
Fourth Family Huddle / Acts #17

A Jailer Believes

In Acts 16 we find Paul and Silas in the town of Philippi. They 
were on their second missionary journey, traveling about 
and preaching the gospel. In Philippi they had witnessed to 
Lydia, the seller of purple cloth. She believed and invited 
them to her home.  But later in Acts 16, we find Paul and 
Silas not in Lydia's house, but in prison! They were in prison 
because they helped a young girl who needed help, the 
help only Jesus could give. The Bible says she was a "slave 
girl."

The Slave Girl
Paul and Silas were going to the place of prayer when they 
met her. The Bible doesn't tell us her name, only that she 
was a slave, owned by masters who really didn't care 
about her. They only wanted her to make money for them 
and she did that by telling people's fortunes. God had 
forbidden his people to do that. He wanted them to trust 
him for their future, believing he was in control of each day 
of their lives. Paul and Silas helped the young girl. They did 
that in the "name of Jesus Christ." It was a miracle, but that 
meant no more money for the girl's owners which angered 
them so much that they seized Paul and Silas, dragged 
them before the Jewish rulers and lied about them. The two 
missionaries were accused of disturbing the city of Philippi, 
they were beaten with rods, and thrown into prison even 
though they had done nothing wrong.  

Paul and Silas in Prison
The jailer who was in charge was ordered to make sure Paul and Silas didn't get away, and 
to make sure of that, he not only placed them in a prison cell, but in what was called the 
"inner cell." That cell was different in that it was deep into the prison, not close to the door. 
Then stocks were placed around their feet. Stocks were long pieces of wood that had holes 
cut out. When a prisoner's feet were placed inside the holes, they couldn't walk. They 
probably couldn't even stand up. Paul and Silas could never have gotten out of that jail with 
stocks on their feet. It was probably dirty and cold in their cell.  

You would think that after being beaten with rods and thrown into prison that the two would 
be groaning from pain, scared about what would happen next, or angry because they were 
treated unfairly. But they weren't. Instead Paul and Silas were praying and singing to God. It 

Do not be anxious 
about anything, but 
in everything by 
prayer and 
supplication with 
thanksgiving let your 
requests be made 
known to God. 
And the peace of 
God, which surpasses 
all understanding, 
will guard your hearts 
and your minds in 
Christ Jesus.
Philippians 4:6-7

Acts 16:16-34



seems their hearts were filled with the joy and peace only God can give. In other places in 
Acts it says the disciples had joy for the honor of suffering for the sake of the gospel. This is 
probably how Paul and Silas felt as they huddled on the dirty prison floor probably thirsty 
and covered with bruises and cuts.  Yet they were mindful of their Savior who had suffered 
much, much more and died for them.  

The other prisoners were listening and probably wondered why those two were singing.  
Why weren't they yelling out in anger or pain?  Why were they singing? Maybe Paul and 
Silas's songs helped the other prisoners. Maybe the words of the songs helped them 
understand the gospel. Maybe it was an encouragement to others who were suffering.

The Miracle
But things didn’t stay the same in that prison for 
long. The Bible says that at midnight, while Paul 
and Silas were singing and the other prisoners 
were listening, there was an earthquake. The 
earth started to move and everything shook. 
God was in charge of that earthquake as he's in 
charge of all earthquakes, and he had caused 
that one to happen. The Bible says that it was so 
strong that the foundation, the floor of the prison, 
was shaken and immediately the prison doors 
flew open. When that happened, the chains that 
were on the prisoners’ hands and on their feet, 
and the stocks, came loose and fell off. God had 
caused a miracle to set his missionaries free. In 
Acts 12 we read a similar story about Peter. At 
that time, God sent an angel to rescue Peter 
from prison. Here God used an earthquake to 
rescue Paul and Silas.

The Jailer Believes
The jailer, who had been asleep, woke up.  When 
he saw the prison doors were open, he was afraid. 
It was dark and he probably couldn't see into the inner cell so he thought for sure the 
prisoners had escaped.  After all, why wouldn't they have escaped if they were able? But 
Paul and Silas hadn't left. Instead, after they had been miraculously set free, they stayed in 
their prison cell and the Lord used them, even there, to be his witness.

