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ACTS Chapter 16 – A PARABLE – John Searle 

Preface:  This contribution started as a letter of encouragement to our well-beloved Minister, but 

on receipt of Lynne's urgent email, I have adapted it for his ‘Commemorative’ presentation.  It has 

morphed to become a commentary on Acts 16, which happened (?) to be one of the readings 

appointed for that week.   I realise that the events related in Acts 16 do not exactly mirror the situation 

in which the Revd Dan and the other Ordinands find themselves, but I hope this study will be read as 

a kind of ‘parable’ of encouragement.   The Revd. Dan is adapting to his situation with new ways of 

ministry, particularly on-line and in several other ways, probably reaching people who don’t usually 

come to Church on Sunday’s and who, otherwise, might never hear the “good news” of the Gospel.  

Anyone reading this will benefit by having a Bible handy (I’m using an NRSV), but I’ll try to avoid loads 

of ‘references’ (i.e. verse so and so) and I’ll use italics if they add clarity.   Also, I think I ought to give 

one of those scary “WARNINGS”, no, not about Covid-19, nor “to those of a nervous disposition”, but 

to “those of a more serious disposition”, to assure you that, although I believe that  studying the Bible 

can be imaginative and fun, at the same time, it is done with deep respect. 

 

So, let’s look at this chapter 16: it begins as Paul, after a “sharp disagreement” with Barnabas, has to 

find a replacement.   He head-hunts ‘up-and-coming’ Timothy, to join with him and Silas on a second 

missionary journey.    Timothy is a young man whose father is Greek, a Gentile (i.e. non-Jewish), and 

his mother is a Christian, converted from Judaism.    Their son comes with a good C.V., he’s “well 

spoken of” by the locals who know him as a ‘disciple’ (i.e. 'learner' or' apprentice').    I think he must 

have expected some form of 'selection procedure' before ‘recognition’ as an evangelist, and some 

kind of ‘commissioning service’ in which he would receive the ‘laying-on of hands’ to confirm his call.  

If so, imagine his disappointment and dismay, when, instead, he is told he must be circumcised!  Today, 

it may be classed as ‘minor’ surgery, but at that time, not so ‘minor’ for a young adult when performed 

without anaesthetic, by an amateur 'surgeon'!   And I believe Paul himself performed the procedure.  I 

say this because, although the usual translation of v.3 (sorry!) is, "he (Paul) took him and had 

him circumcised," the Greek text is actually (Paul), "having taken (him) he (i.e. Paul) circumcised 

him".   To add 'insult to injury' (literally!), Paul had recently fought to adopt the principle that 

circumcision was not necessary for a convert to the Christian faith.   To his credit, Timothy accepts the 

ordeal as part of the price he has to pay to be the new 'mission partner of Paul and Silas.  

 

They set off on 'a journey into the unknown' (well, not absolutely unknown, because Paul, without 

the benefit of a modern Sat Nav, has already worked out a route-map with certain key towns to 

visit.    But first, in the absence of a reliable postal service, they have been instructed to deliver 

some important decisions made by the Jerusalem 'Conference' of apostles and elders - not a very 

exciting assignment for an eager young preacher like Timothy (and if it involves much walking, isn’t 

he still ‘post-op’?).    Anyway, they are obedient to their task as Conference ‘postmen', and, it soon 

becomes clear that the Lord is working through them even in such an un-promising task, using them 

to such good effect, that “the churches were strengthened in the faith, and increased in numbers 

daily". 

 

That task completed, they are free (or so they think) to follow Paul's itinerary, and set off for Asia 

Minor.    Then, without warning, the Lord intervenes and they are “forbidden by the Holy Spirit to 

speak the word in Asia".   So, they journey “through the region of Phrygia and Galatia”, and “when 

they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the spirit of Jesus (an unusual 

phrase) did not allow them".   So, thwarted again, they by-pass Mysia and “go down to Troas".   Having 

slammed shut their chosen door, the Lord now opens one of his own, and Paul has a vivid dream in 
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which, “there stood a man of Macedonia pleading with him and saying, 'Come over to Macedonia and 

help us.'"  

