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 “Freed to Set Free” 
 

Reading the Bible is like swimming in the ocean.   

 You can swim near the surface or you can dive deeper and deeper. 
 

On the surface of this text, we have the story of Paul and Silas,  

 who rescue a woman who is enslaved not only by a spirit of divination,  

   but by men who are using her “gift” to make money for themselves. 

  Admittedly it’s not compassion that causes Paul to set her free – but rather a fit of temper –  

   but however ignoble his motive, he casts out the demon,  

    rendering her useless to her owners and driving their business into the ground. 

 The men turn them in, & they are beaten & thrown into the innermost cell of the prison– more than likely a dungeon.  

  There would be no light at night, and little light during the day.  

  There would be little provision for sanitation or ventilation, so the stench would be terrible.  

  Beaten backs would be subject to infection.   Feet fastened in stocks would add physical discomfort.  

  Unable to shift positions, prisoners would grow more uncomfortable by the minute.  

  It is difficult to imagine a more terrible place.1  

 But Paul and Silas’ reaction to their predicament is most strange.   

   They don’t whine or complain; they don’t sit in silent fear or anger. 

  Instead they pray and sing and witness to the God  

   who is in the business of freeing God’s children from all that binds them. 

 & then suddenly there is an earthquake & every door of the prison swings open & every shackle & chain falls away.   

  Paul and Silas and all the other prisoners in the place have been set free. 
 

That’s the surface story, the one captured by the heading over this passage of scripture:   “Paul and Silas in Prison”. 
 

But dive deeper, and there’s a story of another man who has been held captive – the jailer. 

 Like most of us, he was an ordinary working guy, trying his best to do the job he’d been given. 

 He had been warned to keep a close watch on Paul and Silas,  

  which is why he had put them in the innermost cell and shackled their feet. 

 And then, he had fallen asleep on the job, and when he woke up, it was to his worst nightmare – 

  every door was open, every chain loosened, and so obviously every prisoner must have escaped. 

 If he was to avoid the humiliation of being executed by his workmates for dereliction of duty, 

  he had no option but to kill himself.  
 

But wait, they were all still there – Paul and Silas, and every other one of the inmates.   

  They could have/should have, fled/escaped/ran out into the freedom of the night, but they had not.   

 They had chosen to stay – to stay inside their prison –  

  in order that their jailer might be set free, not only from a physical death sentence,  

   but from everything that bound his mind and heart and soul.   
 

Paul and Silas had been freed, but they stayed in prison, in order to set another child of God free. 
 

There are many others prisoners who have followed in Paul’s and Silas’s footsteps. 

 There’s my dear friend, Matt, who, suffering from an undiagnosed bi-polar condition,  

  emptied his gun into a taxi-driver and ended up in a maximum-security prison in Somers, CT, 

   and while there, started an award-winning radio show for kids. 

 There’s one of my husband’s relatives, a prisoner of war during WW2, 

  who with 3 other prisoners formed a string quartet and played songs of their captors’ homeland for them.    

  There’s Nelson Mandela, held for twenty-seven years as a political prisoner, 

  who in order to survive prison, started a garden. It took years for him to get the seeds and a place for the garden,  

   but eventually his garden produced beautiful vegetables that he would give to his prison guards.2 
 

                                                 
1 https://www.sermonwriter.com/biblical-commentary/acts-1616-34/ 
2 https://www.sermonwriter.com/sermons/acts-1616-34-faith-liberates-wagner/ 



Most of us won’t end up in an actual prison, but each of us is held captive by something. 

 Perhaps it’s depression or anxiety, or an addiction or compulsive behavior;  

 maybe it’s fear of the future, or lack of faith that God is guiding us; 

 perhaps it’s an obsession born out of an unmet emotional need  

  or uncontrollable anger that spews from our mouths with no thought or concern for the hurt it causes; 

 maybe it’s an inability to forgive oneself or someone else, or a painful childhood memory; 

 perhaps it’s a need for material comfort & financial security that keeps us from doing what we are really called to do; 

 maybe it’s physical pain, or fear of death. 
 

Of course, Jesus does have the power to set us free from anything that binds us, 

 but the problem is that there are just so many different chains around us  

  and we’ve become so accustomed to them, that we may not even realize they’re there. 

 We’re like the dog who has been shocked by that invisible fence so many times  

  that we don’t even try to cross over into freedom. 
 

But there are two pieces of good news in our story today: 

 The first is that God can free us if we truly want to be set free and if we have faith that God can and will do it. 

 And the second is that even when we are imprisoned, God can use us to free others. 
 

A friend of mine told me about her father, who she said had married the wrong person. 

 Later he met his soul-mate, the one that brought out the best in him, the one that brought him joy. 

  All he had to do was divorce his wife, and he could have the marriage he so longed for.   

 But he chose to stay in the prison of his loveless marriage.   

  Why?  Because for his wife, the marriage was where she found her freedom, 

   and he was willing to give up his, that she might have hers. 
 

When I was at a Global Leadership Summit, I heard the story of Humaita Prison in Sao Jose dos Campos, 

 an alternative prison without armed guards or high-tech security,  

  run on the principles of love of God and respect for humankind. 

 It has only 2 full-time staff, because most of the work is done by the 730 inmates  

  who are serving time from everything from murder to drug-related crimes.  

 Every man is assigned another inmate to whom he is accountable.  

 In addition, each prisoner is assigned a volunteer mentor from outside  

  who works with him during his term and after his release.  

 Prisoners take classes on character development & are encouraged to participate in educational & religious programs. 

 When Chuck Colson visited the prison he found a place of peace –  

  with clean living areas, walls decorated with motivational sayings and scripture, 

   and people working industriously and harmoniously. 

 Humaita Prison has an astonishing recidivism rate of only 4%, compared to 75% in other prisons.  

 When Colson toured the facility, he was led to a cell that was once used for solitary punishment.  

  Now it contained only a beautiful carving of Christ hanging on a cross.  

 Colson’s escort said to him, “He’s doing time for the rest of us.”  3 
 

As Luther said we are “simul justus et peccator”, at the same time, saint and sinner. 

 We are in bondage to sin and at the same time we are set free by grace. 
 

We are in bondage to sin and cannot free ourselves – each and every one of us –  

  and that kind of makes us cell mates in this place – a place that is not unlike Humaita Prison. 

 There is no solitary confinement here – we work together. 

  We hold each other accountable, we mentor each other,  we may hurt each other but we forgive each other,  

   we love each other,  we laugh and cry with one another, and we bring out the best in each other.   
 

Although we continue to be held in bondage to sin and cannot free ourselves,  

 we can do what Paul and Silas did – we can pray and sing praise and witness to the power and love of God. 

And when we do that, the Spirit will shake open the doors and let loose the chains, 

 freeing us in order that we might set others free, as God in Christ Jesus offers grace to us and grace through us.   
 

And all this is possible because of one thing:  Christ is risen!  Christ is risen indeed!  Alleluia!  Amen! 

                                                 
3 Ibid., (from Christian Soup for the Christian Soul, “Perfect Freedom”) 


