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May 8, 2016 

Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21 

Acts 16:16-34    What must I do to be saved? 

 

What must I do to be saved? In other words, how the heck am I going to 

make it out of this? That’s the question in our story today. The jailer in 

Philippi asks it. And maybe you have asked it yourself: What can I do to 

make it? Maybe your bank account is almost dry. They are closing down 

your office. You are struggling to make it through finals. You are 

struggling to make it with your partner. Your kids are sick. Your parents 

are sick. You are older and you are feeling older but you do not feel any 

wiser. And no matter how hard you try, no matter what you do, you 

can’t get anywhere. Nothing seems to change. So how the heck do I 

make it? Or what must I do to be saved? 

If you are asking that question today, then you are not alone. Almost all 

of the characters in our story today are asking it. They are each trapped 

in one way or another. The jailer, Paul and Silas, and that poor demon-

possessed slave girl. Each in their own way is stuck, imprisoned literally 

or figuratively. Each in need of a power greater than themselves. It’s 

what they need to be saved. It’s what we all need. 
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The first who needs to be saved in our story is that poor possessed slave 

girl. Can you imagine her life? A life of demon possession. Today we 

might diagnose her issue as epilepsy or Tourette’s or schizophrenia or 

some sort of neurological chemical imbalance. But whatever she had, 

she had no control of herself. Not only that, but she was a slave. And her 

owners used her spiritual troubles to make a profit. This poor girl was 

enslaved twice over. By the demon who possessed her. By the slave-

owners who owned her. That was her life, day after day after day. A life 

doubly oppressed. A life that was not the life God intended, for her or 

for anyone at all. If there was ever anyone in need of salvation, it’s this 

poor girl. 

We meet this nameless slave girl in the marketplace of Philippi; where 

she is chasing around Paul and Silas, shouting to everyone who will 

listen that they are slaves of the Most High God and they offer a way of 

salvation. She is giving volunteer advertising for Paul and Silas. She is a 

free publicity stunt for them. But Paul and Silas do not like it. They 

don’t appreciate her carrying on. In fact, they get annoyed with her 

following them day after day, shouting about their way of salvation. A 
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girl so much in need of salvation herself. But isn’t it true, that the most 

unlovable are the most in need of love. The ones we’d least like to save 

are the ones who most need it? The most unruly kid at school. The most 

difficult person at work. The most unkind neighbor. That person who 

mocks you or teases you or follows you around taunting you: “These 

men are slaves of the Most High God who proclaim a way of salvation! 

La de dah!” And even if it IS true and it is what you believe, it’s 

aggravating and infuriating and hard to be around them. Because what 

people like this slave girl are really saying is: Pay attention to me. Look 

at me. Help me. Notice me. Love me. 

When someone is so unlovable, it’s hard to love them. And in a way, I 

thank God that Paul and Silas find it difficult to love this girl. It means 

they are human. And they get annoyed like the rest of us. They get 

irritated like the rest of us. And it’s not because of their patience or 

compassion that they cast the demon out of this girl but because they are 

overwhelmed with frustration. They are tired of dealing with her and 

they have other places to go and other people to see and other things to 

do like for their up and coming church. They have new converts waiting 
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for them elsewhere. And these church people are interesting and normal 

and some are rich like Lydia the dealer in purple cloth. And they would 

rather spend their time and energy being the church with those people. 

Not on a demon-possessed slave girl. 

But it’s the most unlovable are often the most in need of love. And God 

has a way of putting those people in our path. Time and time again, in 

the Bible, we see God interrupting us. Challenging us. Saying, you 

aren’t here for that comfortable person. You are here to be with that 

uncomfortable person. You aren’t here to follow that easy path there. 

You are here to do that difficult thing here. You aren’t in Philippi, Paul 

and Silas for the sweet and the nice and the easy to love. You are here 

for the annoying and the belligerent. And the least and the last. 

Remember, God says. Remember, that my deliverance is for those who 

most need deliverance. It’s especially for them. 

A friend of mine was planning Vacation Bible School for her church and 

she thought they could do something on hunger for that year. So she 

attended a local hunger awareness retreat, hoping to pick up some nice 

activities and projects. She said everything was fine until they had 
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everyone participate in a 'poverty simulation' exercise. For a few hours, 

she said, they had to try to make it through life on an income below 

poverty level. She said, all I wanted to do was plan out crafts and games 

for church and there I was trying to make rent, and hustling between 

jobs, and dealing with domestic abuse, and trying to get off work to take 

my kids to the doctor, and chasing down assistance, and hoping I won’t 

get dealt the You Are Sick card. Everything felt so frustrating and 

stressful. And in the end, I just felt angry. It was completely useless for 

Vacation Bible school planning. But boy was it powerful. 

Paul and Silas did not want to deal with this demon-possessed slave girl. 

