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MINISTRY IS . . .  
Acts 16:16-23 

 
SERMON NOES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 
 

This is the 2nd of 3 interactions in Philippi that lead to the planting of the Philippian 
church. The first interaction was with Lydia. The third interaction will be with the 
Philippian jailer. None of these three are Jews who have been won to Christ. 

 
This is the 2nd encounter with a woman at Philippi. But this girl was not in the same 
situation as Lydia. She was not one who was in charge of her business, as was Lydia. She 
did not have any say about how the money she earned was spent. Her encounter with the 
gospel irreparably harmed her ability to earn money. And when she was no longer of any 
use to her owners, she was probably cast aside. 

 
We are not told details that would help us flesh out the story. We are never told the slave 
girl’s name. This may not be a large detail because in our next story, about the Philippian 
jailer, we are not told his name either. 

 
But, more tellingly, we are not told that she became a follower of Christ following this 
encounter. We know that Lydia believed and was baptized, as was the jailer, but we are 
told neither about this slave girl. And the absence of that detail paints a necessary picture 
for us to comprehend as we consider the impact of the gospel. 

 
I.  MINISTRY IS RELATIONAL – PAUL WAS NOT AFRAID TO GATHER WITH THE 

WOMEN AT THE PLACE OF PRAYER – 16:16 
 

Paul is returning to the place of prayer that is located outside the city at the river. He and 
his companions had first encountered Lydia and the other women at the place of prayer 
that was located outside the city at the river. Now we see that Paul is returning to that 
place on a regular basis. The reason for doing so could have been two-fold: 

 
It may have been that Paul continued to return to the place of prayer and to share the 
gospel with the others who were like Lydia had been; they were devoted seekers of God 
who had not yet professed faith in Christ. Paul may have been returning in an attempt to 
bring them to Christ. (Peterson) 

 
It may have been that this place was now the place where Paul sought to be strengthened 
in prayer as he continued to preach the gospel in Philippi. So the establishment of even 
this tiny beachhead of the gospel brought a place of certainty to God’s people. 

 
The fact that they are still meeting outside the city at the place of prayer is proof, again, 
that there was no synagogue in Philippi. There weren’t 10 righteous Jewish men who 
were able to form a synagogue inside the city limits. We are never told when men were 
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won to Jesus during Paul’s ministry in Philippi, but by the time he is kicked out of prison, 
there are male converts for him to visit on his way out of town. 

 
Revelation requires relationship. Last week Tim said something that I have personally 
experienced during my years of walking with Christ and years of ministry. He quoted 
Henry Blackaby when he said, “Christians do not live by vision but by revelation.” We are 
not called to dream great dreams for God and to attempt great things for God by our own 
design. Instead we allow God to give us greater things to accomplish than we can dream 
or imagine. (Eph 3:20-21) 

 
But where does this sense of revelation come from? It comes from the overflow of our 
relationship with Christ. Our direction for ministry depends upon our relationship with 
Christ. Our direction for how we do ministry depends upon our relationship with Christ. 

 
That sense of relationship is then reflected in the priorities we set for ministry.  

 
We are not dependent upon our physical facilities to be able to minister. Paul took 
advantage of what he had in Philippi instead of bemoaning what he did not have. He had 
a group of women, not men, who gathered at the river, not a synagogue, to pray. Paul 
started with that. 

 
Many years ago we purposefully decided to be a relationally-driven ministry. Nobody is 
ever going to attend SCF because they love our beautiful buildings. But they will hang 
around with us because they love our ability to love and minister to Jesus to all kinds of 
people. But in order for that to happen, we have to make ourselves available to them. 

 
Our ministry is dependent upon each one of us pursuing relationships with each other. If 
Sunday morning and Life Group are the only times that we see one another, we may meet 
with one another but we don’t have a relationship with one another. Here is a simple 
concept that should drive much of our ministry efforts. We need to be in a position where 
we can invite unbelievers to come watch us love one another. And those times can’t just 
be the times when we formally gather together. 

 
Our ministry is dependent upon each one of us pursuing relationships with those who do 
not yet know Jesus. There is no program that we can bring them to that will take the place 
of a relationship. There is no staff member that we can call upon to do the hard work of 
ministry for us; each one of us is responsible for having a ministry with the lost. 

 
Relationships are messy and, often, uncontrollable. We give up a (false) sense of control 
when we enter into relationships. Yet we have been created by a relational God with a 
need and an ability to enjoy relationships. The gospel frees us up to successfully engage 
in relationships with God and with others. 
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II.  MINISTRY IS READINESS – SPIRITUAL OPPOSITION DOES NOT DETER OR DETRACT 
FROM THE MISSION – 16:16-18 

 
The slave girl interrupted them as they were headed to the place of prayer. 
 
