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Acts 16:11-40 

Introduction 

I hope you’ve had a good summer, and I wonder what you’ve been up to. 

Some of us will have stayed here in Hastings and enjoyed the hot weather.  Some of us will 

have travelled to other parts of the country.  Our family had a holiday in Yorkshire, which 

was a long drive but thoroughly worth it.  I know that another family went to Yorkshire.  A 

few of us went to Oswestry, in Shropshire.  Some went as far as Scotland.  And I’m sure 

there are others who have gone even further afield, overseas.  For many of us, the summer 

is a time for travelling.  And as we dip into the book of Acts this week, the apostle Paul is on 

his travels too.  Although for him, this is by no means a holiday. 

In the book of Acts, Luke tells us about three missionary journeys, covering a period of 

about 10 years, during which Paul took the gospel from Jerusalem to the world. 

Our passage this morning is at the beginning of his second missionary journey.  And we’re 

reading it as the backstory to the letter to the Philippians, which we’re going to be studying 

this term.  Paul had set off initially to deliver a letter from the apostles and elders in 

Jerusalem following a big meeting there, which we can read about in chapter 15.  That took 

him, first, to Antioch.  From there he set out to encourage the churches in Syria and Cilicia 

and then carried on westwards with the intention of taking the gospel to the province of 

Asia.  Remarkably, the Holy Spirit intervenes twice to foil Paul’s plans.  First, to stop him 

from continuing into Asia.  And then, when he had skirted around Asia, to stop him turning 

east into Bithynia.  God had another plan.  And he revealed that plan to Paul through a 

vision.  If you turn the page and look at verse 9, Luke tells us that Paul saw a vision of a man 

of Macedonia begging him to ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us.’ (Acts 16:9) 

So that’s what Paul and his companions decide to do.  Their first stop is in Philippi.  And 

that’s where we pick up the story.  Not only is God sovereignly directing Paul’s steps to send 

him to Macedonia, but as Paul brings the gospel to Philippi, we see God’s sovereign power 

at work in at least three ways.  And that’s what we’re going to look at this morning. 

Firstly, we see God’s sovereign power opening hearts. 

God’s sovereign power: 

1. Opening hearts (vv. 11-15) 

Please turn the page again and look down at verse 11. 

From Troas we put out to sea and sailed for Samothrace, and the next day we went to 

Neapolis.  From there we travelled to Philippi, a Roman colony and the leading city of that 

district of Macedonia.  And we stayed there several days. 
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On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a 

place of prayer.  We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered there.  

One of those listening was a woman from the city of Thyatira named Lydia, a dealer in 

purple cloth. 

Thyatira was a city in Asia Minor that was famous for the production of dyes.  And this 

woman called Lydia specialised in the trade of cloth that had been treated with an 

expensive purple dye.  It’s a colour that was associated with the wealthy and with royalty.  

So, Lydia seems to be a successful businesswoman.  And Luke tells us that She was a 

worshipper of God.  In other words, although she isn’t a Jew, she’s attached to the Jewish 

community as a God-fearer.  And she was one of those who listened as Paul and his 

companions spoke to them about Jesus, no doubt telling them about his sacrifice for sin on 

the cross, his resurrection from the grave, and his call to repent and follow him. 

What happens next marks the start of the church in Philippi.  We’re told that Lydia 

responded to Paul’s message, which means that she put her faith in Jesus as her King and 

Saviour.  And then, she and the members of her household were baptised. 

Of course, that raises all kind of questions, particularly about whether children were 

involved.  It’s impossible to say.  Non-Jewish families, including children, were routinely 

received into Judaism through baptism.  And here in Acts, the early church appears to 

mirror that practice.  But the text doesn’t say that, so we can’t be certain one way or 

another.  What is clear, however, is that Lydia’s conversion is genuine.  And the evidence of 

that is that she opens her home to Paul and his companions.  ‘If you consider me a believer 

in the Lord,’ she said, ‘come and stay at my house.’  And she persuaded us. 

