outline: 
I. The Mission to Philippi (16:11-40) 
 A. The conversion of Lydia (16:11-15) 
 B. The exorcism of the slave girl (16:16-18) 
  1. Information about the slave girl (vs. 16) 
  2. The slave girl’s prophetic utterance (vv. 17-18b) 
  3. The exorcism of the demonic spirit (vs. 18c-j) 
 C. The arrest of Paul and Silas (16:19-24) 
  1. The owners of the slave girl apprehend Paul and Silas (vs. 19) 
  2. The accusation of Paul and Silas before the city magistrates (vv. 20-23) 
  3. The imprisonment of Paul and Silas (vs. 24) 
 D. The conversion of the Jailer (16:25-34) 
  1. Paul and Silas praise God in prison (vs. 25) 
  2. The earthquake (vs. 26a-b) 
  3. The opening of the prison (vs. 26c-d) 
  4. The encounter with the jailer (vv. 27-34) 
 E. The release of Paul and Silas (16:35-40) 
  1. The magistrate’s order of release (vv. 35-36) 
  2. Paul’s protest and appeal to his Roman citizenship (vs. 37) 
  3. The magistrate’s apology (vv. 38-39) 
  4. Paul’s encouragement to the new believers in Lydia’s house (vs. 40a-c) 
  5. The departure from Philippi (vs. 40d) 

 
 
 
 
 
1. The liberation of the possessed girl. 

 Vv. 16-18 

 This episode demonstrates Jesus’ power over demonic forces. 

 As the mission in Philippi was launched, Paul and the others were followed about by a demon 
possessed slave girl. She was the property of men who profited from her claims to know the 
future.  

Main Idea: By grace working through faith Jesus sets sinners free from the curse and captivity 
of sin. 
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 The demon (literally “python spirit”) which inhabited the slave girl loudly announced Paul and 
the others as “servants of the Most High God,” who brought about, “a way of salvation.” There 
is nothing in the text that suggests she was hostile or was with them constantly. That may 
explain Paul’s initial tolerance for her.  

 The statements spoken by the demon could have been easily misunderstood in the pagan city 
of Philippi. For instance, the typical resident would have associated “Most High God” with 
Zeus. Also, the clause which reads literally, “a way of salvation,” has obvious complications. 

 God strictly forbids divination, witchcraft, and all pagan attempts at spiritual authority and 
power. Satan and his demons are liars. Even when they pronounce something that is true it 
will be distorted in some way for the purpose of leading people astray. Therefore Paul, having 
endured the demonic behavior for some days, cast the demonic spirit out of the girl. 

 
 
 
2. The liberation of the jailer.     

 Vv. 23-34 

 This episode demonstrates Jesus’ power over the condemnation of sin.  

 “What must I do to be saved?” is cry of every human soul. The jailor probably had his own 
immediate safety in mind when he asked that question. After all, the common Roman 
punishment for a jailor or guard who lost his prisoner was death. The jailor probably wants to 
know if there is any way he can escape this situation with his life. But Paul has a far greater 
deliverance in mind for the jailor. Paul answers the question by addressing the jailor’s 
bondage to sin – “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved.” 

 The jailer believes and like Lydia demonstrates the fruit of genuine conversion. He welcomes 
Paul and Silas into his home and tends to their wounds. We cannot help but think of Jesus’ 
words that his people will receive and tend to the needs of “the least of these brothers of 
mine” (Matt 25:40) which was a reference to those apostles and preachers who would 
proclaim the gospel. 

 Like Lydia, the jailer receives the sign of the new covenant (baptism) along with his 
household.  

 
 
 
3. The liberation of Paul and Silas.     

 Vv. 25-30; 35-40 

 This episode demonstrates Jesus’ power over life and death. 

 We see this power in the response of Paul and Silas in prison. Having been beaten and 
shackled they sing hymns of praise to God from their jail cell. It is an extraordinary moment. 
And it only makes sense to respond in such a way to pain and suffering if we are convinced 
that even our affliction is under the wise providence of our Savior. Paul’s liberation, along with 
that of Silas, occurred long before they were released from jail. They had a settled confidence 
in the truth that Paul confirmed to the Christians in Rome: “Not only that, but we rejoice in our 
sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, 
and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God's love has 
been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.” (Rom 5:3-5) 

 Paul’s most often used self-designation was “slave of Christ” (doulos). He understood that 
captivity to Christ was ultimate and eternal freedom. It is a beautiful irony that Paul and Silas 
were more free in shackled in a Philippian jail than was the jailer who kept them.  


