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     “The Song of the Spirit”  
 
June 5th, 2022  (11-6)             Rev. Kimberly Heath 

Acts 16:16 -34  NRSV                            Wall Street United Church 
 
 
 

Paul and Silas in Prison -Acts 16: 16-34  One day as we were going to the place of prayer, 
we met a female slave who had a spirit of divination and brought her owners a great deal of 
money by fortune-telling. While she followed Paul and us, she would cry out, “These men are 
slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you[d] the way of salvation.” She kept doing this 
for many days. But Paul, very much annoyed, turned and said to the spirit, “I order you in the 
name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.” And it came out that very hour. 

But when her owners saw that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and 
Silas and dragged them into the marketplace before the authorities. When they had brought 
them before the magistrates, they said, “These men, these Jews, are disturbing our city and are 
advocating customs that are not lawful for us, being Romans, to adopt or observe.” The crowd 
joined in attacking them, and the magistrates had them stripped of their clothing and ordered 
them to be beaten with rods. After they had given them a severe flogging, they threw them into 
prison and ordered the jailer to keep them securely locked up. Following these instructions, he 
put them in the innermost cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. 

About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were 
listening to them. Suddenly there was an earthquake so violent that the foundations of the 
prison were shaken, and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone’s chains were 
unfastened. When the jailer woke up and saw the prison doors wide open, he drew his sword 
and was about to kill himself, since he supposed that the prisoners had escaped. But Paul 
shouted in a loud voice; “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.” The jailer] called for lights, 
and rushing in, he fell down trembling before Paul and Silas. Then he brought them outside and 
said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” They answered, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you 
will be saved, you and your household.” They spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who 
were in his house. At the same hour of the night he took them and washed their wounds; then 
he and his entire family were baptized without delay. He brought them up into the house and set 
food before them, and he and his entire household rejoiced that he had become a believer in 
God. 

******************************************************
This sermon is a ‘part two’ to last week. But if you missed last week don’t worry, 
this message can stand on its own.  

The apostles Paul and Silas are in Philippi, part of Greece, and they are 
preaching the good news about Jesus far and wide. But this preaching doesn’t 
happen without hiccups, hassles, harassment and havoc. They heal a slave girl 
and deliver her from a demon, but it means she can’t do the work of fortune 
telling anymore. Her owners are furious because they are going to lose money. 
That’s what we talked about last week — how the owners had made an idol of 
money. They didn’t care about the girl; they cared only about themselves and 
about making a profit. 

So they bring Paul and Silas before magistrates where they are beaten badly— 
given a severe flogging. In 2nd Corinthians Paul tells us that 5 times he was 
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subject to the 39 lashes, which was the maximum allowed under Roman law. We 
can’t imagine the physical pain they would have been in. Then instead of a 
hospital they are put in prison — in the innermost part of the prison, chained up 
with their feet in stocks.  

And don’t picture a modern jail or prison. Those are plenty bad enough and some 
of you know that first hand. I have visited people in jail and prison on a few 
occasions — enough to know I would never want to work in one (let alone be 
locked up in one!) I’m so grateful for people like Crystal who do work in the jail 
and help to bring light and healing in a difficult place. But even the old Brockville 
Jail across the street, that is older than this church and looks and feels like it, is a 
paradise compared to what Paul and Silas would have been in. It probably had a 
dirt floor, with rodents and parasites like lice. And remember they didn’t do 
anything to deserve being there — there wasn’t justice for them before they were 
thrown in, and so there was no telling how long they would be left there.  

I know some of you have real experience of being on the inside of a jail or a 
prison. Most of you have not had that experience. But every one of us has at 
some point been in a place of physical pain and or a place of darkness and 
despair. And aren’t nights the worst for that? During the day I can do things that 
take my mind off of whatever is causing me stress or anxiety, but at night it 
sometimes seems like that darkness of the mind and soul will never lose its grip, 
and that morning will never come.  

The text says that at about midnight Paul and Silas were singing. They were 
what? When? Where? They were not swearing in a fit of rage, they were not 
deep in a pit of despair. At midnight, at midnight, in the deepest part of the night 
and the prison, Paul and Silas are singing.  

I wonder what they were singing? Were they singing a spiritual? “Nobody knows 
the trouble I’ve seen, nobody knows my sorrows…” Maybe it was a song of 
comfort like “Abide with Me, fast falls the eventide, the darkness deepens, Lord 
with me abide”. Or were they singing a song of encouragement and hope? Were 

they singing a song of praise to God, like  🎶 “I’m trading my sorrows! I’m trading 

my shame! I’m laying them down for the joy of the Lord!”  

I want to point out that Paul and Silas were not singing in the jail to try to get God 
to do something so that they could get out of that hell hole. They were not singing 
because they expected God to get them out. Oh they were expectant, but they 
were not expecting.  