This is the beginning of the church in Philippi.  The passage begins and ends with believers 

meeting in her house.  But notice who gets the credit for all this.  It’s at the end of verse 14. 

The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message. 

Don’t you hate it when someone takes the credit for something they didn’t do.  Perhaps 

you’ve seen that happen at work or at school.  Perhaps you’ve experienced it yourself, when 

someone’s taken credit for something you did.  It’s infuriating.  Paul certainly wouldn’t do 

that.  And even if he was tempted, Luke wouldn’t let him get away with it.  He couldn’t be 

clearer: Lydia’s conversion was the Lord’s work. 

That’s true of all believers.  Last week, in John chapter 3, we heard Jesus saying that no one 

can be born again but by the work of the Holy Spirit.  He said, ‘Flesh gives birth to flesh, but 

the Spirit gives birth to spirit.’ (John 3:6)  A couple of chapters later, in chapter 5, he says, 

‘No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws them…’ (John 5:44) 

When someone comes to faith in Jesus, that is God’s work.  So, Paul tells us elsewhere that 

we mustn’t take the credit for our own conversion.  There’s no room for boasting.  The 
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reason we’re Christians has nothing to do with us being intelligent or discerning or morally 

good.  It’s solely because God has opened our hearts to respond to the message of the 

gospel. 

That means our first response to our conversion must be gratitude.  The Christian life is one 

that’s filled with gratitude to God.  And that gratitude will be seen in how we live.  Lydia’s 

gratitude was evident in that she invited Paul and his companions to come and stay at her 

house.  She not only opened her heart, but she also opened her home.  And likewise, our 

gratitude will be evident in our actions.  It will be visible in our lives. 

And secondly, our response should be to pray.  As we seek to tell others about Jesus, we 

need to pray that God will be at work doing what he alone can do: opening their hearts to 

respond.  If that’s already your prayer, then don’t give up.  Keep praying.  And if you 

wouldn’t yet call yourself a Christian, do the same.  If you’ve heard the gospel message but 

haven’t yet responded, ask God to open your heart, so that you can receive the new life that 

he offers you through faith in Jesus.  It’s a prayer that he loves to answer.  And it’s a prayer 

that typically results in an outpouring of joy.  That’s the second way we see God’s sovereign 

power at work in this passage: we see it producing joy. 

2. Producing joy (vv. 16-39) 

We don’t have time to work through the story of the jailer in detail, but it’s a great story.  

Please do read it again at home. 

It begins in verse 16, where Luke sets the scene: Once when we were going to the place of 

prayer… which is the same place of prayer where they met Lydia.  And what follows is 

remarkable. 

Paul drives an evil spirit out of a poor slave girl, incurring the wrath of her owners, who 

realise they can no longer make any money out of her.  They bring charges against Paul, 

which results in him being flogged and arrested.  And then he and his companions are 

locked away under the guard of the town jailer. 

At this point, the prospects for the gospel ministry in Philippi don’t seem good.  But we’re 

told in verse 25 that: About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to 

God, and the other prisoners were listening to them.  Suddenly there was such a violent 

earthquake that the foundations of the prison were shaken. 

There can be little doubt whose handiwork this is.  Paul and Silas are singing and praying, no 

doubt expressing their confidence in God despite their chains.  And God responds. 

A violent earthquake strikes.  The prison doors fly open.  And all the chains that had bound 

the prisoners come loose.  It’s an extraordinary event.  A miraculous demonstration of God’s 

power. 
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When the jailer wakes up, he assumes that everyone has escaped and draws a sword to kill 

himself.  But Paul stops him.  The jailer calls for lights, looks around, and finds that the 

prisoners are all still there.  And then he says to Paul and Silas, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be 

saved?’ 

Perhaps he’s responding to what he had heard Paul and Silas singing about.  And Paul takes 

the opportunity to tell him about Jesus. 

Verse 31.  They replied, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved – you and your 

household.’  Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his 

house.  At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds, then 

immediately he and all his household were baptised.  The jailer brought them into his 

house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe 

in God – he and his whole household. 

