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I know that most of you have heard the old expression, “You never know where 
God will lead you.” It’s right up there with “God works in mysterious ways”. If 
ever there was a passage that exemplified both expressions, it has to be this one 
from Acts 16. 

Paul and Silas are still in the city of Philippi, where they have already encountered 
a prayer meeting just outside the city gates. It was located there because it was 
apparently against the law to worship any god that was not established by Roman 
law inside the city. This, of course, is when Paul met Lydia, a wealthy 
businesswoman who was a worshipper of God. He had, in turn, told her and her 
household about the saving grace of Jesus Christ, which made all the more sense 
to her, and she and her whole household were baptized that day. 

On another day, Paul and Silas are on their way back to this prayer meeting when 
they are confronted by a woman who turns out to be a slave and is possessed by a 
spirit of divination (someone who has the capability of telling the future or who is 
able to read people). Only this woman is not doing this for herself, she is doing it 
for those who own her. She is being used to make a profit for someone else. Like 
prostitution, only it is a different commodity. 

Apparently, she had been stalking Paul and Silas ever since they came into the 
city. It had been several days. And Paul finally gets fed up and orders this spirit 
of divination to come out of her in the name of Jesus. By doing this, the woman is 
free from the overwhelming power that controlled her. Only it does not set well 
with her owners. Suddenly their profit-making ability that came at the expense of 
another human being was gone. 

And so they seized Paul and Silas and drug them, not in front of a judge, not that 
it would have mattered I suppose, but they drug them right into the center of the 
marketplace, where all kinds of things were being pawned. Like other people 
being sold as slaves, idols for pagan worship, snake oil potions guaranteed to cure 
what ails you. And, of course, all the usual stuff you might see. 



And the owners of this slave girl who have now lost their profit-making ability are 
telling the other entrepreneurs that these two men are Jews who have come 
upsetting their way of life by advocating customs that are not allowed in their fair 
city. 

So Paul and Silas are then flogged, shackled, and drug off to the inner core of a 
prison, where they are put into stocks and are guaranteed to remain as prisoners. 
Isn’t that interesting? All of this began because Paul was annoyed by the woman 
who was constantly pointing them out that they were slaves of the most high. 
Ironic isn’t it, a slave of men calling out slaves of the most high God. 

But who really is the slave? Well, since Paul ordered the spirit to come out of her, 
she no longer is, but now Paul and Silas are shackled in a dungeon. I am sure they 
did not get up that morning thinking, “OK on our to-do list today, we need to 
make sure that we get ourselves arrested, beaten, and thrown into prison.” 

On the other hand, I wonder if they were thinking that proverbial thought, “You 
never know where God is going to lead us.” You know maybe they were because 
once they are in there, instead of complaining and getting mad at God for 
allowing this to happen, they begin praying, singing hymns, and praising God. I’m 
sure that had to annoy somebody, especially the jailer. But maybe not. Maybe 
they listened. Perhaps they sang Psalm 97. 

When an earthquake hits and breaks loose the shackles and opens the prison 
doors, the jailer is ready to take his own life, because he knows his life is over 
anyway if these prisoners escape. But he hears Paul cry out to him to not take 
his own life, that all of his prisoners have remained. Again I have to ask, who is 
the real prisoner here? 

So amazed is the jailer, by these prisoners who could have escaped at any time 
but chose not to, that he wants to know how he too can be saved. And Paul tells 
him about Jesus the Christ. This brings me to the other proverbial statement. 
God surely works in mysterious ways. 

But the main point of this sermon is not that God works in mysterious ways nor is 
it that you never know where God is going to lead you. Though they are true 
statements, the main point is that there are a lot of things that imprison us. It is 
not just jail bars and cells. Nor is it the overwhelming opinions of people who 



get caught up in a frenzy and you suddenly find yourself being attacked for 
thinking and acting outside the box. 

But like the poor woman possessed by the spirit, it was more than the spirit that 
owned her, it was the people who made money off of her, and they themselves 
were owned by the evil spirit of greed. And the poor jailer, who was just trying to 
make a decent living for his family, but suddenly, through no fault of his own, felt 
the sentence of death on himself for something that was completely out of his 
control. 

Are there things in your life, sins that grip you, or things you have lived with so 
long that they have become just a part of our everyday lives, yet they keep us 
from living freely in Christ? Things like greed, or evil spirits of anger, lust, power, 
and selfish things that we are afraid to let go of because we have lived with them 
so long, we are not sure if we could. What about those things we feel like we 
have no control over? 

Turning our lives to Jesus, hearing how Jesus can save, how Jesus invites us to 
confess our sins and let them go so that we may walk freely and live our lives 
outside of any prison walls that may appear to surround us, is a gift like no other. 

The movie Shawshank Redemption illustrates that best when Andy, the main 
character, finally gets what he had been writing the State for, for years as he 
himself is serving a life sentence for a crime he did not commit. It is books and 
albums to start a library. Among the things that come in is an album of a German 
opera singer singing and when the warden and guard step out of the office, Andy 
locks himself in and turns on the intercom and puts the record on the phonograph 
player, and every man in the prison hears the beautiful sounds of the singer’s 
voice. Morgan Freeman’s character, then says, “For a moment, everyman in that 
prison was free.” 

Knowing Jesus, knowing his love for you, knowing that it is he who can set us free 
from the burdens of sin that imprison us in our minds and hearts, is like hearing 
that beautiful voice. Actually, it is better. It is experiencing that heavy burden 
being lifted off of your back. If God is leading you somewhere you have never 
been, and it all seems to be a mystery to you. Know that it is for a reason. That 
either God is seeking to set you free from something that has you bound, or God 
is using you to free someone else.  I don’t know about you, but if I have to be a 
slave, I choose to be a slave of the God who sets us free. 


