
Acts 16:15-40  

Today’s Acts reading is a tricky one. On the one hand it is all about the Holy Spirit which 

frees the captives of what binds them – be it unbelief, demons or slavery to the system. 

However it disturbs me how Paul treats people around him. He himself seems to be a 

slave to the class system existing in his society and he’s not bothered by it. Let me 

explain. 

At the beginning and the end of today’s reading we meet Lydia – a wealthy woman, a 

merchant. She was a worshipper of God and Paul converted and baptised her as a 

Christian. When she says: ‘Stay with me’, Paul and his colleagues are easily persuaded to 

stay. It’s convenient, comfortable and she is a person to be reckoned with. Money speaks. 

Even the Church recognised her as the first European convert to Christianity and she’s 

canonised by all branches of the Church which canonise people – both Catholic and 

Orthodox. We’re proud to call her one of us. Wonderful.  

Fast forward to Paul’s time in prison. The earthquake enables the prisoners to escape.  I 

well believe that because as recently as in 2017 the hurricane Irma allowed over 100 

prisoners to escape from a prison in the British Virgin Islands. The Guardian writes: 

‘British Virgin Islanders said they were “terrified” of the prisoners, who escaped because 

of the damage caused by Irma. They said looting had been “terrible” and claimed escaped 

prisoners had committed a rape while on the loose.’
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 Things like that have been 

happening for ages – an easy way to escape, a window of opportunity to be snatched. 

Paul and Silas – as well as everybody else in that prison! – show unusual restraint though 

in that they remain in prison, disregarding the golden opportunity before them. Paul and 

Silas do so because they know that the jailor will be punished if they escape. They know 

we’re all connected and what we do affects others as well and so they choose not to gain 

freedom at somebody else’s expense. They refrain from running away and instead take 

time to talk to the jailor and his family, share in his hospitality and spend time with him. 

It’s all very noble and it pays off – the jailor, together with his family, gets baptised on 

the spot, in the middle of the night, and they themselves get released with honours the 

following day. It’s a lovely powerful story but let’s just bear in mind that the jailor is 

male, employed and a Roman citizen. He’s privileged in at least those three ways and 

Paul and Silas clearly respect that. 

The problems start though when we analyse the story of the healing of the slave girl. 

She’s nothing. She’s dirt no one cares about – her owners only value her as long as she’s 

got a gift they can profit from, Paul and Silas pay no attention to her until she gets on 

their nerves, heal her and walk off without speaking to her once. They only speak to the 

spirit within her and leave. No message for her, no comfort, no encouragement, even 

though they clearly made her life more miserable than it was. She’s now a slave who is 

worthless. They took away her bargaining chip – the talent which made her life bearable 

and might have even protected her. What will become of her now? Will she become a sex 
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slave? Will she need to take up heavy physical work? Will the owners take out on her 

their frustration of the income lost? What’s in store for her? It’s hard to imagine anything 

good can come out of this for her. 

She’s got no position in society and no position or worth in the eyes of Paul and Silas. 

Yes, they heal her but for the wrong reasons. They do it to make their own lives easier. 

Now what the Bible describes as demons or spirits we would term mental illness. There 

was no understanding or compassion for people who were affected in those days but we 

now treat them with care and sensitivity. Paul and Silas are no different –she’s a 

nuisance, a weirdo – even though she tells the truth! She affirms what the two are doing.  

She proclaims they announce salvation and they get annoyed with her. 

I wonder how often we do the same. How often we disregard our own bias and prejudice 

and don’t recognise the chains that bind us. How often we forget that all of us are God’s 

children, equally worthy, equally loved, equally cherished. How often we choose to 

protect our financial gains or our comfort at the expense of another. 

I’d like to quote now a telling story by the Rev Angela Ying from PCUSA who writes in 

her sermon entitled ‘In the Spirit of Open Doors’: ‘My experience on the Yakima Tribal 

Nation Reservation gave me a glimpse of this. My husband and I worked on a farm in 

this community where we worked with young people and church communities to 

maintain homes so that people in the community could remain self-sufficient and 

independent. We did not exactly enjoy waking up to the rooster at 5:00 a.m. in the 

morning or feeding the farm goat whose name just happened to be "Buck." But 

Washington apples we did enjoy. What we came to discover, though, was that the farm 

worker received pennies per pound for the apples. This, in turn, was to be used to pay for 

the laborers, often immigrants and migrant workers, who worked long hours of the day 

and night in the hot, scorching sun. If the apples were found bruised or less than perfect 

by the packing companies, the farm worker received one-tenth of what was given for the 

apples as the apples were used for apple juice. 

As a consumer of Washington apples, I had often looked for the least expensive prices. 

What I came to realize from a broader perspective was that cheaper prices for the 

consumer often led to cheap wages for the worker and their families under the current 

economic system. Being aware of this and educating myself and other people of 

alternatives such as supporting farmers by buying from organic farms or cooperatives and 

seeking ways to implement livable wages for the workers are important steps in our 

opening and keeping a spirit of open doors.’
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For those very reasons we as a congregation buy Fairtrade tea and coffee, support 

Traidcraft and Foodbank, make shoeboxes every year for Blythswood Care. As the 

Church of Scotland we implemented living wage across the board. As individuals we buy 

locally sourced milk, beef and lamb.  
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Because we understand that freedom is not freedom to do anything we want and desire 

and what’s best for us personally. True freedom is gained by giving it away – as Paul and 

Silas learned in the prison. True freedom takes others into consideration – their value, 

their worth, their well-being, their past, present and future. We are all connected as 

children of the living God. Let us ask God to help us get rid of our biases and prejudices 

and begin to live as one. Amen. 


