
The Book Of Acts: Verse-by-Verse 
___________________ 

 
Study Notes: Acts 16:35-39 

 
 
Summary: After praying and singing hymns at midnight, a localized 
earthquake shook the prison foundations. All the cell doors flew open, 
and all the prisoners’ chains were released.  
 
In the aftermath, the Philippian jailor and his entire family were saved 
and baptized. Paul and Silas had a meal with the jailor and his family 
and returned to the prison. 
 
• “Release Those Men”: v. 35 
 
“When it was daylight, the magistrates sent their officers to the jailer 
with the order: “Release those men.” The jailer told Paul, “The 
magistrates have ordered that you and Silas be released. Now you 
can leave. Go in peace.” 
  
The magistrates sent their officers to the jail to tell the jailer to release 
them. F.F. Bruce: “The praetors decided that the two vagabond Jews 
had been taught the necessary lesson … all that was required now 
was to release them and send them out of town; they would be in no 
hurry to come back.”  
 
• “Let Them Come Themselves And Escort Us Out”: v. 37 
 
“But Paul said to the officers: “They beat us publicly without a trial, 
even though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And 
now do they want to get rid of us quietly? No! Let them come 
themselves and escort us out.” 
 
The Background To Paul’s Statement: The early Roman empire was left 
many aspects of subjugated peoples intact, if not untouched; local 
customs, languages, and religions were tolerated. However, Rome 
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did keep a tight rein on its subjects when it came to certain laws and 
the considerable taxes it imposed. 
 
Rome’s client rulers knew how to work the system! Example: The Jewish 
Sanhedrin’s pressure on Pilate to crucify Jesus but let Barabbas go 
free.  John 19:12: "If you let this man go, you are no friend of Caesar. 
Anyone who claims to be a king opposes Caesar."  
 
The owners of the possessed slave girl probably didn’t about Paul 
preaching that some Jewish man was God. Their complaint was their 
loss of revenue when Paul expelled the python spirit and ended her 
ability to tell fortunes.   
 
• The Roman Empire And god-Worship:  
 
The Roman Empire allowed its subjects to worship many gods if they 
were on the government’s “authorized” list – including Judaism. The 
Romans also worshipped the emperors as “sons of the gods”. Paul and 
Silas preaching was considered sacrilege against the emperor.  
 
The Empire had dozens of national, civil, regional, and household 
gods, but they were strictly controlled. The slave girl’s owners accused 
Paul and Silas of a serious crime - promoting the worship of a God not 
recognized by the Roman Empire. The Standard Punishment: Flogging 
and Overnight imprisonment. 
 
• What the Magistrates Missed: Paul and Silas were not just Jews, they 

were also Roman citizens.  
 
The importance: Roman citizenship was given to people born in 
Roman colonies, those whose parents were citizens, those whom the 
Empire wanted to honor, and to those who could afford to buy it. See: 
Acts 22:28 
 
Citizenship came with certain legal rights: 1. The right to defend 
oneself in a trial. 2. The right to appeal a verdict to a higher court. 3. 
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Protection from being beaten, tortured, or scourged. 4. Protection 
from being executed unless found guilty of (capital) treason. 
 
• “To what degree are Christians to demand their rights as 

Christians?” 
 
Two extreme views: 1. Christians should not demand our rights. 2. 
Christians are above human laws and regulations. 
 
Romans 13:1: “Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, 
for there is no authority except that which God has established. The 
authorities that exist have been established by God.” 
 
At Philippi, Paul and Silas demand that the magistrates publicly 
acknowledge their violations of Roman law regarding citizens before 
they move on to Thessalonica. 
 
• The Magistrates Are Alarmed: v. 38 
 
“So the officers relayed this message to the magistrates, who were 
alarmed to hear that Paul and Silas were Roman citizens.” 
 
Under Roman law, all a citizen had to say was, “Civis Romanus sum” – 
“I am a Roman citizen” - and he would be immune to punishment. 
There were heavy penalties for any government officials who violated 
these citizenship privileges. 
 
In the case of Paul and Silas … if a complaint about this reached 
Rome’s authorities, the praetors would be in jeopardy.  
 
• The Magistrates’ Plea: v39 
 
“They came to appease them and led them out, requesting that they 
leave the city.” 
 
The likely story: The magistrates apologized to Paul and Silas, pleaded  
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with them not to report how they were treated, and politely asked if 
they would leave Philippi. 
 
• Encouraging The Saints – Heading For Thessalonica: v. 40 
 
“After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s 
house to see the brothers and encourage them. Then they left the 
city.” 
 
F.B. Bruce: Paul’s insistence on an official apology “may have served 
in some degree as a protection” from the Philippian townspeople and 
magistrates.  
 
The Later Persecution: Philippians 1:27-30: “Above all, you must live as 
citizens of heaven, conducting yourselves in a manner worthy of the 
Good News about Christ. Then, whether I come and see you again or 
only hear about you, I will know that you are standing together with 
one spirit and one purpose, fighting together for the faith, which is the 
Good News.”  
 
Paul, Silas, and Timothy, left Philippi and headed west along the 
Ignatian Way. It’s possible that Luke stayed behind for some period. 
He doesn’t reappear in the narrative until Acts 20, at the beginning of 
the second “We-Section” of Acts.  
 
Some suggest that he is the “true yokefellow” that Paul appeals to in 
Philippians 4:2-3, where we read: “I urge Euodia and Syntyche to 
agree with each other in the Lord. Yes, and I ask you, my true 
yokefellow, to help these women who have contended at my side for 
the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers, 
whose names are in the Book of Life.” 
 
Conclusion: Knowing the background to the Church at Philippi helps 
us understand Paul’s later epistle to them. Paul established a long and 
enduring relationship with these believers. 
 
Next Time: The Troubles At Thessalonica 