We are not told anything about the girl other than these three facts: 

 
1.  She was a slave girl.  

 
She was not free to live her life on her own terms but was forced to spend her life 
doing the bidding of her masters. 
 

2.  She had a spirit of divination.  
 

The word that is used for “divination” here is similar to the word that is used for 
“python.” The graphic idea was that she had a spirit residing in her body, much the 
same way as a python would curl up and lay in wake for unsuspecting intruders who 
wandered into its vicinity. (Longnecker) 

 
This spirit probably expressed itself in a couple of ways.  

 
Through the use of ventriloquism. She probably had the ability to throw her voice and 
make it seem like the voice was coming from somewhere other than her. (Marshall) 

 
Through a sense of fortune-telling. She had some level of ability to make predictive 
pronouncements.  
 
Divination is never associated with godliness in Scripture. The term is used 19x in the 
Bible; this is the only NT use. According to Deut 18:10, the practice of divination was 
prohibited from use by God’s people.  Throughout the rest of the OT divination is 
associated with false prophets who seek to turn the practice of guidance into a 
money-making venture, and with those who are rebelling against God’s authority. The 
practice of divination is wicked and not to be associated with God’s people. (Peterson) 
 

3.  She made money for her owners.  
 

It is not wrong to make money for others. Each one of us who has a job serves in such 
a way that others benefit from our labors. But we do too. But that’s not how it was for 
this poor girl. She was exploited. Her owners’ income depended upon her continuing 
in her miserable lifestyle. 

 
The spirit in the girl recognized Paul and his companions. But, as in the Gospels, there 
was no sense of discretion or discernment in its proclamation. (Mk 1:34; Lk 4:41) 
 
What she was saying was true but it was not the way Paul wanted to announce the gospel 
in Philippi.  That could have been for a variety of reasons.  
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One of the reasons was that he did not want to exploit her miserable existence to gain a 
hearing for the gospel. Jesus came to set the captives free, not to keep them bound up in 
their misery to make him look good. 

 
And he did not want onlookers to conclude that she was speaking authoritatively for God 
and the gospel. Their intention was to proclaim the gospel, not to enrich themselves. If 
they allowed a misperception to linger, the Philippians would not have been able to 
notice the difference in the message they were proclaiming. 

 
The implication is that she did this every day that she saw them going to the place of 
prayer. We don’t know if she was waiting for them at the same place every day, or how 
far she trailed them making her loud proclamation. It may have even been that the spirit 
of divination was stirred up every time at exactly the time that Paul and Silas began to 
preach the gospel, thus it was a devilish distraction. 

 
Paul dealt with this distraction in a sure and compassionate manner. When he spoke, Paul 
did not speak to the slave girl but to the spirit that was causing the outbursts. He 
addressed the root issue, not the symptom. 

 
Understand that this is the second time on Paul’s journeys that we have seen him deal 
directly with devilish intervention (13:5-12). On both occasions there is no grand 
theatrical exhibition, but a plain and certain use of the spiritual authority that is available 
to every believer:  

 
1.  I command you – Paul is authoritative, not suggestive. 

 
2.  In the name of Jesus Christ – but not in his own authority but in the name at which 

demons have to yield. 
 

3.  To come out of her – decisive action to follow 
 

We should not be surprised when gospel activity brings about spiritual opposition. 
Especially when we are invading territory that has belonged to the devil for a long time. 
The proclamation of the gospel interrupts the activity of the kingdom of darkness. It does 
not let go without a fight. 

 
Most of us are not fighting people. We don’t enjoy conflict and we certainly don’t seek it 
out. But when opposition comes to us, especially in the form of demonic conflict, we can 
neither run from it nor ignore it. We have to address it.  

 
The best way to prepare for this conflict is to bathe ourselves in the gospel and the 
Gospels on a regular basis. In the gospel we are reminded of God’s work in our behalf. In 
the Gospels we see how Jesus took authority over the spirits and how he delegated that 
authority to his disciples. Yet even in delegating his power to us, he told us to keep our 
vision heavenly focused – Lk 10:17-20. The gospel frees us up to stand strong against 
opposition. 
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III. MINISTRY IS RESTORATION – THE GOSPEL RESTORES A PERSON’S HUMANITY AND 
DIGNITY – 16:18 

 
We know so little about this slave girl. We know her by her designation but we do not 
know her name and we do not know the end of her story. But as we look at the conclusion 
of the story, we see that these men who profited off of her misery had no intention of 
caring for her. She was a piece of chattel who was of value to them for what she could 
earn, not for who she was. 

