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FOUR QUESTIONS 
Acts 16:24-40 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Today’s passage completes the story of the founding of the church in Philippi, one of 
Paul’s favorite churches. He had been directed by God to Macedonia through a dream. 
When he landed, there was no synagogue in the city so he was forced to gather with the 
women at the river who had established a place of prayer there. His first convert had 
been one of the women who had gathered for prayer. His second encounter would be 
with the poor slave girl, whose life was a nightmare of divination and ventriloquism and 
earning money for others through her misery. Now he is going to have his third encounter 
in Philippi, and it will come out of the misery he is now experiencing after having been 
beaten in public and thrown into prison. Out of all of this God raised up a church. All Paul 
did was pray, obey and keep on speaking. 

 
WHAT IS THE SOURCE OF YOUR IDENTITY? – 16:24-26 
 
IN THE MIDDLE OF THEIR SUFFERING, PAUL AND SILAS BEAR WITNESS TO CHRIST  
 

One observation that we make again is that this narrative does not give us every detail 
we might want to have. One of those details is why only Paul and Silas are being thrown 
into jail. Why not Timothy and Luke and any of the others who were part of the ministry 
team? It may have been because Paul and Silas were the most obviously Jewish in 
appearance. It may have been because they were the preeminent speakers in public.  

 
The jailer followed his orders to the fullest extent. He took Paul and Silas and put them in 
the inner prison. For good measure, he put their feet in the stocks. These stocks were not 
what we picture in our mind from colonial America. We picture a wood unit that had two 
holes for the prisoner to put their feet through. Those stocks were uncomfortable but not 
necessarily painful. But these stocks contained many sets of holes for the jailer to choose 
from. Undoubtedly he would have chosen the configuration that would have inflicted the 
most pain on his prisoners. If their legs were spread so far apart that it led to their legs 
cramping, that was their problem, not his. If their bodies were bruised and bleeding 
because of the beating they had just suffered, well, they shouldn’t have gotten everybody 
so upset with them. He had many options as to where he could fasten their feet in the 
stocks. He probably went out of his way to make this a miserable experience for them. 

 
Paul and Silas used their suffering as an opportunity to witness for Christ. They were 
obviously beaten and bruised. They were probably also a bit upset or disconcerted 
because of the way they had been treated. But they did not let their circumstances dictate 
their attitudes or how they were going to respond to the situation. Luke tells us that they 
prayed and sang out loud and the other prisoners listened to them. 

 
We do not know what it was that Paul and Silas were praying and singing. We can only 
speculate about both. Some have contended that they were praying for deliverance, and 
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that is why the sudden earthquake shook the jailer as it did. Others have contended that 
they would have been praying for the slave girl and for the fledgling church that was 
being planted in Philippi. They think that Paul would not have been so selfish as to pray 
for himself in this situation. What would we pray for in that situation? 

 
What were they singing? Most likely they were singing from their hymnbook, otherwise 
known as the Psalms.  

 
One of the reasons we take seriously our need to be people of the Word is so that we will 
have content for our prayers and our songs if we are ever in this situation. 

 
They deliberately chose to witness for Christ in this situation. In the midst of their sorrow 
and suffering, they were caring about the witness that they presented to the unbelievers 
who now surrounded them. They had joy in the midst of their suffering. (Marshall) Paul 
in captivity takes the opportunity to testify to the character of God in the presence of 
unbelievers and to demonstrate before them his own confidence in the God he proclaimed. 
(Peterson) (Rom 5:1-5; James 1:2-4; 1 Pt 5:6-7) 

 
I am reminded of one of the stories Nik Ripken tells in The Insanity of God about a 
prisoner named Dmitri who sang his “Spirit Song” while in prison. 

 
There were two spiritual habits that he had learned from his father, disciplines that Dmitri 
had taken with him into prison. Without these two disciplines, Dmitri insisted, his faith 
would have not survived. . . . Every day, he rose at dawn to sing his song. And every time he 
found a scrap of paper, he filled it with Scripture and praise. 

