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Scripture Reading:
One day, on our way to the place of prayer, a slave girl ran into us. She was a
psychic and, with her fortunetelling, made a lot of money for the people who owned her.
She started following Paul around, calling everyone’s attention to us by yelling out,
“These men are working for the Most High God. They’re laying out the road of salvation
for you!” She did this for a number of days until Paul, finally fed up with her, turned and
commanded the spirit that possessed her, “Out! In the name of Jesus Christ, get out of
her!” And it was gone, just like that.
When her owners saw that their lucrative little business was suddenly bankrupt,
they went after Paul and Silas, roughed them up and dragged them into the market
square. Then the police arrested them and pulled them into a court with the accusation,
“These men are disturbing the peace—dangerous Jewish agitators subverting our
Roman law and order.” By this time the crowd had turned into a restless mob out for
blood.
The judges went along with the mob, had Paul and Silas’s clothes ripped off and
ordered a public beating. After beating them black-and-blue, they threw them into jail,
telling the jailkeeper to put them under heavy guard so there would be no chance of
escape. He did just that—threw them into the maximum security cell in the jail and
clamped leg irons on them.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------

I had planned to preach a different sermon than the one that follows. It’s
the same scripture, but I was distracted from the main point by a distraction in the
story. The main focus of the scripture is how Paul and Silas end up in jail, and
how they manage to get out. I know it’s the main focus because some versions of
the Bible like to give headings for sections, and the heading for this one is: “Paul
and Silas in Prison”.
I had planned to focus on this, but sometimes you have a plan, and life —
or God — interrupts that plan. It’s always wise to be open to God’s interruptions!
What caught my attention in the scripture was the interruption that took
place right at the beginning that leads to everything else. The story is set in
Philippi up in Macedonia — up between Turkey and Greece. Paul and Silas are
bringing the good news of Jesus, the gospel, beyond Jerusalem and taking it to
the world as Jesus commanded in the great commission: “Therefore go and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you.” (Matt. 28:19-20)
In Philippi, as they are heading to a place to pray, a slave girl who has a
mental illness and a spirit of divination follows them everywhere and shouts out:
“These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of
salvation!”
This doesn’t just happen once, and it doesn’t just happen for an hour, she
follows them, saying this for days. (You might argue that being a fortune teller is
1

not a mental illness and I agree with you, but following someone around for
several days and loudly shouting the same thing over and over is not the sign of
a healthy person in mind or in spirit).
This wasn’t how Paul wanted to go around town and it was getting
annoying. So Paul, in the name of Jesus, binds and casts out the demon and
heals the girl. Then they go on their way.
It should have been a good news story, but it’s not. Her owners don’t see it
as a good news story. Remember she’s a slave. She is not free. If she has
parents who love her, the text does not say. Maybe she’s an orphan. Maybe her
parents are in jail because of the debts they owe. Maybe her parents are also
slaves and so generation after generation her family is not free.
Whatever the case, this girl has owners who have benefited from her
abilities and disabilities, and they are not happy. You see she used to bring them
money. She would read people’s palms, tell their future, be a medium between
the dead and the living, and now all of a sudden the girl is not able to do that
anymore — she has been made whole in her mind and body.
The owners don’t care about the girl, they care about their profit. They care
more about money than about people. Now they don’t admit that, but it’s as plain
as day. The owners go to the magistrates (the Downtown Business Association)
and they say that these men, these outsiders, are creating a disturbance. No one
wants a disturbance — most people want “peace” (I put the word peace in
quotation marks because this isn’t real peace which includes justice, this is a
peace that is a thin veneer of civility or stability on top of a whole lot of pain and
injustice.) So they want “peace” more than they want to find justice.
When you value anything above God and God’s will it is called idolatry.
The first commandment in the 10 Commandments is: “I am the Lord your God
and you should have no other gods before me” and the second is that “you
should not create an idol” and worship something that is not God. An idol is not
just a little statue made of silver or gold, it’s anything that we value and trust and
rely on more than on God. We are to love the lord our God with all our heart, our
mind and our strength and love our neighbours as ourselves — but we humans
so often love other things more than God and more than God’s creation, and far
more than our neighbour.
One of the biggest idols we have is money. Our desire for, our need for, our
willingness to do anything for money becomes greater than our desire for and
need for God and for what God cares about. Status or being liked, admired and
respected is another idol. Our comfort can become an idol.
You know you’ve likely tripped over an idol when people get angry. Paul and
Silas tripped over an idol when they healed a girl. The owners didn’t care about
the girl, they cared about the money.
This past week in Texas an 18 year-old gunman killed 19 children and 2
teachers. It’s beyond tragic. I remember Columbine and the Canadian Tabor, I
remember Sandy Hook. Sadly I can’t name many of the others because there are
too many to name. Everyone wants it to stop. This shooting came just 11 days
after the racially-motivated shooting at the grocery store in Buffalo New York.
Comparing our two countries, it seems that one way to curb this kind of horror is
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gun control. But Americans have turned their 2nd Amendment ‘right to bear arms’
into an idol. Some in the US who are very rich and very powerful care more
about their rights than they care about their children. They care more about their
right to own a gun than they care about their people.
Now it’s easy for us Canadians to get on a high horse when it comes to the
issue of gun control. While we have had horrific shootings in Canada — think of
the Quebec City Mosque or École Polytechnique — in our country they happen
far less often, even when you take into account our smaller population, because
there are fewer guns. Nevertheless we are not immune to putting other things
above the needs of real people.
I remember during the pandemic when the church was hosting the
warming centre — now known as the Cooperative Care Centre — and I got a
phone call at the church from one of our neighbours who was very upset that
there was a shopping cart with bags and stuff in it left outside the church. I
listened and then told the individual to call back in 3 months if it was still there.
(They were not happy with my answer!) I have some sympathy. During the
pandemic with all of the loss of control we all got angry over stupid things, and I
like a nice view as much as anyone does. I love how beautiful our community is
and I hate it when people litter. But when our need for a nice view becomes more
important than the needs of suffering people, something is wrong. If when you
drive over the 401 overpass you get angry because of the messy encampment
more than you get angry because human beings should not have to live in tents
— especially in Canada — then you need to check yourself, because that is a
sign that your will ranks higher than God’s will.
Truthfully, I don’t think Paul and Silas got it entirely right. They were set on
getting to the place to pray, but they seemed to have forgotten the purpose of
prayer as something that transforms hearts and draws us closer to God’s will and
to loving our neighbour. They were so focused on the duty of prayer that they
didn’t stop to think that the disruption of this girl might have been God trying to
get their attention. It took them a long time to pause and turn around and focus
on her. And when they did they were annoyed. Religious people can have idols
too … those are sneaky idols. Sometimes we can do something in the name of
God but not actually be serving God.
Are you willing to have God interrupt your plans for the day?
Do you remember when Jesus had a plan for a day off with his disciples?
They needed one badly. They were grieving the execution of John the Baptist,
they had been teaching and healing. They needed a break and so they got away
in a boat to go to a remote place. Do you remember what happened when they
got there? There was a crowd of 5,000 people all wanting to hear more from
Jesus. And how did Jesus respond to this disruption? It says he looked at the
crowds with compassion because they were like sheep without a shepherd. He
wanted a rest, but he trusted that God would provide the rest he needed and
instead of seeing the crowd as an annoyance he saw them with compassion.
How much better it would have been if Paul and Silas had seen the girl
and had had compassion for her. They still would have upset her owners, they
still would been beaten for healing her and ended up in jail, but the girl would
3

