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6 Acts 15-16-17 

15:1-2. Some who had come down. Since in the Old Testament Gentiles became 
part of God’s people through circumcision, this assertion by the Judeans the 
thinking that Gentile converts to The Way should be circumcised is not surprising. 
But these Judaizing demands threaten the very foundations of the mission to the 
Gentiles (see Gal 5:1–4; Phil 3:2–3). Because so much is at stake, the Judeans’ 
claim causes no little dissension and debate. The local church at Antioch tries 
unsuccessfully to resolve the dispute.1 
 

15:7–11. After much debate. Under the leadership of St Peter, the meeting 
deliberates at length, but it does not devise a new truth or new principles. With the 
aid of the Holy Spirit, he provides a correct interpretation of God’s promises and 
commandments regarding the salvation of men and the way in which Gentiles can 
enter the New Israel. 2  He draws together all the various legitimate views of those 
trying to reach the truth on this occasion: he points out where the truth lies. Relying 
on his personal experience (what God directed him to do in connection with the 
baptism of Cornelius: cf. chap. 10), Peter sums up the discussion and offers a 
solution which coincides with St Paul’s view of the matter: it is grace and not the 
Law that saves, and therefore circumcision and the Law itself have been superseded 
by faith in Jesus Christ.  
 

15:13–21. After they had fallen silent. When Paul and Barnabas finish their 
testimony, James responds by reinforcing Peter’s argument with a citation from the 
Old Testament. After confirming that God had always intended to gather the 
Gentiles into his people, the communities should stop troubling the Gentiles. 
However, there is a second, pastoral concern that James now addresses. Devout 
Jews did not associate with Gentiles, especially at table, because of what Jewish law 
regarded as their unclean practices (see Acts 10:28). James provides a way by 
stipulating that gentile converts must avoid four sources of defilement: pollution 

 
1 Kurz, W. S. (2013). Acts of the Apostles (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; pp. 233–234). 
Baker Academic. 

2 The Acts of the Apostles. (2005). (pp. 115–123). Navarre Bible; New York: Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 
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from idols, unlawful marriage, the meat of strangled animals and blood The key 
theological point is that these requests do not concern how Gentiles are to be saved, 
which was the original argument (Acts 15:1), but only how to facilitate Gentiles and 
Jews’ living peacefully together in Christian community. Whereas Peter’s 
pronouncement in verse 11 about how Gentiles are saved is a doctrinal matter, 
James’s pronouncement in verse 20 is a disciplinary matter. (Ibid. Kurz pp 237-239).  

Abstention from blood and from the meat of strangled animals (cf. Lev 17:10ff) 
was based on the idea that blood was the container of life and as such belonged to 
God alone. A Jew would find it almost impossible to overcome his religious and 
cultural repugnance at the consumption of blood. 
 

15:22–29. For it seemed good to the Apostles ..(and)..the Holy Spirit. The decree 
containing the decisions of the Council of Jerusalem incorporating St James’ 
suggestions makes it clear that the participants at the Council are conscious of being 
guided in their conclusions by the Holy Spirit and that in the last analysis it is God 
who has decided the issue. What matters is not what Moses says but what Christ 
says through the Church. (See Handout – The Jerusalem Council) 
 

16:4. As they went on their way. The text suggests that all Christians accepted the 
decisions of the Council of Jerusalem in a spirit of obedience and joy. They saw 
them as being handed down by the Church through the apostles and as providing a 
satisfactory solution to a delicate problem. The disciples accept these 
commandments with internal and external assent: by putting them into practice they 
showed their docility. John Paul II called on Christians to adhere sincerely to 
conciliar directives when he exhorted them in Mexico City to keep to the letter and 
the spirit of Vatican II: “Take in your hands the documents of the Council. Study 
them with loving attention, in a spirit of prayer, to discover what the Spirit wished 
to say about the Church” (Homily in Mexico Cathedral, 26 January 1979). 