Ripken, Nik; Lewis, Gregg. The Insanity of God: A True Story of Faith Resurrected 
(pp. 155-156). B&H Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 

 
The prison was rocked by a great earthquake. Luke says that it was “suddenly” and that 
it was a “great earthquake.” This earthquake had quite an effect on the prison. It shook 
the foundations of the prison, but none of the walls crumbled. It opened the doors and 
loosened everyone’s bonds that were keeping them in prison, yet none of the prisoners 
immediately made a dash for their freedom. The earthquake had a strange and dramatic 
impact on everyone involved in this story.  

 
The earthquake provided the context for the dramatic conversion. Part of the unstated 
drama of the earthquake comes to us from background material. Earthquakes were not 
uncommon in Greece and Macedonia. (Peterson) Yet the local folklore did not attribute 
them to seismic shifts in the earth’s tectonic plates. They thought that earthquakes were 
controlled by the gods. So the fact that Paul and Silas were praying and singing to this 
unknown God and then there was an earthquake, they were probably quite literally 
stunned. That may have contributed to the response of the prisoners. We know that was 
a factor in the jailer’s response. 
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WILL YOUR IDENTITY STAND UP TO BEING ROCKED? 
 

If we were honest, many of us would say, “My identity is in my job (my family, my hobbies, 
myself).  In the jailer we see what we are tempted to do. The jailer followed the orders 
he was given. In fact, if somebody questioned him about the rough way in which he 
treated his prisoners, he could have given this common reply, “I was just following 
orders. I was just doing my job.” He was very thorough in his job because, if something 
happened to the prisoners, he would pay with his life. In a literal sense. 

 
If we are not like him literally, we may be like him figuratively. We make these things 
(our job, our family, our relationships, etc.) the source of our self-worth and self-esteem.  

 
Yet this story is proof of what happens to every one of us as we choose where, or in whom, 
we are going to place our identity. It is going to be shaken. There is nothing we can do, no 
particular way we can live, no amount of money we can make, no perfect life that we can 
dream up, that is going to shield us from the earthquakes of life. Whatever, or whomever, 
it is that we trust in for our identity, it is going to be challenged. 

 
If our identity is in Christ, our identity does not change just because of hard 
circumstances. Paul and Silas are singing and praying out loud in the middle of difficulty 
because their identity rests in the one who cannot be shaken and the one who will not 
forsake them. If our identity is in Christ, then we have trusted ourselves to the one from 
whom we will never be separated (Rom 8:32-39), to the one who has promised he will 
never leave or forsake us (Heb 13:5). Our circumstances may change (as they have for 
Paul and Silas) but our identity will be the same.  

 
If our identity is in Christ, then we have attached ourselves to the one who has suffered 
far more than we will ever suffer. And this is the cause for the rejoicing that Paul and Silas 
are doing. (Acts 5:40-41) 

 
WHO WILL YOU GO TO FOR HELP? – 16:27-32 
 
THE EARTHQUAKE SHOOK THE JAILER’S SENSE OF SECURITY 
 

The jailer was awakened by the earthquake and quickly did an assessment. He probably 
couldn’t see into the prison as it was pitch dark inside. Since all the doors were standing 
wide open, he assumed that the prisoners had escaped. So he did what any former Roman 
soldier would do in this situation. He had lived a rough life and he was now prepared to 
administer a rough death by his own hands; he proceeded very quickly to kill himself. 

 
He was going to kill himself because it looked like he had failed at his job. If you base your 
value and self-worth on anything other than Christ, you are going to be surprised or 
disappointed. You will either have a failure of perspective, because you will miss the fact 
that your worth in God’s eyes is not determined by your earthly success. Or else you will 
allow earthly success to make you feel invincible, and you will fail to see how your 
material comforts are masking your true eternal needs.  
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Paul called out to the jailer from the middle of the inner darkness of the prison before he 
could do permanent harm to himself. How had he known what the jailer was about to do? 
Either he could see out from the darkness well enough to know what the jailer was 
planning or else he could suppose what a typical jailer could do in that situation.  