The jailer knew he was in trouble. He knew what it would mean for him if Paul and Silas 
escaped. He had been ordered to watch over them and they were his responsibility. He 
had done everything he could do to make sure they were securely kept in prison. The jailer 
would probably have been executed if the prisoners had escaped regardless of whether 
an earthquake had occurred or not. Knowing what would probably happen, he drew his 
sword and was going to hurt himself when he heard a loud voice. It was Paul, saying, "Do 
not harm yourself.  We are all here.” The Bible says the jailer called for a light so he could 
see and rushed in to where Paul and Silas were. Then, trembling with fear, he fell down 
before them and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 



Closing Prayer
Father, thank you for giving us joy and peace in times when it seems we shouldn't have it! 
Thank you that Jesus came to earth and suffered so that we know he understands when we 
suffer.  Thank you that we are never out of your sight. You are always watching over us, your 
very own, just like you were watching over Paul and Silas. In Jesus's name, Amen. 

We don't really know why the jailer asked that question and showed such honor to the 
prisoners whose feet he had placed in stocks only a few hours before. Maybe he had 
listened to the songs they were singing or couldn't understand their joy and peace as they 
huddled on the prison floor. Maybe he had heard the message of salvation before. We 
don't know why, but now the jailer called his prisoners "sirs," then fell before them. 

Paul and Silas didn't waste any time. They didn't say lots of words, but got straight to the 
point and told the jailer exactly what he must do: “Believe on the Lord Jesus and you will be 
saved – you and your household.” It was very clear to Paul and Silas, and now to this jailer, 
that belief in Jesus is the key to salvation. They didn't tell him to be a better person or to live 
a better life, only to believe in Jesus. Nothing else could save them ... or us.

That night the jailer took Paul and Silas from prison and brought them to his own home 
where the two missionaries told the gospel to all who were there and everyone believed 
and was baptized. Then the jailer washed the wounds where Paul and Silas had been 
beaten and gave them food. Just the day before he had placed them securely in prison, 
but now he tenderly cared for them.   

The Bible says that now that he believed in God, the jailer and his entire household rejoiced. 
It seems now they had the same joy Paul and Silas had, the joy that comes when people 
love and believe in the Lord Jesus.

Questions
Younger

• In Acts 16, who was in jail?

•   What happened to Paul and Silas’s chains when the earth began to shake?

•   Who gives us joy and peace and helps us sing in sad, hard places?

Older

• Why were Paul and Silas in jail?

•   Why were they able to praise Jesus when they were in that cold, dark jail?

•   How did Paul answer the jailer's question - "What must I do to be saved?"



Hymn: It Is Well With My Soul
After suffering much loss, Horatio Spafford wrote this hymn in 1873.

When peace like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;

Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to know
It is well, it is well, with my soul.

Refrain
It is well, (it is well),

With my soul, (with my soul)
It is well, it is well, with my soul.

Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come,
Let this blest assurance control,

That Christ has regarded my helpless estate,
And hath shed His own blood for my soul.

My sin, oh, the bliss of this glorious thought!
My sin, not in part but the whole,

Is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more,
Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul!

And Lord, haste the day when the faith shall be sight,
The clouds be rolled back as a scroll;

The trump shall resound, and the Lord shall descend,
A song in the night, oh my soul!

Going Deeper: “The peace that surpasses all understanding”
Paul and Silas should not have been able to sing sitting there in jail with their feet in stocks, 
having just been beaten and not knowing what the next day would bring. But they could. 
And the reason they could is because of the peace that Jesus has promised. Later Paul 
wrote a letter to the church in Philippi where he called that peace a peace that surpasses 
understanding. Of course the Holy Spirit had led Paul to write those words, they were 
God’s words for us, but Paul also knew those words were true because he had 
experienced God’s peace, supernatural peace, a peace we can know, but can never 
understand.

Probably most of us will never need to know that peace huddled in a prison, but there will 
be times when we'll need it. Maybe someone we love gets sick or we need to move to a 
new place leaving friends behind. Maybe we worry about school, things we can’t 
understand or we hear something in the news that causes us to worry. Maybe we have 
hard decisions to make and don't know what to do. Oh, but there's a peace that Jesus 
gives! If we keep remembering that he suffered and knows the pain of this life, that he's 
always there for us, totally in control, and loving us more than anyone could. If we think on 
those things we can have peace regardless of the situation.
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