
All Scripture is from the NKJV unless otherwise noted. 1 

Text: Acts 16:26-40 
Title: The Philippian Jailer Saved 
Truth: The Philippian Jailer went from work as usual to despair to salvation, all 
in a night. 
Date/Location: Sunday night 9/15/2013 and 9/11/2024 at FBC 
 

Introduction 

When we last left Paul and Silas, they were sitting in a jail in Philippi, having 
been beaten terribly because of the influence of mob rule. They were un-
condemned Roman citizens who had been illegally treated during unfair 
persecution. Their feet were in stocks and they were in the inner-most 
jail cell. Yet they were praying and singing aloud so that the people in the 
prison could hear them. 

I. Earthquake, v. 26 

A. Certainly this was an unusual occurrence. But was it miraculous? We 
know that the timing was at least providentially arranged to bring about 
a good result in Philippi. But the earthquake is presented as if it had been 
specially arranged by God, an intrusion of God into the normal course of 
events. 

B. The event presents another miraculous feature in that all the doors were 
opened and everyone’s chains were loosed. This combination of all the 
events is so unlikely as to be impossible. If all that happened was the 
random movements of an earthquake, how is it possible that everyone’s 
chains were loosed, and all the doors opened? It sounds like Peter’s 
angelic rescue in Acts 12:7-10. In that passage, the chains fell off and the 
gate of the prison opened by itself. 

C. Why did God send an earthquake? It was not to release the prisoners 
because that is not what happened. Amazingly, Paul and Silas were back 
in jail in the morning when the magistrates sent word that the religious 
prisoners could be released. Maybe Paul and Silas were counting on that 
turn of events and did not want the jailer to die, so they stayed in prison 
for his sake. (Would I stay in prison if it meant the life of someone else 
would be saved?) It seems ultimately that God’s purpose for the 
earthquake was to grow the church, to bring salvation to another 
household! This is amazing. God has used an earthquake to bring 
someone to Jesus Christ for salvation. 
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II. The Jailer’s First Response, v. 27-28 

A. Because all the prisoners were gone—he supposed—it would mean that 
he would forfeit his life in place of theirs and he wanted to do that on his 
own terms instead of someone else’s. Sadly, he prepared to stab himself. 

B. I am not convinced that such a punishment fits the crime. Even if the 
prison guard was negligent or fell asleep because of too long hours or 
something, that is serious, but does it justify killing the guard? I do not 
believe so. But then what punishment fits? I suppose putting him into 
the jail that he was supposed to guard would be a good starting point. 

C. The death penalty for dereliction of duty was obviously widespread 
practice to avoid corruption and keep guards on their toes. It also led to 
prison being a very unpleasant place for the prisoners because they were 
more roughly treated than otherwise since any bad move on their part 
would result in the death of their guard. So, that being the punishment 
for the guard, the guard did not care if his prisoners had to suffer to 
make sure they did not escape. 

D. Paul called out to the guard that he should not harm himself—there was 
no need. 

III. The Jailer’s Second Response, v. 29-30 

A. He was obviously afraid. “What must I do to be saved?” was his question 
to Paul and Silas. 

B. He knew about the missionaries in the prison, so he knew who to go to 
for a good word. 

Application: I want YOU to be that kind of go-to person in your family 
and sphere of influence that people know when they have a problem to 
come to you for the truth! 

C. It may be that the warden spent some time with Paul and Silas and they 
talked to the man—both before the earthquake and after, and afterward 
he brought them out and asked them the question about salvation. 

D. What do you think the jailer meant by the word “saved”? 

1. Did he mean physical salvation from death due to the prison being 
compromised? 

2. Did he mean spiritual salvation from eternal death due to sin? Perhaps 
his own mortality is in view as he thinks about his eternal destiny—
having just passed before his eyes as he contemplated that he was 
going to have to die for failure on the job? 
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E. I take it that the latter is what the jailer meant. What a good question! 

IV. Paul and Silas Replied, v. 31-32 

A. The answer came swiftly and clearly: believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and 
you will be saved. And the same for all your household. The jailer’s 
household may have included servants as well as blood relations. 

B. This was not all the missionaries said. They also spoke the word of the 
Lord to him and his family/household. We can too easily forget that a 
formulaic expression of the gospel is not enough. We must “speak the 
Word of the Lord to the people that we are evangelizing. Yes, “believe on 
the Lord Jesus” is part of that word, but we must take care to tell the 
person who Jesus is and what He did and why He did it and why we need 
to believe it. Without those key thoughts, “believing in Jesus” is emptied 
of significance. 

C. We must use words. We cannot rely only upon our “life testimony” to get 
across the most important and needed message. Osmosis does not work, 
because the recipient must do too much interpretation of the message, 
and an unbeliever cannot reliably do that. As hard as it may be, we must 
get down to business by proclaiming the truth of the gospel, of Christ. 

V. The Jailer’s Third Response, v. 33-34 

A. The warden helped the two prisoners by tending to their many wounds 
from the beating earlier in the day. His caring attitude was maybe an 
entirely new thing in his life. 

B. He was baptized. We understand that he first believed, as Paul and Silas 
had exhorted him from the start of their preaching. His baptism testifies 
to this fact. And his family believed like him. They followed the faith of 
their husband/father/leader. Praise God for that kind of situation in the 
home! The text at the end of verse 34 says “having believed in God with 
all his household.” Not only were they all baptized, but they had all 
believed. 

You might ask what is the significance of me saying this…and it is this: no 
one is saved by being baptized. Anyone who is saved is saved through 
believing in Christ, and then baptism comes as a response after belief. 
If you are baptized but do not genuinely believe, do not put any stock 
in the baptism because it is useless! 

C. He offered hospitality to them in his home (a midnight snack, actually 
after midnight, 16:25). He moved them from the jailhouse to the jailer’s 
house and provided food for them. They had probably not eaten all 
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afternoon and evening. Notice that he served them instead of 
imprisoning them. He rejoiced in place of the suicidal thoughts he had 
just a little while earlier. His belief in God made all the difference in his 
life. 

VI. Released from Jail, v. 35-40 

A. “Let those men go” was the message from the authorities. They wanted 
to beat up the missionaries and keep them in jail overnight to scare them 
into leaving so they would not cause any more problems—as if they were 
the cause of the problems in the first place. 

B. This was a good word as far as the jailer was concerned. He liked the 
missionaries, but not enough to keep them in jail, and furthermore he 
did not have to worry about dying for losing any prisoners. 

C. Paul would not accept that poor procedure for handling the situation. 
Those authorities were ignorant of the citizenship status of their 
prisoners, a fact that was a key in determining how they should have 
handled them. They were negligent in conducting one of their most 
important duties. 

D. An apology is hardly sufficient! And then they still asked them to leave. 
They did this probably to avoid further problems with the people who 
started the whole mess – the owners of the slave girl, and the mob. 

E. Paul and Silas made one final visit to their hostess Lydia’s home and then 
left on their journey. But a new little church was started! It was so young, 
and it was in a dangerous spot with persecution already started. 

 Imagine what would happen with our church if there were persecution of 
this nature. Nay, rather, imagine how you would handle yourself in such 
a situation? Would you remain true, go in hiding, forsake assembling 
together…? 

Conclusion 

It is hard not to notice the great change in the jailer’s life that was wrought 
by salvation. Since Jesus came into his heart, he believed, and took 
baptism, and rejoiced, and served his former prisoners.  

It is also easy to notice that the missionaries were steadfast even in the face 
of severe persecution. They did not give up. But they did suffer—1 Thess. 
2:2, like Luke 20:11. They continued with boldness despite these 
hardships. 

 MAP 