Salvation has come to another household.  More hearts are opened.  Another home is 

opened to Paul and his friends.  And the result is a joyful celebration over a shared meal. 

That note of joy will reverberate throughout Paul’s letter to the Philippians that we’re going 

to study.  It’s the joy that marks the Christian life. 

If you wouldn’t yet call yourself a Christian, don’t let fear hold you back. 

There are lots of things that might bring us joy.  A meal out with friends.  A holiday in the 

sun.  A good film with a bag of popcorn.  Lots of things bring us joy.  Becoming a Christian 

and following Jesus may not seem like one of them.  If you wouldn’t yet call yourself a 

Christian, you might fear that following Jesus will suck all the joy out of life.  If that’s the 

case, then perhaps we need to apologise for giving you the wrong impression.  The Christian 

life is filled with joy.  But what Jesus offers is a different kind of joy. 

It’s not long after we’ve finished a meal that we begin to feel hungry again.  Holidays are 

soon over, and we have to return to work.  Films come to an end.  We enjoy those things, 

but the joy we experience is short-lived.  Before long we’re arranging another meal, booking 

another holiday, buying tickets for another film. 

But what Jesus offers is a joy that will never be taken away from you.  It’s a deep joy that 

comes from living each day in relationship with the God who made you.  It’s the joy that 

comes from knowing that your eternal future is safe in his hands and that he will fill it with 

goodness and blessing.  It’s a joy that lasts through good times and bad times; a joy that 

holds fast even when life seems scary and uncertain.  It’s a joy we share, as followers of 

Jesus, as we spend time together, like Paul and the jailer. 

If you wouldn’t yet call yourself a Christian, this is the joy that Jesus is holding out to you.  

Come to him and let him fill your life with this deep and lasting joy. 
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And if you would call yourself a Christian but you’re not feeling this joy at the moment, 

whatever your circumstances may be, could it be that you’ve taken your eyes of Jesus and 

all he’s done for you at the cross?  Speak to God about it.  And as we share the Lord’s 

Supper in a moment, and remember his death on the cross, ask him to restore that joy to 

you. 

So then, we’ve seen in our passage that God’s sovereign power is at work opening hearts 

and producing joy.  And finally, his power is at work forming his church. 

3. Forming his church (v. 40) 

Please look at verse 40.  After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s 

house, where they met with the brothers and sisters and encouraged them. 

Just think for a moment about who would have been present.  There’s Lydia.  A successful 

businesswoman, who probably had wealth and status in Philippi.  Then perhaps there’s also 

a young slave girl who had been liberated from an evil demon.  We’re not told that she 

became a Christian, but it wouldn’t be a surprise, and Luke may imply it.  And she certainly 

didn’t have wealth and status.  She had no money, no rights, and she didn’t even have her 

freedom.  She belonged to another.  Then there was the jailer, very likely a retired Roman 

soldier. 

It’s hard to imagine a more diverse group, probably from three different countries, with 

contrasting social backgrounds, and very different needs.  Yet their lives were transformed 

by the same gospel, and they were welcomed into the same church as brothers and sisters 

in Christ. 

This is what God is doing all round the world today.  It’s what he’s doing here at Emmanuel.  

He’s building his church and bringing together people from all different countries and 

backgrounds.  All are welcome.  All are equally loved and precious to him.  And all are united 

through faith in his Son.  It’s here in his church, and others like it all around the world, that 

God is uniting a diverse mix of people, opening hearts and producing joy. 

Conclusion 

And as we study Paul’s letter to the Philippians over the coming months, Paul will teach us 

how to live worthy of the gospel that has brought us all together and made us one.  And I 

hope we’ll enjoy looking at it together. 

Let’s pray. 

Loving Father, thank you for your powerful work in our lives, opening hearts and producing 

joy.  Thank you for each other and for this church family that you have made us part of.  

Please help us to show our gratitude to you in how we live day by day.  And please would 

our lives bring you glory.  We ask it in the name of Jesus our Lord.  Amen. 