When you expect things to go a certain way in life — even when you expect God 
to do something particular for you — you’ve prepaid for a package of resentment. 
They were not expecting to get out. They were not expecting the journey to be 
easy.  

But they were expectant! They had hope that God would be present even in the 
pain and the darkness. Last week we talked about idols and about whether we 
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are saying Thy will be done or My will be done. When you are expecting an 
outcome, you are the one who is the driver’s seat. When I ask my kids to clean 
their rooms, I expect it will be done (bad example, my expectations are pretty low 
on that front, but you know what I mean). When I am expectant, it is the position 
of a child knowing that their parent loves them and will be there for them.  

The apostles were singing to tap into what was more real than the walls, more 
real than the chains, more real than the stench, and the taste of the stale, mouldy 
bread. They were singing to connect to the power of the Holy Spirit that was as 
real to them in prison as it had been on the day of Pentecost when the Spirit fell 
on the followers of Jesus. They knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that they were 
not alone. They knew that even though Jesus was not with them physically 
anymore, that he was more alive and present and powerful than he had been 
even in life!  

One of the things I love about the Holy Spirit and about people whose lives are 
connecting and connected to the Holy Spirit is that the filling effect always spills 
out to others. It makes a difference beyond them. If Paul and Silas were singing 
to remember and to connect with the Spirit, they brought others along with them.   

All the other prisoners were listening. No one was sleeping, they were all 
listening. Drinking in the sound of light in the darkness, drinking in the sound of 
freedom in a prison, drinking in the sound of hope in a depressing and despairing 
place.  

As they are singing … as they are tapping into the Holy Spirit and expecting 
nothing more than to feel the powerful presence of God all around them, the 
earth shakes and the foundation of the prison cracks and breaks open, and all 
the prisoners are freed — freed from the chains and the walls that keep them 
locked up. They are free!  

But nobody moves. The Holy Spirit had shaken the prisoners to the core in a 
good way. But it’s not just the prisoners who are affected. 

The jailer gets ready to take his own life. He knows more than anyone how bad 
the conditions are in jail and he would choose death over what he’s put others 
through. Paul calls out and stops him and assures him that the prisoners are all 
still there.  

It’s a wonderful irony because it turns out that Paul and Silas were never 
imprisoned by the walls and the chains. Oh, they were on a physical level, but at 
a deeper level they were truly free. Because they had chosen to worship God 
made known through Jesus and no one and nothing else, they were free. If 
comfort or safety and security had been their god, they would have crumbled. 
They would have remained prisoners.  

It is the jailor who realizes he is the prisoner. He recognizes in an instant that 
Paul and Silas have something far more amazing than he could ever imagine —a 
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relationship with a God who can enter the deepest, darkest place and bring light 
and hope and set people free.  

Today is Pentecost Sunday. This is the day we remember the birth of the church. 
The Christian Church was not born because they had a meeting and agreed to 
certain doctrinal statements; it was not born because of an act of Parliament (as 
the UCC was 97 years ago next Friday June 10th) — the church was born by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. It was born because ordinary followers of Christ were 
filled with the power of God that utterly changed them and changed their lives, 
and then it transformed the world. That Holy Spirit is here with us today.  

The Church, this church has a call and a purpose. Our calling is connected to the 
call of Jesus which began with the Holy Spirit. At the beginning of his ministry 
Jesus stood up in the temple and proclaimed: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to 
proclaim release to the captives and the recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 
oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” (Luke 4:18-19) 

That is what the Holy Spirt is at work doing today. We celebrate lives that have 
been changed. If you haven’t heard any good transformation stories, come on 
out to Celebrate Life tonight.  We have people who have gone from addict to 
helping others overcome addiction. People who have lost loved ones and felt so 
alone in the world connecting and finding new family and new community. People 
who have connected online. Last week I shared a scripture reading —Joshua 1:9 
“Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed, for 
the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” And a member of our 
community who has never been to our church and has never met any of us in 
person wrote about how much it meant to her.  

It’s not us doing the transforming. The Holy Spirit is working through Facebook 
and Livestream – our job is to keep singing!  

Keep singing so others can overhear.  

Keep singing songs of encouragement to people on long difficult challenges.  

Keep singing songs of community, belonging to people who are feeling alone and 
afraid.  

Keep singing songs of welcome and refuge to Ukrainians and other refugees.  

Keep singing songs of ‘you too belong’ to the weird ones, pointing at ourselves 
as a church filled with weirdos making a difference.  

Keep singing expectant songs of hope that God is still working, still creating, still 
healing; still setting people free.  

Like Paul and Silas, keep singing. Keep singing.  

 

* * * 


