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Facing Adversity 

Acts 16:16-40 

 

 Hurricane Florence has come and gone but those whose lives were forever changed are still 

facing adversity.  Rivers are set to crest this week in North and South Carolina, flooding is once again 

a real concern and the full effect of the storms damage will not be known for weeks and maybe months.  

Roads are still closed. Communities have been cut off from one another.  Many have not been able to 

return home.  Chicken farms and hog farms are covered with dead carcasses and cut off from 

necessary feed and any means of moving the surviving livestock to higher ground. Those who stood in 

the path of Florence know what it means to face adversity.  They are living it. 

 On the west coast those who were in the path of the wildfires also know what it is to face 

adversity.  They watched as everything they had worked for was destroyed by the raging fires. As they 

begin to pick up the pieces of their lives they continue to face adversity as they start over from scratch. 

 Many here know what it is to face adversity.  Whether because of a medical diagnosis that 

forever changes your life or a family member’s mental illness or addiction to drugs or alcohol, a broken 

marriage or the loss of a child, spouse or parent, a job loss or mounting debt.  Most of us have been 

faced with adversity at some point in our lives.  And we know that it is not the events that define us 

but what we do in their aftermath - how we face the adversity and move forward that forever shapes us.   

 The Apostle Paul faced adversity throughout his life.  Following his first missionary journey 

Paul appeared before the Jerusalem Council to share how Gentiles were responding to the good news 

of the gospel.  There was opposition to his approaches and skepticism about his decisions but he faced 

the adversity and in the end received their blessing to continue to share the gospel message with the 
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Gentiles.  But that would be nothing like what he was to face as he began his second missionary 

journey.   

 For the second missionary journey took him into Europe for the first time.  Following a vision 

where he was told to go to Macedonia Paul traveled to Philippi which scripture points out was a 

Roman colony.  Roman colonies were especially resistant to outsiders and scholars believe there were 

not many Jews in this community.  So this was a community that was to offer a whole new challenge 

for Paul as he taught the gospel message to those who may have been what we would call today 

“unchurched.”  And what happened in Philippi teaches us some things about how to respond in the 

face of adversity.  

 In the marketplace on their way to prayer a slave girl who had what scripture calls “a spirit of 

divination” began to follow them around.  We would call her crazy today maybe schizophrenic but in 

the first century this girl was believed to have a spirit of a god inside her - giving her an ability to see 

things others could not.  Something like a fortune teller.  Her owners were making money off her gift.   

Now listen to what she was crying out about Paul and Silas - “These men are slaves of the Most High 

God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.”  Nothing wrong with what she said but coming from 

her the words did not seem helpful to Paul.  They annoyed him.  We are not told why but he 

obviously did not think her words would lead others to a relationship with Jesus Christ. Maybe they 

were drawing the wrong kind of attention to his preaching.  Finally he could not stand it any longer 

and he exorcized them out of her in the name of Jesus Christ.  Now that was the wrong thing to do!  

For it angered her owners who had just lost their source of income.  They seized Paul and Silas and 

drug them before the authorities.  The charges?  Disturbing our city.  And they were Jews - so we see 

immediately a racial bias.  And they were advocating customs that are not lawful for Romans to adopt.  
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The crowd got into the act and pretty soon they were stripped and beaten in public and thrown in jail.   

 The jailer was ordered to be sure they did not escape so he put them in his most secure location 

and placed their feet in stocks.  Sounds like other stories we have heard of the early Christians being 

thrown in prison - but what happens next is different.  For how Paul and Silas react to their 

circumstances causes us to pause and reflect. 

 First, they turned to God as they prayed and sang hymns to God.  They had faith in God to save 

them and so they did what we do when we have faith and are faced with adversity.  They prayed - no 

doubt silently and out loud - and they sang the hymns of the faith.  For scripture says “the prisoners 

were listening to them.”  They were not the only ones in this prison.  We are not surprised that they 

prayed for prayer is what the faithful do when faced with adversity.  But I think it is powerful that they 

also sang hymns to God.  It is part of why we continue to sing hymns when we gather to worship.  For 

friends hymns remind us what we believe about God.  The words we sing are powerful for they lift us 

up.  They give us strength.  They verbalize what we believe and they reassure us that God is present 

with us even when we are faced with difficult situations. And when we witness to our faith in the midst 

of adversity others pay attention.  Think of the power of spirituals for those who were oppressed.  

Music has power and expresses faith in moving ways.    

 Suddenly an earthquake shakes the foundations of the prison.  All the doors are opened and 

everyone’s chains fall off.  Not just Paul and Silas’ but everyone’s chains.  Can’t you just imagine the 

surprise of all those prisoners who had been listening to Paul and Silas?  It surely must have felt like 

an answer to prayer.   