They didn’t want her issues or her problems. They wanted her to be 

quiet and leave them alone. And so they cast out her demon, thinking 

this will solve the problem. But it only gets them in more trouble. 

Because once you release captives, the world around you gets uneasy. 

The system gets upset. Especially when it’s money is what matters. 

Especially since Paul and Silas have interfered with private property. 

They have ruined a small business. They have destroyed the revenue 

stream from the slave girl that made “a great deal of money.” Slave 
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owners hate liberation. So Paul and Silas are arrested. They are beaten. 

They are imprisoned.  

All Paul and Silas wanted to do was free themselves of a slave girl and 

they get in trouble. But sometimes that’s what happens to the church. 

We don’t want to disturb the peace or upset the world around us. We 

don’t mean to, but we just might end up being the distruptive liberating 

love of God. We may end up casting out demons and confronting 

slavery and being part of God’s liberation which every mother and every 

father would want for their child. Because the God we are dealing with 

is the God who did not leave people trapped in slavery in Egypt. It did 

not leave people in exile in Babylon. It did not leave Jesus shut up in the 

grave after Good Friday. God has a rescue plan, a resurrection plan, to 

bust us out of the prisons that keep us from life. God’s plan is salvation. 

Maybe if have time this afternoon and you are musically inclined, you 

could make all of that into a song with a catchy tune. Because I imagine 

Paul and Silas were singing a song like that in prison. Singing that God 

is God and God is good and God’s freedom is coming. They sang, I 

imagine, even as they wondered how the heck they would get out of this 
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one and what they could do to be saved. It was ironic. Paul and Silas had 

freed the girl of her demon, and lost their own freedom. They were 

imprisoned just like she had been. But Paul and Silas have faith. And I 

am amazed by it. Because they don’t see this as a set-back. They don’t 

see this prison as a problem. They see it as an opportunity. This may not 

have been part of THEIR plan for the church. But it’s God’s plan. There, 

in that prison, bruised and beaten, with chains around their feet, they 

have faith that God can do something, even there. They sing. They pray. 

From the heart of captivity, because they know this story. And so do we. 

That God specializes in liberating captives and letting the oppressed go 

free and busting open the things that mean to trap us and hold us and 

keep us in darkness and death. Our God specializes in resurrection. And 

they sing and we sing because God is still God and God is still in control 

and God’s salvation is still a rescue plan. What must we do to be saved? 

We are already saved. We are already free in Christ. 

And just to make that point in our story, there is an earthquake. And the 

prison doors fly open and the chains fall off. Because God can never be 

bottled up and the church can never be shut down. And Paul and Silas 
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learn and then teach us a profound lesson about what it means to be the 

church. Because, listen to this, even though they are free, they don’t 

make a run for it. They don’t get while the getting’s good. They don’t 

escape from that terrible situation. They stay-- for that jailer. Because 

they don’t want him to be trapped either. See, the jailer would have been 

in a whole world of trouble if his prisoners had escaped. He would have 

been punished. Most likely killed. Then his family would have been 

driven from town. His children would have been enslaved. His only 

hope for them is to commit suicide to spare his family the dishonor. But 

Paul and Silas don’t want more lives to be ruined or shackled by pain so 

they shout out to him, “We are here! Don’t harm yourself.” 

Paul and Silas could have taken their freedom and run. They could have 

taken their miracle and headed for the door. But they don’t. And as the 

church I don’t think we are supposed to either. Because we aren’t 

supposed to escape. We aren’t meant to take our freedom in Christ and 

abandon the world to its fate. We are called to remain with those who 

are still trapped. We are called to stay with those still held captive. And 

share the love of God in Jesus Christ. Who did not leave us. Who did not 
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escape when he had the chance. Who stayed with us to set us free from 

the darkness of death. Paul and Silas stay for that jailer. Instead of 

abandoning him to the eat-or-be-eaten world that uses life and 

manipulates life and takes life from others. Instead of saving their own 

skins, but they stay to save his too. “What must I do to be saved?,” the 

jailer asks. How the heck do I make it out of all this? “Believe that God 

is God, Paul and Silas reply. Believe that God’s plan is a rescue plan, a 

resurrection plan, for you and for everyone. Believe that God’s purpose 

is to liberate captives and cut the bonds of oppression and let there be 

free and abundant life for all creation.” 

That is our work. That is our work as the church and the faith that we 

have been given. It’s the faith that will interrupt us in the marketplaces 

and put us with the annoying and aggravating. It will have us disturbing 

the peace and getting into trouble with slave-owners. It will have us 

singing in our prisons and praying in our darkness. Because of our God 

loves even those who are the most unlovable. Even the last. Even the 

least. Even us. Even this world in all its failings and flaws. God still 

believes we are worth it. We are worth saving. 


