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“Jail Activity Report” 
Acts 16:25-40—29 May 2022  

Seventh Sunday of Easter/Ascension 
SUMC Salado, Texas 

“A Sunday school is a prison in which children do penance  
for the evil conscience of their parents” (H. L. Mencken, 1880 - 1956). 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

 Acts 16:16-24 offers us the story of an exploited young woman. Plainly, she was a gifted 

slave because Luke writes that she “had a spirit of divination and brought her owners a great 

deal of money by fortune-telling.” Not only was she a proverbial “cash cow,” but she also 

annoyed Paul by her peculiar behavior. She followed the apostles as they preached. Within 

hearing distance, she shouted, “These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to 

you a way of salvation.” What may have been irritating behavior was also true. Paul did 

proclaim the way of salvation. Perhaps, we remember Paul’s annoyance at the religious 

authorities who earlier stirred up the people against the apostles. Paul quickly “shook the dust 

off his feet” and moved on (Acts 13:51). Yet, first Paul orders her spirit of divination to “come 

out.” It came out at that very hour! 

 Naturally, Paul’s action enraged the slave girl’s owners. The owner’s livelihood suddenly 

vanished. Their ability to turn her prophecy into profit now gone, they drag Paul and Silas 

before the civil authorities accusing them of “disturbing the peace and preaching false religion.” 

At once the magistrates strip, beat, and toss Paul and Silas into prison. Have you heard the 

phrase: “no good deed goes unpunished?” Hear the morning lesson: 

About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the 

prisoners were listening to them. [26] Suddenly there was an earthquake, so violent 

that the foundations of the prison were shaken; and immediately all the doors were 
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opened and everyone’s chains were unfastened. [27] 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. [28] But Paul shouted in a loud 

voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.” [29] The jailer called for lights, and 

rushing in, he fell down trembling before Paul and Silas. [30] Then he brought them 

outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” [31] They answered, “Believe on 

the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” [32] They spoke the 

word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. [33] At the same hour of the 

night he took them and washed their wounds; then he and his entire family were 

baptized without delay. [34] 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. 

 

[35] When morning came, the magistrates sent the police, saying, “Let those men go.” 

[36] And the jailer reported the message to Paul, saying, “The magistrates sent word 

to let you go; therefore come out now and go in peace.” [37] But Paul replied, “They 

have beaten us in public, uncondemned, men who are Roman citizens, and have 

thrown us into prison; and now are they going to discharge us in secret? Certainly not! 

Let them come and take us out themselves.” [38] The police reported these words to 

the magistrates, and they were afraid when they heard that they were Roman 

citizens; [39] so they came and apologized to them. And they took them out and asked 

them to leave the city. [40] After leaving the prison they went to Lydia’s home; and 
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when they had seen and encouraged the brothers and sisters there, they departed 

(Acts 16:25-40). 

 

 Prior to the ascension, Jesus says, “You will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8). Witness is a 

technical rhetorical term and a legal term; a witness appears in the courtroom as part of a trial. 

A witness is not simply anyone, but rather the person who has seen, heard, or experienced 

something worthy of sharing in the interest of truth. In today’s lesson there is a certain irony in 

that it is the witnesses who are in jail. Jesus tells the apostles: “You will receive power when the 

Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” We could say that jail is about as close to the ends of 

the earth as a human being can get. 

 In this story we see that Paul and Silas give their testimony to Jesus in an unusual place. It is 

not a synagogue as was their custom, nor is it in a church, or even in a place of prayer—it is in 

jail. Believe it or not some of our greatest ancestors in faith were “jailbirds.” 

Joseph was handsome and good-looking. And after a time his master’s wife cast her eyes 

on Joseph and said, “Lie with me.” But he refused . . .  and although she spoke to Joseph 

day after day, he would not consent to lie beside her or to be with her. Eventually, she was 

so angry that she told her husband, “The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought among 

us, came in to me to insult me; but as soon as I raised my voice and cried out, he left his 

garment beside me, and fled outside. When his master heard the words that his wife spoke 

to him, saying, “This is the way your servant treated me,” he became enraged. And 
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Joseph’s master took him and put him into the prison, the place where the king's prisoners 

were confined; he remained there in prison (selected verses of Genesis 39).  

 

 For faith, Samson, Jeremiah, John the Baptizer, Peter, Paul, and Silas all spent jail time. 

Possibly some of the best preaching and witnessing came straight out of jail. And if you think 

that preaching from jail is only an honorable and ancient form of Christian testimony then 

consider an important epistle that Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote in 1963. 

In 1963 King called Birmingham, Alabama, “by far the worst city for race relations in 

America.” Also known as “Bombingham,” the city had become infamous for at least fifty 

bombings of black homes and churches in the years after World War II. Add to this Sheriff Bull 

Connor’s fire hoses and snarling police dogs during 1961’s Freedom Summer. This bloodshed 

preceded the awful slaughter at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church on 15 September 1963, 

when white supremacists blew up the spiritual home of the local civil rights movement during 

crowded Sunday services, killing four little girls. Like Paul who wrote Philippians from prison, 

King wrote his famous “Letter From a Birmingham Jail” on 16 April 1963. This letter, written to 

among others two Methodist bishops, Paul Hardin and Nolan B. Harmon, clarified King’s 

thinking regarding the 1960s American Civil Rights Movement. Our lesson from Acts answers at 

least three questions that are still important to us today. They are questions that those who 

witness to Jesus might ask. 

 First, where can Christians witness to their faith? If one can witness in jail, then one can 

witness anywhere. From the perspective of Acts, jail is as good a place as any to get the gospel 

message out. For people in jail, just about any news is good news and people in jail are people 
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with time on their hands. Thus, time and need conjoin to make those in jail a good audience. 

Christians can testify to the faith wherever they sense a person or audience that has time and 

occasion to hear “good news.” 

 A second question is when is our witness appropriate. In his little book, Why Christians Sin, 

J. K. Johnston writes: “Christ met unbelievers where they were. He realized what many 

Christians today still don’t seem to understand. Cultivators have to get out in the field. 

According to one count, the Gospels record 132 contacts that Jesus had with people. Six were in 

the Temple, four in the synagogues, and 122 were out with the people in the mainstream of 

life” (Discovery House, 1992, p. 142). Jesus knew that occasions to testify to the truth arise 

naturally in the course of daily life. 

 The third question we might ask is this: “How do I make my witness?” Certainly, there are 

many negative examples about how NOT to make a witness. For instance, when he pastored 

the Methodist church in Scarborough, William Sangster had an eccentric member who tried to 

be a zealous Christian. Regrettably, the man was mentally flawed and acted rashly. While 

working as a barber the man lathered up a customer for a shave, came at him with the poised 

razor, and asked, “Are you prepared to meet your God?” The frightened man fled with the 

lather on his face! (Wycliffe Handbook of Preaching & Preachers, W. Wiersbe, p. 215). 

 The best way to witness to our faith is in the common and daily give and take of life. It is in 

the “nickel and dime” moments of daily living that we can connect theology with the common 

circumstances of the people and places in which we find ourselves. It is here and there that we 

can say a word for God and God’s righteousness that reveals the justice of God. Perhaps it is 

important to remember that old question asked in countless courtrooms and on television 
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shows like “Perry Mason” or “Law & Order” as we move through our days: “Do you solemnly 

swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, so help you God?” When we recognize that God is 

willing and able to help us speak our word, then we are halfway home. 

David Mosser, SUMC, Salado, Texas 76571 