 But to the jailer it was a reason to panic.  For he knew what would happen to him if the 

prisoners escaped and how could he keep them in the prison with the doors wide open!  His only 
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recourse was to kill himself for the punishment for failure as a jailor was worse.  As he drew his sword 

Paul shouted “Stop.  Don’t do it.  We haven’t gone anywhere.”  “We are all here.”  How amazing is 

that.  No one had left.  No one had run.  Either it all happened in a split second or Paul had stopped 

them.  We don’t know why they had not run but they were all still there.  The jailer immediately 

became the medic - leading them out of the prison to safety.  His experience led him to ask one of the 

most profound questions found in scripture “What must I do to be saved?”  This experience changed 

him.  He wanted what they had.  Their answer “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you 

and your household.”    

 And what the jailer did next was powerful.  He took them to his home, washed their wounds 

and fed them.  He and his household were baptized that night.  Friends, the jailer had been confronted 

with adversity - his very life was threatened by the earthquake that freed the prisoners  and his 

response was to care for the prisoners. To reach out to others. 

 We have just passed the seventeenth anniversary of 9/11.  The after effects of that day felt like 

an earthquake had shaken the foundation of our country.  Most of us remember where we were at that 

moment in time.  In a sermon Charles Reeb told what happened to a friend of his in the aftermath of 

that event.   She lived in New York City and was in Times Square on the morning of September 11, 

2001, when terrorists turned the World Trade Center into rubble. A few days after the attack, still dazed 

and upset, she got on the subway for the first time since the attack. It was packed, and not a word was 

spoken. She looked around for a place to hold on as the train moved, but all the poles and seats were 

covered with hands. There must have been a sense of deep disappointment on her face because a huge, 

muscular, African-American man looked down at her, stuck out his bulging arm, and said, “Hold on to 

me. We have got to hold on to each other.” As she wrapped her small hands around his rock solid arm, 



 5 

she tried to remember when she had felt something so strong and so secure. Soon tears began to run 

down her cheek. Seeing her tears, the man decided to hold her until she got off the train.  (retrieved from  

https://sermons.com/sermon/more-beyond/1482075 ) 

 Friends, when we are faced with adversity we have got to hold on to one another.  We are 

called to respond with love and care.  To reach out to offer a helping hand, a rock solid arm, a meal, a 

comforting word and when needed to grab hold and encircle others with the arms of Jesus Christ.  

Paul reached out to the jailer offering words that gave him hope.  The jailer reached out to the 

prisoners with care and food - with hospitality.  And in the process they were all able to face the 

adversity of life in new and powerful life changing ways.  That is what we are called to do as the body 

of Christ.   

 But the story does not end there for there is a final learning here.  In the morning the 

magistrates sent word to the jailer that he should let the prisoners go free.  But instead of rejoicing 

Paul said wait a minute.  No, we are not going to just walk away from this.  We have been unjustly 

imprisoned.  We were beaten in public before a trial was held.  They think they can get away with 

that.  No - for we are Roman citizens.  We have rights.  They must come and face us. For you see 

Roman citizens were not to be beaten in public.  And Paul knew this and he knew that being a Roman 

citizen was going to afford him some rights that the other apostles did not have.   

 No doubt Paul knew what had happened in Jerusalem and all the abuse that the other disciples 

had faced because of their faith. He had been impacted by their stories and he was determined to face 

diversity in a different way.   And so they waited until the magistrates came and apologized for their 

arrest and treatment.  The authorities still didn’t want Paul and Silas in their city and asked them to 

leave.  But before Paul and Silas would leave they stood up in the face of opposition and demanded 

that they be heard.  For they knew that how they faced their adversity mattered.  

https://sermons.com/sermon/more-beyond/1482075
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  Think about it: when a difficult experience comes our way, do we merely lament the pain, the 

struggle, the heartache? And just slink away.  Grateful that we survived.  Or, would a better way to 

approach it be to understand our experience to be a qualifying heat for a track race?  For when 

standing on the other side of the finish line -- hands on knees, breathing hard -- we know the grueling 

race has its purpose. It qualifies us for what comes next. And when we think about it we realize that the 

experience taught us, changed us, and gave us strength we didn’t know we had. 

 And that is what happened for Paul.  This experience in the Philippi prison qualified him - 

gave him the clout to move forward into the Roman world proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ.  

And so my friends, what if we too approached adversity as a qualifying race preparing us for the next 

race - the next event.   

 God never promised that we would not face adversity.  Scripture is full of examples of those 

who have faced adversity.  The life of a Christian is not a life with no trials or struggles.  But when 

we trust that God is walking with us we can face any adversity and come out stronger on the other side.  

 And so my friends remember:  when we face adversity we are called: to keep the faith praying 

and singing hymns to God, to hold on to one another through the crisis and to stand firm in the face of 

opposition that would draw our hearts away from God.  For friends, when we do this our witness has 

the power to draw others into a relationship with Jesus Christ that can change them as well ....and 

change the world.    