 

At this point, Luke joins them (we know this because, like Elizabeth, our Queen, Luke uses the royal 

“we” as he takes up the narration).  Now, I confess, it’s only my speculation, but I think the Lord has 

planned a little treat for the trio, perhaps as compensation for spoiling their own plans.  He sends 

them on a sea-trip (Economy Class?), admittedly, only for about three days - an estimate, because 

Luke (good on detail) says, "they took a straight course" (i.e. sailing with a following wind, no tacking 

required – sorry, that’s just me, flaunting my nautical know-how).  Going via Neapolis they land at 

Philippi, which, although not one of Paul’s original destinations, nonetheless, is “a leading city of the 

district of Macedonia and a Roman colony".   What happens next only goes to show that ‘God knows 

best’.  On the Sabbath day, Luke recounts how they all went down to the River Gate where the women 

go for a Prayer Meeting.  The men sit down and start a conversation.   Lydia, from Thyatira is at the 

meeting, she's unusual, a business-woman in a man's world, a "dealer in purple cloth" (she’d be a dead 

cert. on Dragon's Den).   She listens eagerly to Paul and "she and her household were baptised" 

(presumably, there and then, in the adjacent river).  This is very significant for us, because she is 

the very first EUROPEAN convert!! Hurrah! (sorry, Amen!)  Later, she invites the missionaries to stay in 

her home (F.O.C. as, currently, they’re not earning?) and this enables them to continue spreading the 

gospel in that city 

  

By now, it must have become obvious to Paul and his friends that God is able to bring about amazing 

things in unexpected situations and with unusual people.   For, next, they have a challenging situation 

involving a slave-girl.    Luke is a doctor and he sees that she has a serious mental illness.   She is a 

compulsive 'stalker,' following  Paul and Silas "for many days", yelling obscenities at them, and Paul, 

who was getting "very much annoyed, turned and said to the spirit (a delusional symptom?), “'I 

order you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her'."   And "from that very hour", she is 

healed.   The 'owners' of the girl have been exploiting her for public entertainment, and so they blame 

Paul and Silas for their loss of earnings and drag them before the magistrates.     Meanwhile, the local 

‘rent-a-mob’ start beating them up (no, not the magistrates, but Paul and Silas; but where, I ask, are 

Luke and Timothy?)  The magistrates wisely adopt the new 'Pilate Strategy' (see Mark 14:15 et al), and 

order them to be stripped, flogged and thrown into prison.  Paul and Silas are learning to take every  

opportunity to witness for Christ, and at midnight, they are praying and leading a favourite-hymn 

‘sing-along’, when suddenly, there’s a violent earth tremor, the prison doors  fly open, the prisoner’s 

chains fall off (cf. Chas. Wesley’s famous hymn), and the sleeping Jailer awakes in a panic.  Thinking 

there’s been a jail-break and mass escape, he is about to kill himself when, just in the nick of time, 

Paul rushes up to stop him.   Still trembling, the Jailer asks Paul and Silas, "Sirs, what must I do to be 

saved?"  In all probability, he was simply enquiring (surprisingly politely) what he could do to save his 

job and, maybe, his life, too.  But the evangelists use his question as an opportunity to give a truly life-

changing reply, "Believe on 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 who were in his house.”   After the Jailer has washed 

their wounds, “he and his entire family were baptised without delay”.   Taking them into his house, he 

gives them something to eat and everyone “rejoiced that he had become a believer in God.” Learning 

that they are Roman citizens, the magistrates make a public apology, and ask them to leave.  After 

“encouraging” those who had accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour, the missionaries depart on 

the next stage of their journey.  To adapt an over-worked phrase, “Lessons have been learned”, and 

they go, as do Christ’s ambassadors today, in the spirit of the motto of my old College, “Quo monstrat 

Dominus” – “Wheresoever the Lord shows (the way)”.  May the Lord bless you in the ministry of his 

Way.  


