The Book Of Acts: Verse-by-Verse

Study Notes: Acts 16:16-24

After telling us about Lydia’s conversion, Luke now recounts the second of
three specific events from Paul’s time at Philippi. All told, Luke chooses to
chronicle the stories of three very different individuals in this chapter.

e The “Python” spirit: v. 16

“Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave
girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great
deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling.”

Once again, Paul and company went to the Jewish place of prayer (most
likely on the Sabbath). This fime they are met by a slave girl who “had a
spirit by which she predicted the future.”

The Greek text literally says, “She had a spirit,” “a python.”

Greek mythology: A place at the foot of Mount Parnassus (“Pytho”) was
guarded by a dragon named Python. This dragon also guarded the
“oracles of Delphi” which were either locations where mediums consulted
demons, or the demons’ messages. In Greek lore, Apollo conquered Python
and took its power. He then took on the name “Pythias”.

In central Greece, a “pythoness” was regarded as a person inspired by
Apollo — who was embodied by a snake. In some historic pieces of
literature, pythonesses were regarded as ventriloquists.

The slave girl of Acts 16 was one of the thousands of priestesses from Delphi
who were called pythons or pythonesses.

e The “Unwanted” Announcer: vv. 17-18:
“This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, “These men are servants

of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.” She kept
this up for many days.”



The NIV says the woman did “fortune telling”, but the oldest Bible
translations use, “soothsaying”.

The Greek root word for “soothsaying” is closer to “frenzy”: Mediums would
go into a type of frenzied fit and become physically distorted. Some
records indicate that their facial distortions were frightening.

The young woman was following the group of evangelists and screaming,
“These men are servants of the Most High God —a common Tst-century term
for the “Supreme Being". It was used by the Greeks to describe Zeus, and
by the Jews to denote Yahweh.

Why was the woman's announcement so troubling?

Ist-century discussions of “salvation” were common. It meant different
things to different people. It wasn’'t so unusual that the woman would be
declaring that these men had come to show “the way of salvation”.

Back to the question: “Why was the woman's announcement so
troubling?” 1. The way she was announcing the group: She is frenzied; she
is screaming; she is more of a distraction than anything. 2. Her statements,
combined with her paroxysms, had a mocking fone to them.

John Stott: “Perhaps the ulterior motive was to discredit the gospel by
associating it in people’s minds with the occult.”

e The Clash Of Kingdoms: v. 18
“This went on day after day until Paul got so exasperated that he
turned and said to the demon within her, “I command you in the name of

Jesus Christ to come out of her.” And instantly it left her.”

Luke does not tell us if the woman's announcements happened each
successive Sabbath or if it was a daily occurrence.

Paul was “exasperated” at the woman's activities. Greek word:
“diaponeomai”, is only found in the book of Acts. The word means to be
“thoroughly worn out with annoyance.” (See, also: Acts 4:2)

“Paul ... turned and said to the demon within her, “I command you in the



name of Jesus Christ fo come out of her.”

Paul did not address the human, but the demon. According to the New
Testament, Jesus cast out evil spirits on 55 occasions, but only five of these
events are described in detail. What we find is that Jesus did not speak to
the victims of the demons, but the demons themselves. (See, Luke 4:41)

e An Immediate Deliverance: v. 18
“And instantly it left her.”

Luke makes it clear that this was an immediate miracle, not a naturally
occurring event. We notice the words, “In the name of Jesus Christ.” (Cf.
Acts 3:6) This phrase denotes the absolute authority of Christ.

e The Unexpected Backlash: v. 19

“When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money
was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the
marketplace to face the authorities.”

Dr. Ellicott: “Their business and the spirit of divination “passed away”
together.”

The slave girl’'s owners “seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into
the marketplace to face the authorities.”

The “Agora”: In many of the Roman empire’s cities, the marketplace also
served as the city center and the place where the local magistrates held
court and sentenced criminals.

Verses 22-23: YA mob quickly formed against Paul and Silas, and the city
officials ordered them stripped and beaten with wooden rods. They were
severely beaten, and then they were thrown into prison.”

The “Duumvirs” - Collegiate magistrates who ruled Roman cities.
Sometimes called, “praetors” — “chief magistrates”. As the appointed
municipal authorities, they had a great deal of authority.

Paul and Silas were taken before the praetors and accused of being



vagabond Jews who were disturbing the peace and encouraging
unapproved religious customs.

Considering the mob, the magistrates felt compelled to hear the charges
against the Jewish strangers. They subsequently ordered their attendants,
called “lictors”, to flog the Jewish missionaries.

Paul and Silas were stripped and then flogged. In 2 Corinthians 11:25 Paul
would note this flogging and two others that he had received during his
apostolic ministry.

e “Inthe Jailhouse Now": v. 23b-24

“The jailer was ordered to make sure they didn’'t escape. So the jailer put
them into the inner dungeon and clamped their feet in the stocks.”

1st-century prisons: Example, The Mamertine dungeon at Rome.

Primary section: Street level. Prisoners were often placed in cells on this level
as they awaited execution. Secondary section: A dungeon, info which
prisoners were lowered by ropes.

Paul and Sila were lowered into a dungeon like at Mamertine. It was a dark,
cavern-like, unsanitary area, with little to no ventilation.

Luke records that the jailor “clamped their feet in the stocks.” Greek
term “xylon” — same word used for the cross in Acts 5:30; Acts 13:29.

“Xylon” or (Latin, “nervus”): A wooden frame with five holes for the
prisoner’'s head, feet, and arms. In Paul and Silas’ case, the Greek text
seems to indicate that their feet were clamped in the stocks, leaving the
rest of their body lying on the damp ground.

In less than a day, Paul and Silas have gone from the height of delivering a
pythoness who was enslaved by her owners to being enslaved themselves
by Roman authorities.

We will see what happened next.



