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St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church 
Singing in prison? 
Those who stick with Jesus develop spiritual resilience. 
Scripture: Acts 16:16-34 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
May 8 2022 
Mother’s Day 
Opening Hymn: Now let the vault of heaven resound [255]  
Choruses: Blessed be your name, Jesus paid it all 
Closing Hymn: It is well with my soul 
 
I was waiting in line at the Costco gas bar the other day. 
 The kids were teasing me that I was in the wrong line. 
  I had chosen the far left lane and for whatever reason  

it was moving slower than all the others. 
 
Looking closer I noticed the vehicle in the very front hadn’t moved 
 While two people had already filled up behind it. 
 
A I watched I realised that the person at the front was having trouble 
 Getting the machine to accept their card. 
  At one point the lady lost control: 
 
She started waving moving her arms back and forth quickly. 
 
After this release she regained her composure. 
 She tried one more time,  

maybe a little more deliberately. 
   And this time she was successful. 
 
We finished filling out tanks at about the same time. 
 
It is funny how we get tripped up by small inconveniences. 
 I don’t know about you,  

but it sometimes makes me question my own resilience 
 
my ability to bounce back from a challenge. 
 
I get frustrated because a package is late, 
 I get overwhelmed because something breaks 
  And I start worrying how I’m going to manage 
   In the face of real storms. 
 
So how do we grow our spiritual resilience? PAUSE 
 
In today’s passage we meet Saul 

Now going by his Roman name, Saul, 
on his second missionary journey. 
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He has been travelling with Luke and Silas and Timothy 
 Across what we know as Turkey. 
 
They have recently they crossed the Aegean sea 
 And are working in a part of Greece, 
  Just south of Bulgaria, 
   In a Roman colony called Philippi. 
 
The story we heard today described two miracles  
 That are connected to each other: 
 
A slave girl is released from a demonic spirit. 
 Paul and Silas are freed from an imprisonment 
  That was the consequence of that exorcism. 
 
These are both astonishing miracles 
 That showcases the freedom-creating power of Jesus 
  At work in the world. 
 
These miracles are astonishing and fascinating. 
 
And yet somehow I’m more impressed 
 With the behavior of Paul and Silas 
  Than these mighty acts of God. 
 
We are told that they are spending their time in prison 
 Praying and singing hymns to God. 
 
They are holding a hymn-sing. 
 
They have been stripped and flogged, 
 hauled off to the high security section of the prison 
  where their limbs are secured in stocks… 
 
and they are holding a hymn-sing. 
 
Do you feel like singing hymns 
 When you’ve pulled a back muscle? 

If that happened on a Sunday morning  
Most of us would stay home. 

 
But here are two followers of Jesus  
 Who have been publicly humiliated, 
  Who have been beaten and detained, 
   Who are in need of food and first-aid… 
     
And they start praying and singing. 
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Fills you with awe, doesn’t it?  
 The jailer was impressed. 
  After the earthquake frees everyone 
   He asks Paul and Silas how to deal  
    With his mess of overseeing a prison-break. [SHOW PICTURE] 
 
Now one explanation that could be provided 
 Is that we are dealing with extraordinary people. 
 
The fact that Jesus specifically drafts Paul 
 To Christian service  

can easily give the impression 
   that Paul is a unique individual. 
 
But it’s not just Paul. 

Silas is also singing. 
 
So could it be that it has less to do with their character 
 And more to do with their circumstance? 
 
And what are the circumstance that might enable 
 Such super-human joy in the midst of persecution? 
 
What sort of circumstances might cultivate 
 The development of spiritual resilience  

In any follower of Christ? 
 
I can imagine at least three key factors 
 That helped them bounce back. 
 
First of all, they understand 
 That God has put them in this place.  
  
You can read about this in the verses that precede today’s passage  
 During Paul and Silas and Luke and Timothy’s time in Turkey 
  They tried to visit the region bordering on the Black Sea 
   An area called Bithynia. 
 
We are told that Jesus’ Spirit wouldn’t let them travel in this direction. 
 When they go to Troas instead, 
  Paul has a vision. 
   Paul sees a Macedonian (Greek) man  
    Begging Paul to help him. 
 
The GROUP sees this as God’s invitation to cross the Aegean 
 And travel to Greece. 

All to say that as Paul and Silas sit in prison 
   They know that God has led them there. 
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Paul and Silas understand that despite  
 The difficulties they are facing, 
  That God has put them in this place. 
 