 
Even though Paul had been handled very roughly by this man, he did not use the situation 
to his own advantage. He sought to comfort the man and minister to the man in the midst 
of his own suffering, in the same way he and Silas had just been ministering to the other 
prisoners. In doing so he is mimicking the actions of Jesus on the cross. (Luke 23:32-43) 
(Peterson) 

 
The jailer called for lights and rushed in to confirm what Paul had just said, that all the 
prisoners were still in their confinement. He rushed in, he fell down in fear in front of 
Paul and Silas and then he brought them out of the prison. Note that in his unsettled frame 
of mind he gladly did what he had been unwilling to do when he first received the 
prisoners. He was no longer worried about them escaping. When he operated under the 
assumption that he was in control, he thought he had power over them. But now he had 
been shown that he had no power at all. 

 
Why did the jailer ask this question? We have no evidence that Paul and Silas had spoken 
to the jailer before he threw them into the inner prison. Perhaps he had heard some of 
the talk about the message they had been preaching and the ministry of deliverance Paul 
had performed. Perhaps he had heard some of their singing and praying from his living 
quarters. Perhaps it was something else that caused him to cry out with a question that 
is a gospel invitation if there ever was one. “What must I do to be saved?” What did he 
mean by that? 

 
What did he mean by asking this question? The verb that is used here can be translated 
in such a way that it means “physical preservation” as opposed to “spiritual salvation.” 
He could have been asking “how can my life be preserved by this god of yours who has 
the ability to cause such a massive earthquake?” He could have been thinking simply 
about the preservation of his life and that of his family.  

 
The question seemingly came out of nowhere. As a former Roman soldier and a jailer, this 
man was not one who let fear rule over his life and keep him from doing his duty. But he 
was truly afraid and it caused him to ask a legitimate question but in a bizarre manner.  

 
My conversion experience began in a similar manner, making a statement that was 
different than the one I intended to make. At the end of a long and emotionally draining 
day, my intention was to say to the counselor at the youth camp, “I want to go home 
because I am homesick.” But what came out of my mouth was, “I want to invite Jesus into 
my heart.” Yet when I heard myself saying those words, I knew immediately that was 
what I really wanted to settle. Jesus was using the discomfort of my homesickness to 
prepare me for my eternal home from which I could never be separated. In the same way, 
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Jesus was using the earthquake to reveal to the jailer that his quest for security could not 
be found in his job or his physical preparations. 

 
No matter what it was he meant by his question, Paul turned the question into a gospel 
conversation. (Peterson) Paul and Silas immediately responded with a direct appeal to 
the gospel, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved, you and your household.” 
They spoke the bare essence of the gospel with this phrase. (Acts 2:21; 2:36; Rom 10:9; 
Phil 2:9-11) 

 
But then they went beyond that. Because their goal was not just “mere intellectual assent” 
but “transfer of trust.” (Peterson) They didn’t just use the short phrase and then press 
him for a commitment. They took the time and used the necessary words to give a fuller 
explanation of the gospel to the jailer and to his family. They did so with all love and 
kindness necessary for the situation. (1 Thes2 2:7ff) 

 
So is it wrong to give a short and direct declaration of the gospel, or should we always 
require time for an extended conversation? It’s not wrong to be short and sweet, if that’s 
all the time we have. But we also have to be able to have an extended conversation if it’s 
required and if the circumstances permit. It’s better to be short than to be silent. But it’s 
best to be thorough. 

 
They presented the gospel to the entire household, not just to the jailer. The father of the 
household set the pace and led the way, but each individual was still responsible for their 
own faith response? I think the correct interpretation is that he believed and set the 
example that they followed in faith. They then followed the jailer in professing faith in 
Christ. 

 
The gospel is for all: Gentiles as well as Jews, families as well as individuals. (Peterson) 
In the Old Covenant, God called families to walk after him in faith. (Gen 12:2-3; 17:7-14; 
18:17-19). In the New Covenant, God has also called families to walk after him in faith. 
(Acts 16:14-15, 31-34) 

 
WHO WILL YOU GO TO FOR HELP? 
 

It’s not a matter of “if” but a matter of “when.” One of the beauties of life at SCF is our 
ability to learn from others who have walked through life before us. Even if they are only 
one step ahead of us.  

 
We are well acquainted with the reality of earthquakes that literally and figuratively rock 
our worlds. When that happens, who are you going to turn to? 

