
Paul in Philippi Acts 16:16-40 

Read. Acts 16:16-40  

I don’t think Luke purposely arranged his record of Paul’s ministry in Philippi to emphasize the 
variety of individuals reached by the church, but it is interesting that in his account Luke made 
note of a very rich lady, Lydia, of an extremely poor lady, in fact a demon possessed slave, and a 
middle income man, the Roman jailer, all of whom made a commitment to Jesus. The good news 
of salvation is for all people. Culture divides individuals into many categories including gender, 
age, educational level, economics etc. but the Bible knows only two categories. The Bible says 
all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. The Bible declares that those who have put 
their trust in Jesus and what He did for us on the Cross are separated out of the “everyone is a 
sinner” and placed in the family of God. Read Matthew 7:13-14. One is either on the broad way 
that leads to separation forever from God or one is on the only way to God, through Jesus. 

Some background is necessary to fully understand what was taking place there. First, Luke made 
it very clear that this girl was demon possessed. She was described as having a “spirit.” She was 
a sorcerer who could tell people some of what they could not otherwise know. A theological 
definition is that she was possessed by a demon. Demons are fallen angels, that is angels created 
by God to serve Him but who chose to join Satan in his rebellion against God. Isaiah tells us a 
third of the angelic world joined Satan in his plot to usurp God’s authority. The angels that joined 
him are called in the Bible demons. In our society we seldom talk about demons as real beings, 
but they are. They are real and they are still in rebellion against God. Read Revelation 12:9.   

A detailed study of demons shows that they like to inhabit someone or something. They are not 
happy wandering about as just spirits. Read Mark 5:10-11 for an example. The Gospels record 
many examples of them controlling individuals and causing them harm. Because of the harm 
they caused, Jesus ordered many of them to leave the individuals they were in.  

Demon possession is no less prevalent today than it was in biblical times but it is covered up by a 
society that largely does not want to talk about the spirit world. In the U.S. we all but deny their 
existence so we cover them up with descriptions that paint people with a demon in them as 
mentally ill, drug crazed or simply a very bad individual. There are individuals whose minds 
have been affected by drugs and there are people who have genuine mental illnesses but many 
others are demon possessed. We also have a generation of young people who openly court the 
demonic world in things such as séances, fortunetelling, Satan worship, and their overall 
commitment to the occult world. It is because of the connection between the Satanic world and 
the occults that I strongly urge everyone to avoid tarot cards, horoscopes and other similar things. 
Satan is real and his demonic kingdom is real and it is all opposed to God in every way possible. 
Occult practices such as horoscopes may be approached as innocent fun to you but they open the 
door to demonic activity. You cannot play with fire and not ultimately get burnt and you cannot 
play with Satan and not ultimately get hurt. 



In Paul’s day the insane and demon possessed individuals were considered to be special. They 
believed that an individual who had lost his mind had lost it because one of the gods took it over. 
If one behaved insanely it was assumed he was a representative of a god and was the mouthpiece 
of a god so had a source of information not available to others and that information could be 
valuable to someone. Almost everyone of importance kept in his employ at least one demon 
possessed individual as a fortune teller. Read Acts 13:8-10.  

In Philippi we read that a man owned or handled a girl possessed by a demon. He went around 
using her to predict, for a fee, the future for individuals. It provided a lucrative income. Read 
Acts 16:17.  
A quick reading of this gives us the impression that was good. She was drawing attention to God 
and the plan of salvation that Paul was seeking to share with the people. Paul had a problem with 
that.  

First, the term “Most High God” as used by this demon possessed girl was not the same as the 
way it was used in the Old Testament. That name for God was first giveen to Abraham in 
Genesis by Melchizedek (Genesis 14:18-20) The title is used a number of times in the Psalms. 
Read Psalm 7:10; Psalm 78:78:35 and Psalm 97:9. Luke 1:32 describes Jesus as “Son of the 
Most High.”  

The girl in Philippi was a girl in the Greek/Roman city of Philippi. We think of the title “Most 
High God” in terms of the Old Testament but neither this girl nor any of the inhabitants of 
Philippi, with the possible exception of a dozen or so Jews, had any idea there was any 
connection between that title and the God of the Old Testament. What they knew was that the 
Greeks claimed the same title for Zeus. In their minds she was saying that Paul was a servant of 
Zeus. 

The same is true for her comment that Paul and company had come to tell them a way to be 
saved. Almost every religious leader, of whom there were thousands in Paul’s day, claimed to be 
able to show the people how to get saved. It is the same today. Society is filled with self-
proclaimed philosophers who are telling us how to get saved. None of it is true when it differs 
from the Bible way. 

One of the challenges of witnessing is to use language that is understood by the one to whom we 
are witnessing. It is too easy to use church language that has very special meaning to us but has 
either a different meaning or has no meaning at all to others. 

A reminder that comes to us from this passage is that too many cults use language similar to what 
we use but have a totally different meaning to it. If confronted by a cult make them define their 
terms.  

There is another issue here, that of accepting help from Satan. Let me put that this way. Our 
church wants to pave our parking lot this spring. We would not accept an offer from the drug 



cartel to cover the cost of that project. I am not suggesting that any offer from a non-Christian to 
help with church projects should always be rejected. We don’t give back offerings on Sunday to 
individuals we aren’t sure are believers, but there is a line we need to draw and certainly, for 
Paul, that line was the input of demons.  

Read Acts 16:18. Paul showed more restraint than I probably would have but enough is enough 
and at last Luke wrote that Paul became so annoyed he commanded the spirit to leave. What is 
very important to note is that he did not simply tell that spirit to leave but under the authority of 
Jesus he commanded the spirit to leave her. 

Note!  Paul did not tell the demon to leave, he invoked the authority of Jesus. Demons do not 
have to listen to us. Satan and demons are more powerful than we are. We cannot take them on 
ourselves. The only way to win is to invoke the power of Jesus.  

Some of you are thinking you’ll remember that if you ever come across a demon. The reality is 
that far too often as Christians we try to handle satanic problems ourselves. Christians try too 
often to break habits that we cannot hope to stop on our own. Only God can give us the power to 
stop a destructive habit. I have sat too often with individuals with a drug or alcohol problem and 
my standard approach is they will never break the habit without Jesus in their life. Paul knew that 
when he confronted that girl who was demon possessed. So he commanded it in the name of 
Jesus to leave. And Acts records, at that moment the spirit left her.  

The same principle is true in terms of society in general. We cannot pass laws to make a society 
controlled by Satan better. The only way our nation is going to improve is when as Christians we 
stop trying to change it ourselves and we earnestly pray for spiritual revival. 

Satan is not a quiet bystander as we seek to live the Christian life or share a testimony. Satan has 
lots of tricks to disrupt our testimony. As someone posted on Facebook this week, “This battle 
isn’t ours. The battle belongs to the Lord. Let Him fight for you. Save your emotional energy and 
use it to dig into His Word like never before.	Our job is to be obedient to God. God’s job is 
winning this battle.” 


