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BREAKING CHAINS 

ACTS 16:16-34 

 

 You may remember my telling you a story several years ago about my mother and my 

brother.  This scene from our family's past reminds me of the theme of today's scripture, 

“Breaking Chains.”    

 When my brother, David, was in junior high, he was feeling very challenged.  And while 

I don't remember too much about it, I recall that Dave was unhappy at school and felt 

discouraged.  The academics were not going well, and he didn't feel that he was making his mark 

in the sports world, either. Dave and I shared a bedroom until I went off to college.  And I 

recall one night I woke up, and I saw my mother standing next to Dave's bed.  She was speaking 

very quietly to him--almost whispering.  My brother was sound asleep, but mom was saying 

things like, "Dave, I know you can get over these hurdles, these obstacles that are standing in 

your way.  You really have great leadership qualities, and I know that if you just believe in 

yourself you can accomplish your goals.  You can do it, Dave.  You can be an excellent student 

and a fine athlete.  Your dad and I believe in you." 

 I was stunned.  What was my mother doing talking to my brother while he was asleep?  

So the next day, when we were alone, I asked mom about what she had done.  She said, "Oh, I 

often do that after Dave is asleep.  You might think he can't hear what I am saying, but his 

subconscious is hearing everything I'm saying.  I just think that whispering some good and 

positive things to Dave will help him out, will help him believe in himself." 

 Well, it would seem that mom was onto something.  In a few years my brother became 

the class president and a stalwart on the tennis team.  Ultimately David Doty became a physician.  

I will always believe my mother definitely had a part in breaking the chains that were preventing 

my brother from leading a fulfilled life.    

          Our scripture lesson from Acts 16 is also a story about breaking chains.  There is a host of 

people in this scripture who are bound--some literally and some figuratively.  This lesson has 

been called a "wonderfully detailed story of exorcism and outrage, mob scenes and courtroom 

drama, liberation and celebration" (Kate Huey, "Breaking Chains," Sermon Seeds, UCC.org).        

          Earlier in Acts 16, we read of Paul and Silas preaching and teaching in Philippi in eastern 

Macedonia.  In last weeks sermon, you will remember that at the heart of the story is Lydia,  a 

woman of means and many possessions, "a seller of purple," who meets Paul and Silas.  She is 

immediately won over to their ministry.  Lydia becomes the first to be converted, the first to be 

baptized and the first to open her home in Philippi.  It is Lydia who plants a new church start in 

her home community.  When it comes to Philippi, it is all Lydia, all the time! 

 In today's lesson, Paul and Silas are still in Philippi.  They meet a young woman who in 

many ways is Lydia's opposite, but in other ways is very similar.  The text tells us that as Paul 

and Silas are going to pray, they meet "a slave girl who had a spirit of divination…"  there is 

evidence to suggest that Lydia was a former slave and a pagan, but this young woman, who is 

herself a possession, earns her keep by predicting the future.  She is owned by men who make 

money from her special powers of divination, which has its roots in the temple of Apollo and the 



snake-god.  And so while people like the slave girl would often answer questions put to them 

operating in a trance-like state, her pronouncements about Paul and Silas are badly misinformed, 

the product of a demonic spirit.  After meeting the two men, the slave-girl cries out to anyone 

who will listen that Paul and Silas are "slaves of the most high God."  Luke tells us that Paul is 

"very much annoyed" by the slave-girl.  It would seem that almost in an effort to quiet her down, 

Paul impulsively turns to the slave-girl and performs an exorcism:  "I order you in the name of 

Jesus Christ to come out of her."  We read that the demonic spirit does, in fact, come out of the 

young girl in that very moment. 

 Interestingly and significantly, there is no further mention of the slave-girl.  One 

commentator says that Paul "frees her from her possession, but does nothing to free her from 

being a possession" (Ronald Cole-Turner, Feasting On The Word).  Scholars wonder out loud 

why Paul is so anxious to lead Lydia and the people around her into the Christian faith but does 

not seem to see the urgency in the case of the slave-girl.  Perhaps we are simply expecting too 

much of Paul.  In any event, the slave-girl is left quickly behind in this adventure-filled saga. 

 What is left, however, is the wrath of the slave-girl's owners who have seen her powers of 

divination--and their income--destroyed.  Not surprisingly, they drag Paul and Silas before the 

authorities.  They make many accusations against them.  As one commentator notes, "they don't 

want justice; they want revenge" (Ron Hansen, The Christian Century).  There is much in this 

story that we don't know.  But what we do know with is that ironically, the very ones who are 

releasing the captives become the ones who are held captive.  