 
As I said before, if your identity is in your job, and you lose your job, you no longer have 
a sense of identity or an anchor. But if your identity is in Christ, it doesn’t matter what 
earthquake comes your way because nothing will be able to separate you from your 
identity and your anchor. 
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We need to be equipped to steer everyday conversations toward the gospel. We need to 
be able to give a short, concise and clear declaration of the gospel. And we need to be able 
to have longer conversations that lay out the basics and requirements of the gospel, even 
if a confession of faith is not immediately forthcoming. 

 
WHERE IS THE PROOF OF YOUR CONFESSION? – 16:33-34 
 
THE JAILER WAS INSTANTLY CHANGED BY THE GOSPEL 
 

There is tangible and immediate evidence that his heart was changed. At the beginning 
of our story the jailer was rough and unfeeling. But now that his heart has been changed 
by Jesus, there is a tenderness which is replacing his roughness. He demonstrates his 
newfound faith in three very tangible ways. 

 
First, he washes their wounds.  

 
Now, this probably took place at the water well that was in his front courtyard. At some 
point he must have secured the prisoners so they couldn’t escape, but then he took Paul 
and Silas and cared for their physical needs. 

 
Then, probably at that same water well, he demonstrated his new found faith in Christ by 
submitting to baptism. (Bruce)  

 
Even though this was taking place in the privacy of his home/prison, word would 
undoubtedly have gotten around of what he had done. And again, let me re-emphasize; 
he wasn’t saved because he got baptized, he got baptized because he was now saved. 

 
And then finally, he brought Paul and Silas back up into his house and set food before 
them.  

 
As I have been thinking about this passage, I have often wondered what this jailer’s wife 
and children heard taking place in the prison. Very likely the house they were living in 
was directly on top of the prison. Bringing prisoners into the family living quarters was 
not typical for that day. But then again, these were not typical prisoners and this was not 
a typical night.  

 
He knew joy such as he had never known. The brutality was replaced with joy. The fear 
was replaced with joy. The suddenness of the earthquake exposed his false identity and 
faith in himself. With his life spinning out of control he cried out for salvation, not 
knowing who it was he was crying out to, and the God of the universe answered him. 

 
THE FRUIT OF OUR LIFE REVEALS OUR HEART’S TREASURE 
 

We live in a delusional time. One of the delusions of the age is that we can create whatever 
sort of reality we want to create just by saying how things should be. But that is not 
reality. 
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As I was sharing the gospel yesterday at the Tarrant County Jail, I was thinking about this 
as I was speaking to the inmates about Rom 10:9-10. I talked about the link between our 
mouth and our heart. To one of the inmates I said something like this, “It would be 
possible for you to say that you were confessing Christ with your mouth, but unless you 
also believe it in your heart, then you are a liar.” We have to both confess him with our 
mouth and believe on him in our heart for it to be real. We have to acknowledge the link 
between our mouth and our heart, because sooner or later, what we really believe in our 
heart is going to come out of our mouth and show up in the fruit of our lives. 

 
What evidences of a changed heart can we see in your life? We cannot divorce what we 
believe from what we do. If we want to know what it is that we actually believe, then we 
need to look at what it is that we are actually doing. We need to look at the fruit that is 
produced by our life. If you claim to be a Christian, what evidence is there to back up your 
claim? 

 
Here is the difference the gospel makes in our life. We are not called to do good things to 
prove we are saved, but we will do good things because we are saved. We will not 
generate these things as a way of proving to ourselves and to God that we really are saved. 
But because he has transformed, and is transforming, our heart, good works will flow 
from our lives, even when we are not seemingly intending for them to. What we do flows 
out of who we are. (Eph 2:8-10) 

 
WHEN WILL YOU TAKE A STAND? – 16:35-40 
 
PAUL CONTINUED TO CONSIDER OTHERS NEEDS BEFORE HIS 
 

At some point during the night the jailer moved Paul and Silas back into confinement. 
They were prisoners after all. But they probably didn’t have to endure the stocks 
anymore. 

 
In the morning, having decided they had made a point and that Paul and Silas would just 
slink on out of town, the magistrates sent the police to turn them out of jail. Let’s just act 
as if all is forgotten and forgiven. But like the jailer the night before, their world was about 
to be rocked when they found out that they had beaten a Roman citizen without a trial. 

 
Paul surprised all of them by claiming to be a Roman citizen and by refusing to leave jail 
quietly. Laws were in place that protected Roman citizens from degrading forms of 
punishment. (Bruce) They had violated these laws. 