16:9-10. And a vision. This vision probably took place in a dream: Acts tells us of 
a number of instances where God made his will known in that way (cf. 9:10, 12; 
10:3, 17; 18:9; 22:17). Paul and his companions were convinced he had received a 
message from God. The conviction that Paul and his companions have about what 
they must do is the way every Christian, called as he is at Baptism, should feel 
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about his vocation to imitate Christ and therefore be apostolic. (Ibid. Navarre pp. 
123-125) 

16:12. And from there to Philippi. Philippi was a prosperous city, founded by the 
father of Alexander the Great (in the fourth century BC). Nearby, in 42 BC, there 
took place the battle in which those who assassinated Julius Caesar were defeated. 
Octavius raised Philippi to the status of a colonia and endowed it with many 
privileges and subject to the Italian laws of Rome. After it was made a Roman 
colony it was populated with large numbers of army veterans.3 
 

16:14-15. One who heard us. Lydia’s trade as a dealer in purple cloth and her 
heading a household ample enough to host Paul’s team indicate that she was rather 
well-to-do. She and her entire household were baptized. Since households included 
infants and small children, these instances of whole households being baptized 
seem to be additional early evidence for Christian baptism of infants. (Ibid. Kurz p. 253) 
 

16:16. As we were going. On their way again toward the place of prayer by the 
riverside (see v. 13), Paul’s team is confronted by a slave girl with an oracular 
spirit, an evil spirit that could tell fortunes. Literally, the Greek says that she had a 
python spirit, named for Python, the mythical serpent killed by the god Apollo, 
which Greeks considered as the guardian of the oracle at Delphi, a pagan shrine 
associated with oracles and divination. This fortune-telling girl is a source of 
handsome profit to her owners, who are exploiting her to make money for 
themselves. The girl begins to follow Paul and us. By using “us,” Luke again 
indicates that he is a participant and eyewitness to the events. As she follows Paul’s 
party, she keeps crying out, “These people are slaves of the Most High God” 

There is something paradoxical in the acknowledgment by the demonic spirit that 
Paul’s team serves the God who is higher and more powerful than it. The same 
phenomenon appears in the Gospels, where the demons correctly identify Jesus. In 
both cases, correct doctrine proclaimed in the wrong way is a hindrance rather than 
a help to the spread of the gospel—in this case, by causing distraction or uneasiness 
to those who might otherwise be inclined to listen to the preaching of the gospel.  

 
3 Hahn, S., ed. (2009). In Catholic Bible Dictionary (p. 707). Doubleday. 
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16:19-22. They seized Paul and Silas. Apparently relying on local hostility to 
Jews, the slave owners accuse Paul’s team with charges customarily brought against 
Jews: “advocating customs that are not lawful for us Romans to adopt or 
practice.” Anti-Jewish prejudice is confirmed by the crowd who join in the attack 
and the rash action of the magistrates (or “rulers”) who order, without trial, the 
humiliating punishment of being stripped and then beaten with rods. Paul refers to 
this treatment in his letters: “Three times I was beaten with rods” (2 Cor 11:25) and 
“We had suffered and been insolently treated, as you know, in Philippi” (1 Thess 
2:2). (Ibid. Kurz pp. 255-256)  
 

Going Deeper 

Christian Response to Suffering 

The Venerable Bede (672–735) admired the spirit of Paul and Silas: The 
devotion of the apostles’ hearts and the power of prayer are expressed 
[here] together, since in the depths of the prison they sang hymns, and 
their praise moved the earth of the prison, shook the foundation, opened 
the doors, and finally loosened the very chains of those who had been 
bound. In other words, anyone of the faithful “considers it all joy when 
he falls into various trials” (James 1:2) and gladly glories in his 
infirmities, so that the power of Christ may dwell in him (2 Cor 12:9). 
Such a one undoubtedly sings hymns with Paul and Silas within the 
darkness of the prison, and with the psalmist he recites to the Lord, “You 
are my refuge from the distress which surrounds me, my exaltation” (Ps 
32:7). 