This in part, allows them to experience a joy 
 That transcends their immediate situation. 
 
At the same time, there are other circumstances 

That cultivate their resilience. 
 
it is important to consider 
 That Paul and Silas aren’t alone in their suffering. 
  They are in prison together. 
   They have each other to rely on. 
 
More than that they have Christian family in the city of Philippi. 
 
When they first arrived in the city  
 They looked for a place of prayer outside the city gate. 
 
At the riverside they met a group of women, 
 One of them, 
  A businesswoman named Lydia 
   “opened her heart” to respond to Paul’s message. 
 
This wealthy woman became their host. 
 She became their new benefactor. 
  And so these missionaries  
   have the support of a new Christian family 
    in a strange land. 
 
All to say that they are not isolated 
 Despite being in prison. 
  God has provided the support of other human beings. 
 
This in part, allows them to experience a joy 
 That transcends their immediate situation. 
 
But that’s not all. 
 We see the singing of Paul and Silas 
  As an expression of their joy and hope. 
And yet I wonder if that singing 
 Is not just the expression of joy and hope 
  But a source of it as well. 
 
Paul while being a Roman citizen was raised a devout Jew. 
 He notes in his letter to the church in Galatian 

That he was circumcised, a “Hebrew of Hebrews” and also a Pharisee.i 
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He would have grown up learning not just hearing stories of his faith 
 But singing them as well. 
 
Silas, who is first encountered in Acts chapter 15 
 As a ‘leader among the believers’ in Jerusalem, 
  Would have also known 
   The songs of his faith and heritage. 
 
Music is powerful. 
 And when it is combined with the power of story 
  It because an incredible force indeed. 
 
When we sing, 

we transcend our particular experience 
  And participate in God’s future redemption. 
   
Augustine said that to sing is to pray twice. 
 
I can only imagine that Paul and Silas  
 Feeling the pains of their wounds started praying. 
 
Then one of them started humming something old, something familiar. 
 And the other threw in the words,  

maybe added some harmony. 
 
Pretty soon they weren’t thinking of that cracked rib 
 Or throbbing head, 
  but were transported to another plane. 
 
Now sure there are elements 
 That contributed to Paul and Silas’ resilience: 

How they were somehow able to bounce back from their suffering. 
 
But understanding they were in the place God has put them, 
 Having the support of other Christians, 
  And singing their faith together… 
 
that was a strong start. 
 
Maybe we are more resilient than we imagine. 
 And maybe we need to consider adopting some of those practises 
  That will deepen our faith. 
 
“On August 31, 1962, not long after attending a voting rights meeting  

organized by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC),  
[Fanny Lou Hamer] joined 17 of her neighbors [from Sunflower County, Mississippi] 

on a bus to Indianola, the county seat.  [SHOW PICTURE OF FANNY] 
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Officials blocked most of the group from even attempting to register;  

Hamer and one man were the only ones allowed  
to fill out the application and take the literacy test,  

which both failed. 
 

On the drive back to Ruleville,  
the bus was stopped and the driver arrested –  

the bus was too yellow, the police claimed.  
 
While the passengers were held on the bus,  

the deeply religious Hamer began to sing spirituals.  
 
Singing, in particular,  

“This Little Light of Mine” and “Go Tell It on the Mountain,”  
became one of the defining features of her activism. 

 
When the passengers scraped together enough money to cover the driver’s fine,  

the bus was allowed to return to Ruleville.  
When Hamer got home, she found that plantation owner W.D. 

Marlow was already aware that she had tried to register to vote.  
 
He demanded that she withdraw her application.  

She refused…”ii 
 
She suffered much in the years that followed. 
 
“[But her] voice continued to be a powerful tool  

that mobilized many in Mississippi  
and across the South during times of struggle…”iii 

 
Audio clip: https://www.npr.org/2015/07/18/423605660/songs-of-salvation-remembering-fannie-lou-hamers-
music [fade at 3:50]  
 
What will keep you singing in difficult situations? 

 
i Philippians 3:5 
ii "Fannie Lou Hamer | American Experience | PBS." 6 May. 2022, 
www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/freedomsummer-hamer. 
iii "Fannie Lou Hamer - SNCC Digital Gateway." SNCC Digital Gateway, 21 Sept. 2021, snccdigital.org/people/fannie-lou-hamer. 


