
Preaching for Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd, Reno, NV       
Pastor Scott Trevithick 
Date: May 29, 2022, Yr. C, 7th Sunday of Easter 
Text:  Acts 16:16-34 
Title:  Who’s Got the Power? 
Focus:  Power is at work throughout this passage when Paul and Silas are beaten and 
imprisoned after freeing a woman from exploitation. How is power at work within our 
time and culture and for what purposes is it harnessed? Where do we need to confess 
the power that things have over us and seek God’s forgiveness? 
 

First Reading: Acts 16:16-34 

16One day, as we were going to the place of prayer, we met a slave girl who had a spirit 
of divination and brought her owners a great deal of money by fortune-telling. 17While 
she followed Paul and us, she would cry out, “These men are slaves of the Most High 
God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.” 18She kept doing this for many days. But 
Paul, very much annoyed, turned and said to the spirit, “I order you in the name of 
Jesus Christ to come out of her.” And it came out that very hour. 19But when her owners 
saw that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and 
dragged them into the marketplace before the authorities. 20When they had brought 
them before the magistrates, they said, “These men are disturbing our city; they are 
Jews 21and are advocating customs that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt or 
observe.” 22The crowd joined in attacking them, and the magistrates had them stripped 
of their clothing and ordered them to be beaten with rods. 23After they had given them a 
severe flogging, they threw them into prison and ordered the jailer to keep them 
securely. 24Following these instructions, he put them in the innermost cell and fastened 
their feet in the stocks. 

25About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the 
prisoners were listening to them. 26Suddenly there was an earthquake, so violent that 
the foundations of the prison were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened 
and everyone’s chains were unfastened. 27When the jailer woke up and saw the prison 
doors wide open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, since he supposed 
that the prisoners had escaped. 28But Paul shouted in a loud voice, “Do not harm 
yourself, for we are all here.” 29The jailer called for lights, and rushing in, he fell down 
trembling before Paul and Silas. 30Then he brought them outside and said, “Sirs, what 
must I do to be saved?” 31They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be 
saved, you and your household.” 32They spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all 
who were in his house. 33At the same hour of the night he took them and washed their 
wounds; then he and his entire family were baptized without delay. 34He brought them 
up into the house and set food before them; and he and his entire household rejoiced 
that he had become a believer in God.  
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Power in the Passage and in our Culture 

 There is a lot going on in this passage. I want to organize our reflection around 
the theme of power.  

What is power? Most broadly, it’s the ability to do something or to act. More 
specifically, in sociology or in the way that people and groups function, power is defined 
as “the ability to exercise one’s will over others.” This is a classic definition attributed to 
German sociologist Max Weber (1922). Power is exercised not just in personal 
relationships, but in groups, organizations, structures, and governments. 

  Let’s examine what’s going on in this passage in terms of power: 

• Who’s got power?  

• Who is subject to or affected by or under the power of others?  

The responses to these questions may not be “all or nothing.” People may have 
some power, but also experience limits to that power and be subject to the power of 
others. 

• How do people exercise power and for what purposes? 

• How is God’s power at work in this passage? 

And, from our reflection on the passage, we will ask similar questions 
about our time and culture:  

• Who’s got the power? 

• Who is subject to or affected by or under the power of others?  

Just as in the passage, people and things with power may not be “all or nothing.” 
We, too, may experience systems which are imbedded with power, and we may find 
ourselves with some power, and we are also subject to the power of others.  

• In our culture, how is power exercised and for what purpose? 

o Power, which is, again, the ability to do something, can be harnessed for 
good or for broad benefit, and it can be exercised for personal gain or at 
the expense of others.  

• In what way might we recognize (and perhaps confess) something having power 
over us? 

• How might we seek God’s power to be active or at work in our lives? 

Power Dynamics within the passage: 

The unnamed slave girl has both some power and yet in a far greater way is 
subject to the power of others. She has some power through an ability from a “spirit of 
divination” to be a fortune teller, but she is economically exploited by her owners (v. 16). 

The owners have power over the slave woman and exploit her and use her gifts 
for their own economic gain. They have their own power as well as have access to 
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power through the Roman imperial system. When they speak up, others listen and take 
action.  

Paul, annoyed by the slave girl’s persistent utterances, orders this spirit out of 
her. There is no more mention of her later in the passage. We don’t see Paul extend 
any other care for her and it’s unfortunate that we don’t know what happened next for 
her. 

Angered by their income loss, the owners then exert power over Paul and 
Silas. They have clout with the Roman authorities and use it to bring harm to Paul and 
Silas. They use their status within the Roman Empire to have them thrown into Rome’s 
criminal justice system. They are brutally beaten (“with rods”) and thrown into prison 
and orders were given to keep them secure (vv. 22-23). And these orders were followed 
by the jailer (v. 24).  