Even when we are trying to do the tasks that God gives us without calling 
attention to ourselves, we may be unfairly accosted. When Paul tried to 
quiet the possessed girl who was causing a disturbance by exorcising the 
demon from her, he brought severe maltreatment upon himself and Silas. 
However, Paul’s handling of the situation shows us that we do not have 
to surrender all our rights when we are unjustly persecuted. Sometimes it 
is necessary to stand up for our rights as citizens. For example, bishops, 
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preachers, and Christian institutions must defend their rights to the free 
exercise of religion in the face of pressures to conform to secular values. 
This applies to the Church’s right to proclaim the gospel as well as to 
teach and practice her faith in regard to the whole range of moral issues. 
The outcome of resistance to external pressures and the defense of the 
Church’s rights is not in our power to control, however, and ultimately 
we must entrust ourselves to God’s providence. Even if we, like Paul and 
Silas, suffer at the hands of government authorities because of our 
testimony to the truth, we must continue to “obey God rather than men” 
(Acts 5:29) (Ibid. Kurz pp. 258 & 260) 

16:25–26.  Praying and singing hymns to God. Readers who know the Old 
Testament will immediately recall the song of the three young men in the fiery 
furnace (Dan 3) or the martyrs at the time of the Maccabees (2 Macc 7). (Ibid.) 

16:30–34. With fear he fell down. This incident so affects the jailer with religious 
awe that he ends up being converted. He has been helped to react in this way as a 
result of listening to the prayers and hymns of the apostles: “Notice how the jailer 
reveres the apostles. He opens his heart to them, when he sees the doors of the 
prison open. He lights the way further with his torch, but it is another kind of torch 
that lights up his soul. […] Then he cleans their wounds, and his soul is cleansed 
from the filth of sin. On offering them material food, he receives in return a 
heavenly one. […] His docility shows that he sincerely believed that all his sins had 
been forgiven” (St John Chrysostom, Hom. on Acts, 36). 

A person can meet up with God in all kinds of unexpected situations—in which 
case he or she needs to have the same kind of docility as the jailer in order to 
receive the grace of God through the channels which God has established, normally 
the sacraments. 

16:33. With all his family/house. As happened with Lydia and her family, the 
jailer’s household is baptized along with him. Noting that these families probably 
included children and infants, the Magisterium finds support here for its teaching 
that baptism of children is a practice which goes right back to apostolic times and 
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is, as St Augustine says, “a tradition received from the apostles” (cf. Instruction on 
Infant Baptism, 20 October 1980, 4). (Ibid. Navarre pp. 129-130)  
 

16:36–37. And the jailer reported. Because the magistrates had acted so rashly in 
beating them publicly and throwing them into prison without a trial, only now is 
Paul able to inform them that those they have treated so shamefully are Roman 
citizens. Roman law protected citizens from beatings without being first tried in 
court (compare Acts 22:25). Paul refuses to allow these bungling officials to avoid 
the consequences of their illegal actions and release the missionary pair secretly. 
By no means is a very strong negative response. He insists that they come 
themselves and escort the missionaries out publicly, to restore their honor after 
unjustly disgracing them. This action would be important for the reputation of the 
incipient Christian community as well as for the missionaries’ prospects for 
returning to Philippi. 

 

16:38–40. The police/guards reported. Hearing this, the magistrates are alarmed 
to learn that Paul and Silas are Roman citizens. Now on the defensive, they 
placated (RSV “apologized”) Paul and Silas, publicly escorting them out and 
asking that they leave the city. Paul and Silas accede to their request, but only after 
going to Lydia’s house to strengthen, console, and encourage the new Christians 
after this traumatic event. (Ibid. Kurz p. 259) 
 

17:1. Now when they had passed. Although Luke used “we” in the account of the 
slave girl who harassed Paul in Philippi (Acts 16:17), he makes no claim to be with 
Paul and Silas after their arrest or during their departure from Philippi. In his 
account of events in Thessalonica, Luke continues the third-person “they,” possibly 
to signal that he remained behind in Philippi. The next appearance of “we” will 
again be in Philippi (20:6), after Paul’s ministry in Corinth and Ephesus. (Ibid. 
Kurz p. 262). 