 
Paul didn’t say he wouldn’t leave the prison, just that he wouldn’t leave it secretly. He 
knew if the magistrates came and did what he wanted, it would draw attention to the way 
in which they had acted. And maybe in doing so he could provide some protection for the 
new believers he was leaving behind. 
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Paul was proud to be a Roman citizen but his identity was tied to Christ, not to Rome. He 
might have tried to prove it the day before and they wouldn’t listen. But now, after the 
fact of his unjust beating and imprisonment, he had their attention. He intended to use 
his citizenship to protect the new born church. 

 
The magistrates were probably very glad that he was not asking for anything more. They 
could not expel Paul from the city, because he was a Roman citizen, but they could politely 
ask him to leave. Which is what they did. Undoubtedly they were fervently hoping he 
would leave because they could not promise him that he would not be attacked again by 
the people who had attacked him the previous day. (Bruce) 

 
To the very end of his time in Philippi, Paul was ministering to others. Paul made use of 
his citizenship on behalf of others, not to keep himself out of trouble. And even though he 
was willing to disturb the peace in order to win a hearing for the gospel, he was willing 
to restrain from disturbing the peace further in order to protect the church.  

 
WHEN IS IT THE RIGHT TIME TO TAKE A PUBLIC STAND FOR CHRIST? 
 

There is no stock answer about what we are to do in every situation. But if we are in right 
relationship with Jesus, he will lead us in the right direction to make the right decision in 
the right way at the right time. The example before us is that Paul was willing to allow his 
personal rights to be violated, but he stood up for his rights when it impacted the way 
others would be treated. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

I was very surprised when I began meditating on this text, making my observations. I saw 
themes that I never expected to see: 

 
The jailer made sure he did his job well because it was the source of his identity. He was 
going to do everything he could through his job to secure his future. Which is why his 
crisis of faith, brought on by the earthquake was so shattering to him. In contrast to that, 
we need to place our identity in that which is unshakeable. 

 
When his world was thrown into shambles by the earthquake, shattering any illusion he 
may have had that he had control over any part of his life, the jailer cried out in genuine 
fear, “What must I do to be saved?” He didn’t know enough to ask “who,” he only knew 
enough to ask “what.” We must be ready, at all times, to point people to Jesus; either 
through a short and direct answer, or through an extended conversation. 

 
Once the jailer had been pointed to Jesus, had made a heartfelt profession of faith in Jesus, 
and been baptized, there was immediate evidence of the change in his life. The rough, 
brutal jailer had now been replaced by a tender man who cared for the bruised and 
bleeding and hungry bodies of his captives. We should always be on the lookout for fruit; 
it’s not enough that someone professes the right thing, there needs to be evidence that 
their hearts have been changed. 
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Even when Paul had been given a “get out of jail free card” by the magistrates, he was 
unwilling to go quietly. That would have been the easiest thing for him, to quietly leave 
town. But, as is common for a disciple of Christ, he was thinking of others. Specifically, he 
was thinking of the new Christians he would be leaving behind when he left Philippi. So 
he made use of his rights as a Roman citizen for the authorities to recognize and 
acknowledge his citizenship, knowing that doing so would buy the newly planted church 
a period of peace where they could grow in God’s Word and discipleship. Our temptation 
is to care for our lives; we always need to stand ready to comfort and encourage others 
even when we are in the midst of our own pain. 

 
 
QUESTION FOR REFLECTION 
 
 
 It’s not a matter of “if” but “when” your world is rocked. What is something you have 

learned about trusting in God through a difficulty you have experienced? Is there a 
practical lesson you have learned? Is there a theological lesson? 

 
 We always need to be ready to turn conversations toward the gospel. In order for that to 

happen, we need to be able to give a short gospel presentation, and we need to be able to 
have an extended conversation about the gospel. Where do you need help in doing either 
one of these? 

 
 How is your life different because of Jesus? How is it different than it used to be? How is 

it different than what it could be like?   
 

 One of the consistent themes in this week’s passage is that Paul was consistently thinking 
about others and encouraging others in the midst of his own pain and hardships. What 
opportunities are you having to follow this example?   