We don't have to look far in our contemporary world to see where profit for the few takes 

place at the expense of the many.  The slave girl was an unwilling participant in a system of 

organized greed, and that is a brutal reality for millions around the globe today.  We have all read 

and heard horror stories of sex workers and immigrants who are held against their will and 

whose wages are given to the people who enslave them. 

 While the motives are vastly different, the mob in Acts 16 wants to hold Paul and Silas 

accountable.  The crowd attacks the two of them, and the magistrates order Paul and Silas 

stripped and beaten with rods.  After they are given a "severe flogging," according to Luke, the 

men are placed in stocks in an inner jail cell. 

 In a passage that is full of surprises, there is another one for us.  While the bodies of Paul 

and Silas are bound, their spirits are not.  And so in verse 25, we read that about midnight the 

two men are "praying and singing hymns to god," as the other prisoners are overhearing them.  

As one scholar says tongue-in-cheek, "prayer and hymns seem out of place for such a dire 

setting.  We wonder why they are still awake singing at midnight'"(Richard Landers, Feasting On 

The Word).  And yet with the history of slavery in our own country and the civil rights 

movement, so many participants testified to the power of prayer and the singing of hymns to 

hold the movement together (Kate Huey).  In many ways, Paul and Silas prefigure all of the great 

movements for social change.   

 The next thing we know is that the prison is hit by a violent earthquake, which causes the 

doors to be opened and the chains of all the prisoners to be broken.  At this point, the jailer 

wakes up and sees everything wide open.  

 Supposing that everyone has escaped, the jailer is at the point of killing himself.  Paul 

shouts to the man not to commit suicide, for all the prisoners are still there.  Now it is the jailer's 

turn to be surprised.  He falls down before Paul and Silas and asks, "Sirs, what must I do to be 

saved?"  Paul answers him, "'believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your 

household.'"  The lesson tells us that the jailer washes their wounds and brings them home to his 



house.  And like Lydia having her entire household baptized, Paul does the same thing with 

everyone in the jailer's home.  Food is brought for Paul and Silas.  And the last line tells us that 

the jailer and his household "rejoiced that he had become a believer in God." 

 The point has been made that everyone in this short story needs to be freed from 

something:  the slave-girl of her demonic possession, her owners possessed by their insatiable 

greed, the men who judged Paul held captive by their need for power, the jailer who is caught up 

in the system, and Paul and Silas who need to be liberated from their own narrow way of 

thinking (The Lectionary Commentary).  But beyond this ancient tale told by Dr. Luke, there is a 

modern application, and that is, what about us?  The question of the jailer is also our question:  

what must I do to be saved from what destroys me:  my particular bondage, my addiction, my 

materialism, my need for control? (Huey).  So in a very real sense, the story of Acts 16 is about 

breaking our own chains.  And as I said at the beginning of this sermon, that is a worthy calling--

when we can do that for one another. 

 Some years ago, the syndicated columnist Bob Greene reported in the Chicago Tribune 

about a fifteen-year-old boy named Douglas who became very ill.  A pastor friend of mine, Jim 

Moore, fills in Douglas' story:   

His temperature went to 105 degrees. He was rushed to the hospital.  Blood tests revealed the 

bad news.  Douglas had leukemia.  The doctors were very frank as they told Douglas what to 

expect…long hospital stays, endless tests and treatments…and three years of chemotherapy. 

 Douglas became very discouraged.  His family (trying to help) called a local flower shop 

to order some flowers to brighten his hospital room.  They explained to the young sales clerk that 

Douglas had been told that he had leukemia and they hoped the arrangement would be 

especially attractive.  "Oh," said the young sales clerk, "I understand.  I will add some fresh cut 

flowers to brighten it up.  I know just what to do." 

 And when the flowers arrived, they were indeed beautiful.  Strangely, there were two 

cards in the envelope attached to the arrangement…one from Douglas' family and one from 

Laura Bradley.  But who was Laura Bradley?  No one recognized that name.  They thought it 

was a mistake...until Douglas read the card aloud:  "Douglas, I took your order.  I work at the 

flower shop.  I had leukemia when I was seven-years-old.  I'm twenty-two-years-old now.  Good 

luck.  My heart goes out to you.  Sincerely, Laura Bradley." 

 Douglas' face lit up.  For the first time since he entered the hospital, he had been 

inspired.  He had talked to so many doctors and nurses.  But this one card was the thing that 

made him believe he might beat the disease (Rev. Dr. James Moore). 

Laura Bradley knew how chains can be broken, because she herself had been set free.  

And so on this Sabbath Day you and I are left with the jailer's question to Paul and Silas.  The 

man wishes to be released from his bondage, and so he asks the two men the same question that 

also confronts us.  "What must I do to be saved?"  What indeed. 
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