The text is clear in verse 19 that the slave owners take action because they 
are angry about their economic loss. This section begins, “when her owners saw that 
their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and had them 
dragged into the marketplace” (Acts 16:19). They are angry because they have lost 
money, but they don’t acknowledge that in the story they give the magistrates. They 
cover up their greed in a self-serving manner by stirring up fear and negativity by 
claiming that Paul and Silas are outsiders and agitators: 

• “These men are disturbing our city!” (v. 20). 

• “They are Jews!” (v. 20). 

• Look at them, they are not like us! 

And if these claims which reflect nationalism and anti-Semitism aren’t enough, 
they throw in suspicion based on culture or religion: They say these men “are 
advocating customs that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt or observe!” (v. 21).  

So, the behavior of the slave owners shows that what they value most is money. 
They of course don’t acknowledge that, but they stir up fear and resentment based on 
differences. What these owners are most concerned about is their income stream, but 
they cover it up by cataloging their concerns in other ways which are more palatable or 
more persuasive to getting their way than by exposing their outright greed. 

The owners have power within this setting and they use power to enslave 
the girl, beat and imprison Paul and Silas, and cover up their own interests, all 
while protecting and preserving those interests. Torture, imprisonment, and 
isolation are all signs or instruments of the power of the system that the owners engage.  

What kind of power do Paul and Silas have at this point?  

They seem to have no power, at least not in the conventional way. The text does 
not say that they spoke up or that they attempted to do so. The owners are against 
them, the crowd joined in attacking them (v. 22), and the magistrates ordered them 
punished. All these entities are against them.  

Paul and Silas submitted to the power exerted by the owners and the access 
they (the owners) have to the Roman system; maybe they had little choice. Though one 



4 

 

of the claims against them is that they are outsiders, Paul does not yet speak up to say 
that he is also a Roman citizen. He actually does so the next morning, which is 
described in the passage following what we read today. (See Acts 16:35-40). 

The power that Paul and Silas have is of a different sort: After being beaten and 
imprisoned, they are praying and singing.  

• Their prayer and hymn singing is a form of power. Even in the midst of 
physical beating and imprisonment, their worship lifts them above their despair.  

• There is the earthquake as a symbol of God’s power or at least the 
earthquake is used by God through Paul and Silas for another transformation. 
This earthquake has power to not only break down walls, but open shackles. 

• The jailer comes onto the scene. He has received explicit orders from the 
magistrates to keep Paul and Silas securely. He has some power in a limited 
realm. He is doing his job but is subject to the Roman empire. He is valued for 
what he can produce; he is another cog in the wheel of the empire. Though he is 
not exploited in the same way or to the degree the woman is, he is like her in that 
he is subject to the particular system with economic, social, and political 
hierarchies. He and she are useful to the system to the degree that they fulfill 
their role within it. If they don’t fulfill that role, it’s likely they will be cast aside. 
She is forgotten in the story. He draws his sword because within this system he 
has failed in his job—he concludes that all the prisoners have escaped,   and he 
will be punished by death for not completing that job.  

• Paul and Silas are living & functioning both within and beyond the power 
dynamics within their culture. They are subject to harm as a result of angering 
powerful people. They are beaten mercilessly and imprisoned. Yet their hymn 
singing and praying and refusal to escape demonstrate some transcendence 
beyond the rules of the culture.  

They also offer hope to the jailer. Paul and Silas operate in such a way that 
seems to say, We do not play by the rules of this world. “Do not harm yourself; we are 
all here.”  

Power Dynamics within Our Culture: Who’s Got the Power? 

I opened last Sunday’s sermon by acknowledging the shootings in Buffalo, New 
York and Laguna Woods, California. I talked about how Jesus’ words of comfort to 
disciples in the farewell discourse as he offers peace and reassures them and promises 
the presence of the Holy Spirit are so suitable for addressing the distress that we 
experience with those two shootings. 

As I related the scripture from John to our distress over yet more acts of racially 
motivated violence, I of course had no idea that our nation would this week again be 
mourning the loss of another group of innocent victims and affected survivors and that 
we would experience yet another episode that adds to our lament against this national 
pandemic of gun violence. 

Just as we have examined the power dynamics within the reading from Acts, let 
us ask the same questions about power at work in our culture. 
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• Who’s got the power? 

• Who is subject to or affected by or under the power of others?  

Just as in the passage, people and things with power may not be “all or nothing.” 
We, too, may experience systems which are imbedded with power, and we may find 
ourselves with some power, but we are also subject to the power of others.  

• In our culture, how is power exercised and for what purpose? 

In the reading from Acts, the slaveowners masquerade their greed. They claim 
their concerns are about some form of cultural purity by blaming Paul and Silas as 
outsiders. They persuade the Roman authorities and entice the crowd to act on their 
behalf. They wouldn’t admit that greed was their motivator, but we see it as it is; their 
actions display that. 