have experienced healing and love.
I am convinced that in this insane and very broken world the church has a
critical role to play. You know the right wing gun-loving nuts have a point — you
can’t entirely blame a massacre on the gun. Remember last year when a man
used his car to run down a Muslim family in London Ontario? The Afzaal family
will be commemorated this coming week for the one year anniversary.
Our countries are filled with lonely, disconnected and angry people. How
many times have you heard that the killer was someone who belonged to several
groups and enjoyed being in community? Gun control is part of the solution and
dear God, I pray that some change will take place in the United States — but we
too need to find ways to bring people into communion and belonging.
Churches can do that! Much of our connecting has been on hold for 2
years but it’s time we get back to coming together. It’s hard to feel like you
belong, that you matter, that you are loved when you just come on Sunday
morning. I mean I hope you feel that, but I know the odds of feeling we belong go
up when we are connected into a smaller group. It might be the choir, it might be
a project or a Bible Study. I pray that we will have coffee house again. I am so
glad that we have continued to do Sunday Suppers and I pray that one day we
will get back to doing them, or some of them, in person — because the world
needs not just food for bellies but food of community and connection.
Love God with all our heart and soul and mind and love our neighbour as
ourself. That is what we are called to do. We are to be instruments of God’s love
even if that means confronting other people’s idols.
I think it was Corrie ten Boom who said that “Christians should have hard
feet and soft hearts”, but too often it’s the other way around — we have “hard
hearts and soft feet.” We’re called to love in such a way that when we get push
back, even persecution, we are not deterred.
For healing the girl and setting her free from affliction, Paul and Silas were
beaten badly and put in jail. They were locked in the deepest, darkest part of the
prison and placed in stocks. You would think this would discourage them. You
would think that this would make them question their calling. You would think this
would make them want to return home and never venture out again. But it
doesn’t. They weren’t in it for the money, they weren’t in it for the security it
provided. They were in it for something more.
But that’s not the end of that story. You’re going to have to wait until next
week to hear more about the end of this story.
It’s interesting that the girl, when she was following Paul and Silas, kept
shouting out: “These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to
you the way of salvation!” ‘Slaves of the most high!’ She knew about being a
slave. But this was an entirely different form. When you put God and God’s will
first … when you love God with all your heart, soul and mind and when you love
your neighbour, God’s creation, then you are truly free. No suffering, no
discomfort, no lack of money or status can separate us from the incredibly living
love of God.
***
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