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Description:  K.E.Y. Bible Study introduces the essential biblical narratives, concepts, and themes, and teaches the student 
how to apply the message of the Bible to daily living.  Each teaching session is self-contained, which allows participants to join in 
the study at any time during the five years. 

 
Purpose: To teach the most significant events, passages, and doctrines of the Bible in a manner and using 

methods which encourages and empowers the student to: 
     Keep the faith that we have received 
     Be Equipped to serve the Body of Christ 
     Become Yoked, or connect, with others for the purpose of ministry  

 
 
 

When God’s Open Door Leads into Prison 
Acts 16:16-40  

February 3, 2016 
 
 
 

Background 
 
We often assume that when God opens a door for us, it will lead to an experience, an 
event, or a process that is pleasant and enjoyable.  However, we often discover 
inconvenience and discomfort after we walked through the door.  It is important to 
remember that God opens doors to redemption that may also include temporary 
suffering. 
 
God closed the door to Asia for the missionary team that Paul and Silas led and then 
opened the door to Macedonia.  Yet, when Paul and Silas arrived there, they 
experienced what appeared to be very small victories along with a great amount of 
suffering.  Rather than question why God led them there, they continued to minister.  
God used their efforts to produce redemption, and later, to give the entire body of 
Christ the book of Philippians.  
 

Who 
 
• God, as revealed in Jesus, the Christ.  The God who is revealed in Jesus is the 

One who is willing to suffer for and with us. The idea of a God who voluntarily 
suffered on behalf and with humanity is a revolutionary concept. 

• Paul, a church planter, is approximately 45 years old when this passage was 
written.  While very knowledgeable regarding the Old Testament, it is also obvious 
he was a student of his world and culture. 

• Silas is a church planter who traveled with Paul.  His name suggests that he was a 
Hellenistic Jew and probably also a Roman citizen.  We know very little about him, 
but we can assume that Paul trusted him.  Paul left him with Timothy in Berea and 
later rejoined him in Corinth.  It is likely that Paul may have dictated several of the 
New Testament epistles to Silas.  He is sometimes called Silvanus.  Although we 
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cannot be certain that the Silas mentioned in I Peter 5:12 is the same man, it most 
likely is. 

 
Where 

 
The events in these verses occurred in Philippi. 
 

What Happened? 
 
Normally when arriving in a new city, Paul and Silas and their ministry team 
immediately went to meet in a Jewish synagogue.  Apparently, however, there were 
too few Jewish males (less than 10) to form a synagogue.  The few practicing Jews in 
Philippi met at the river for their daily prayers.  Paul and Silas met Lydia who became 
the first convert in Philippi. This chapter began with them going to the place of prayer.  
 

Acts 16:16-21:  Paul and Silas cast an evil spirit out of a female slave. 
 
Acts 16:16 
“…we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future…”   
 
Then, as now, people felt that they could improve their lives if only they knew the 
future.  The assumption of fortune-telling is idolatry of self.  As Christians we know that 
whatever the future holds, we are secure because of our relationship with Christ. 
 
Acts 16:16b: 
“She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling.” 
 
The owners not only manipulated the girl for selfish purposes, but they also harmed 
the people who used her services. 
 
Acts 16:17 
“This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, ‘These men are servants of the 
Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.’” 
 
The servant girl spoke the truth but in a distracting way.  This verse illustrates James 
2:19: “You believe that there is one God.  Good!  Even the demons believe that—and 
shudder.” 
 
Acts 16:18b 
“Finally Paul became so troubled that he turned around and said to the spirit, ‘In the 
name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her.’” 
 
• Paul was frustrated with this young lady not because of what she said but how she 

said it.  Apparently, they could not carry on conversations with people because of 
her yelling. 
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• Jesus is the way to know and experience the true God, and so Paul cast out the 
evil spirit in the name of Jesus.  This is what appears to be the second 
breakthrough in a few days in Philippi.  The conversion of Lydia and the spiritual 
deliverance of the servant girl mark two different socioeconomic dimensions of the 
early church.  Lydia identified with the wealthy, and the servant girl identified with 
the servant/slave community.  