In our culture, none of us would say that the lure of money or guns is more 
important than children, but our collective actions show that it is. Many people have 
observed that “Sandy Hook has taught us that guns are more important than children in 
the United States.” 
 There is this term in our culture, active shooter. We talk about identifying who the 
shooter is and if he (isn’t it nearly always a he?). . . and if he acted alone. But just like 
the slaveowners in Acts, there are many who stand to economically gain from the 
system as it currently exists and who will blame and deflect and misattribute the 
problem to distract from themselves and their role. The easy bad guy to point to is the 
shooter holding the gun, but there are countless others who have been seduced by the 
money and power associated with gun culture. 

Who’s got the power? In our culture, we display an idolatrous fascination with 
guns. Guns have power over us. We wouldn’t say that we love guns more than children, 
but when we have had repeated this many mass shootings over this length of time in 
schools, churches, grocery stores, movie theaters and other public places, with no 
national plan of directly addressing and changing that pattern, then that behavior shows 
we value guns more than innocent lives. When I say we, I mean the culture we allow to 
exist in the United States. 

In the passage from Acts, Paul and Silas ticked off powerful people who then 
harmed them because what Paul and Silas did shut off the flow of the revenue stream. 
Greed has power in our culture. As long as there are politicians who stubbornly make it 
someone’s right to make, sell, and own a semi-automatic weapon more important than 
school children’s safety, then our present pattern is more likely to continue.  

 Who’s got the power?  Would confessing the power of greed and the idolatry of 
guns and seeking forgiveness make us receptive to God’s power?  

 Part of our frustration at seeing this pattern over and over is surely the 
powerlessness we feel. Like the woman and the jailer, we too are caught up in a system 
in which we feel like a cog in the wheel. Yet, where can we identify the power we do 
have rather than fail to act or speak up at all?  

 One theology professor commenting on this passage reminded readers,  
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• The best time to plant a tree is 100 years ago, and then second-best time is 
today. Anytime you speak out against continued abuse instead of delaying, is 
EXACTLY the right time.1  

• Now is the right time to speak up.  

 

ELCA Response to the School Shooting in Uvalde, Texas:2 

This is excerpted from a statement circulated May 26, 2022. Follow the footnote for the 
full statement.  

We reaffirm our commitment in calling for greater gun safety, including preventing easy 
access to assault-style weapons and strengthening our federal system of background 
checks for all gun sales.  

As people of faith, we hold on to our belief in caring for our neighbors and striving 
for justice and peace in all the earth. We ask for continued support for all first 
responders that arrive at a moment's notice and place their lives in harm's way for the 
sake of others. We ask for continued support for those providing medical, mental and 
emotional support as we grieve over this tragedy. We lament for those who have 
perpetrated violence against others. We thank the leaders of the Southwestern Texas 
Synod responding to the shooting in Uvalde and for ecumenical and interreligious 
partners committed to accompanying this community for the long term. 

The ELCA social message "Community Violence" (1994) calls on our church to continue 
partnering with other religious and community groups in anti-violence initiatives that 
offer vital spiritual and moral resources, and that replace the fear and violence plaguing 
our homes, schools, communities and nation with hope and reconciliation. We join with 
others in pushing to stem the proliferation of guns in our streets, schools and 
communities, and to end the culture of violence that pervades our media and society. 

Responsive Prayer following the sermon:  

O God of all people, 

We know that you are as near as our next breath; 

wherever we go, you are already there. 

Thank you for creating us in your image, 

and claiming us as your children. 

O Lord, we confess that we have forgotten who we are; 

 
1 Cory Driver, in comments on this passage on his Facebook page. Cory Driver is an ELCA missionary 
serving as the director of graduate studies at the Evangelical Theological Seminary of Cairo (Egypt). 
2 https://www.elca.org/News-and-Events/8146?fbclid=IwAR1c-
wzK4oPSIs4Wgi32Ajedtq9Bo7xDGsO5IkRjdVxLtbj0YdRIZMCrRWM 

https://www.elca.org/faith/faith-and-society/social-messages/community-violence
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that each of us belongs to you. 

We confess that we have forsaken your peaceable 

kingdom, and allowed gun violence to shatter our communities. 

Forgive us O God. 

Remind us that your love is more powerful than any gun 

and that your spirit will sustain us as nothing else can. 

Let us desire, as you desire, forgiveness rather than revenge, 

reconciliation rather than retribution. 

Guide us on the path of peace. 

In the name of all who love you, we pray. Amen 

 

Source: Adapted from a prayer by Rev. Rachel R. Smith included in God Not Guns 
Sabbath Worship Guide 

God, Not Guns Sabbath Worship Guide: Faith in Action to prevent Gun Violence 

This guide is published by the Brady Center to Prevent Gun Violence as a service to the 
public. The Brady Center disclaims any and all liability arising from the publication, 
distribution or use of this guide. Copyright 2007 by Brady Center to Prevent Gun 
Violence 

https://www.greatplainsumc.org/files/mercy_justice/gunviolence/sabathguide_08.pdf 

 

https://www.greatplainsumc.org/files/mercy_justice/gunviolence/sabathguide_08.pdf