 
We cannot assume that she became a follower of Christ after this episode. But even if she 
didn’t her life was made better because of the gospel. (Peterson) 

 
Her life was better because she was no longer inhabited by the evil spirit that took 
control of her voice and actions. 

 
Her life was better because she was no longer thought of as an oddity by the citizens 
of Philippi; someone to be laughed at but not to be loved. 

 
Her life was better because she had been brought face to face with the power of the 
gospel.  

 
We value people as precious human beings who are created in the image of God, not as 
projects and not as indispensable units of economic value. 

 
In Mark 5 we see a demonstration of what happens to us. Jesus has just dealt with the 
Gadarene demoniac. He has now returned to Capernaum and, once again, the crowds are 
waiting for him. A ruler of the synagogue, a man named Jairus, comes up to Jesus in the 
crowd and begs him to come to his home and pray for his twelve year old daughter so 
that she might live. Jesus agreed to go with her. But on his way to Jairus’ home, he is 
deliberately touched by the woman who had the issue of a discharge of blood that had 
incapacitated her for twelve years. In the middle of all the people who wanted Jesus to do 
something for them, Jesus stopped in order to minister to this woman. The result of his 
ministry to her ended with her physical healing. 

 
What is the measurement of our ministry? It is not success but faithfulness. Were we 
faithful to do what we were called to do? Did we do it in faith? (Heb 11). The gospel frees 
us up to look to God’s approval for our life of faithfulness, no matter how large or how 
small our worldly approval may be. 
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IV.  MINISTRY IS RADICAL – WILLING TO PAY THE PRICE FOR DISTURBING THE PEACE 
– 16:19-23 

 
Paul’s actions totally disrupted the economic engine for this girl’s owners. When she was 
no longer possessed by a spirit of ventriloquism, she could no longer draw a crowd and 
predict the future. Thus there was no need for anyone to pay her. Her owners were not 
interested in her as a person but only as an economic unit of production. 

 
Paul was most concerned with eliminating the confusion that clouded people’s ability to 
clearly hear the gospel. Paul was not on a crusade to advocate for a particular way of 
doing business. His priority was to make sure that people had the ability to hear the 
gospel. 

 
Paul was also concerned with freeing the prisoner from her torment. Thus he was willing 
to step in and wreck their economic model.  

 
The owners were motivated by greed but they portrayed their motives as civic-
mindedness. Our text is very clear in saying that they went into action because of the 
economics of the situation, but they changed their tune when they brought Paul and Silas 
before the magistrates. They couched their actions in the guise of civic duty and virtue, 
trying to maintain the peace. 

 
The gospel can ruin an economy. The goal is to preach the gospel, not to crusade for 
various causes. But sometimes the implication of preaching the gospel has serious 
enough economic consequences that preachers of the gospel are seen as little more than 
disturbers of the peace. We will see again during Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, Acts 19:23-
41. In both cases, the missing profit is the real motivator behind the attacks against Paul 
and Silas but they are couched in civic and religious terms.  

 
“Social validation” is the term that is given to our natural inclination to see if others are 
seeing and responding to an emergency that we may be seeing.  

 
If we come across someone who appears to have passed out in a public space, our 
temptation is to look around and see if anyone else is acting like this is an emergency, or 
if it is just us. Even if we trust what we are seeing with our eyes, our temptation is to 
refrain from taking the initiative because we don’t want to embarrass ourselves by being 
wrong in front of other people.  

 
But once somebody has taken the initiative and acted, it gives everyone else permission 
to also take action. 

 
We are called to set the example, not to follow the example. An increasingly large part of 
our calling is to give courage to others to be able to take a public stand for Christ. We do 
that by taking our stand even when it means we may be accused of disturbing the peace. 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 

 Doing ministry at SCF is predicated on each one of us having a growing relationship 
with Jesus, with each other, and with those who need to hear the gospel. Which one 
of these areas of relationship is more challenging for you? What steps are you taking 
to grow in that area? 

 
 We should not be surprised when we face spiritual opposition for proclaiming the 

gospel. What kind of opposition do you typically run into? How do you deal with that 
opposition? 

 
 Jesus has called to notice and love those whom others overlook. But we live in a 

culture that tells us we should be the center of every story (our social media postings). 
Who has God called you to love, regardless of whether or not they ever become a 
follower of Christ? 

 
 When was the last time you felt called to take a stand for Christ in a public 

environment, even though you were standing by yourself? How did it go for you? 
What lessons did you learn for the next time you are put in that situation? 

 
 
 