• At this point, it seemed like the door God opened for Paul was going to be 
successful in every way. 
 

Acts 16:19 
“When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money was gone, 
they seized Paul and Silas...” 
 
These men were more concerned about their economic loss than the slave girl’s 
spiritual gain.  Rather than actually denying the truth of the gospel, many people reject 
it out of fear that following Jesus will cost them something.  If you only seek financial 
security in the freedom of the gospel, often you will see the truth in it.  One of the early 
arguments used to support slavery in the United States was that freeing the slaves 
would be too costly for the slave owners.  
 
Acts 16:20 
“They brought them before the magistrates and said, ‘These men are Jews, and are 
throwing our city into an uproar…’” 
 
• They accused Paul and Silas of having a negative impact on the economy. 
• They were identified as Jews, not followers of Jesus.  Often, Gentiles saw Christ-

followers as just a Jewish sect.  Both Christians and Jews were perceived to be 
troublemakers because they both called for higher morality than the pagan world. 

 
Acts 16:22-24:  Paul and Silas were arrested, beaten and jailed. 

 
The beating involved:  
 
• being stripped of their clothes (humiliation). 
• being beaten with rods (painful). 
• placing feet in stocks (limited mobility and was uncomfortable and awkward). 
• being put in the most secure place in the jail (removed any hope of escape). 

 
Acts 16:25-34 Paul and Silas experienced God’s deliverance. 

 
• While in prison, Paul and Silas sang from the Psalms.  They truly had a captive 

audience.  While God’s open door led them behind locked doors, he gave them an 
open opportunity to present the gospel. 
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• There was a violent earthquake, which shook open the doors and broke the chains and 
stocks on their feet. 

• Thinking the prisoners had escaped, the guard was ready to commit suicide.  This was not 
an overreaction on his part; anytime prisoners escaped, the on-duty guards were 
executed.  Paul assured the guard that they had not escaped. 

• He then brought them out and asked what he had to do to be saved.  The servant girl who 
had been delivered from the evil spirit announced that these men were telling how to be 
saved.  

• Paul and Silas explained salvation was through faith. 
• The jailer brought Paul and Silas to his home for a meal and the whole household become 

Christ-followers.  Please note that now Paul and Silas had been invited into two homes.  
Both Lydia and the guard shared their homes and their food with Paul and Silas.  Salvation 
leads to sharing of possessions.  

 
Acts 16:35-40:  Paul and Silas were released and told to leave town. 

 
• Paul demanded his Roman citizenship rights be acknowledged, and that they be escorted 

out of town. 
• “A Roman citizen could travel anywhere within Roman territory under the protection of 

Rome.  He was not subject to local legislation unless he consented (which was usually the 
case in business and personal relations), and he could appeal to be tried by Rome, not by 
local authorities, when in difficulty.  As a citizen he owed allegiance directly to Rome, and 
Rome would protect him.  Even Roman governors in the provinces were forbidden, as 
A.H.M. Jones points out, ‘to kill, scourge, torture, condemn or put in bonds a Roman 
citizen who appealed to the people, or to prevent a defendant from presenting himself in 
Rome within a certain time’ (Studies in Roman Government and Law [New York: Praeger, 
1960], p. 54)—with the situation being that ‘under the principate, appeal to the people was 
converted into appeal to Caesar, perhaps by the law of 30 B.C.’ (ibid).”  (Expositor's Bible 
Commentary on John/Acts, edited by Frank Gaebelein, 1981) 

• Paul played the “citizenship card” to protect the rights of the believers, not so much to 
protect his rights.  He had already been beaten and was being asked to leave town.  He 
was investing in the future. 

• Before they left, they stopped by Lydia’s house in order to encourage their fellow 
Christians. 

 
Summary 

 
While there was intense suffering and humiliation associated with the arrest, public beating, 
and jailing of Paul and Silas, God used these events to create a bond that would be a catalyst 
for Paul to write the letter we now call the “Philippians.”  God opened the door and provided 
redemption, but suffering accompanied it. 

 
K.E.Y. Application 

 
When God opens a door for us, we can confidently go through it knowing He will use it for 
redemptive purposes.  