17:5–9. The Jews were jealous. The Jews bring a religious charge against Paul, but 
they disguise it in the form of two secular charges. They accuse him of causing a 
civil disturbance and, by saying that he is proposing “another king”, they accuse 
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him also of high treason. These are exactly the same crimes as were alleged against 
our Lord (cf. Lk 23:2; Jn 19:12). 

His accusers have clearly twisted Paul’s teaching: he would certainly have 
spoken of Jesus as Lord, but not in the sense of predicting the establishment of an 
earthly religion…The magistrates listen to the charges but they accept Jason’s 
security and the charges fail to lead to a conviction. 

Going Deeper 

Paul’s First Epistle? 

A few weeks or months after being driven out of Thessalonica Paul 
wrote what most scholars believe is his first letter and the earliest 
document in the New Testament, 1 Thessalonians. Being forced to leave 
the city abruptly after a short stay, Paul was concerned about the welfare 
of the Thessalonian Christians. Once Timothy rejoined him, Paul sent 
Timothy back to Thessalonica to gather a report on the church there. 
Timothy’s report contained good news: the new Christians were holding 
steadfastly to faith in the Lord Jesus. Paul wrote to confirm his pastoral 
relationship with the Thessalonians and to strengthen them in their faith. 
Rather than focusing on Jewish members of the community, who are at 
the center of Luke’s attention in Acts 17, Paul addresses himself mainly 
to Gentile converts, who perhaps were more numerous (see 1 Thess 1:9), 
exhorting them about holiness and sexual morality, mutual charity, the 
resurrection, relations between leaders and members, and daily Christian 
attitudes (1 Thess 4:3–5:22) (Ibid. Kurz p. 265). 

17:16 - 18. Now while Paul was waiting. By the time Paul arrived there, Athens 
had lost much of the importance it had centuries earlier as Greece’s leading city and 
the birthplace of Greek philosophy. Nevertheless, its reputation as an intellectual 
and religious center endured, and the monuments of its past glory in the form of 
statues and temples of the gods made a striking impression. Luke gives readers an 
inside glimpse into Paul’s profoundly negative reaction to idol worship in Athens. 
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Idolatry dishonors the true God and leads people into degrading beliefs and 
practices (see Rom 1:19–32). 

The two most popular Greek schools of thought in the first century were those of 
the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers (See Handout – Epicurean and Stoic 
Philosophers). Paul engages them in discussion as a fellow philosopher, but they 
cannot make sense of his message. Some mockingly refer to him as a scavenger, 
literally, “seed-picker,” applied to idle babblers or empty talkers who pick up and 
pass on scraps of information. Others think he is introducing foreign deities. 
Perhaps they misinterpret Paul’s preaching about ‘Jesus’ and ‘Resurrection’ (Greek 
anastasis, which sounds like a female name) as promotion of a pair of deities. 

17:21. Now all Athenians. An ancient stereotype about Athenians was that they 
were preoccupied with telling or hearing something new. To a person always 
seeking novelty, serious reflection and the sincere quest for truth are equally alien. 
Yet the penchant for intellectual fads is not limited to those living in ancient 
Athens. Paul warns in 2 Tim 4:3–4, “The time will come when people will not 
tolerate sound doctrine but, following their own desires and insatiable curiosity 
[literally, “with itching ears”] will accumulate teachers and will stop listening to the 
truth and will be diverted to myths.”(Ibid. Kurz pp. 268-270) 
 

17:30–31. The times of ignorance. Paul makes a clear distinction between the 
times of ignorance, in which God overlooked human errors concerning divine 
truths, and now, the time of fulfillment and complete revelation through his Son, 
the risen Messiah and Savior. God previously showed forbearance toward idol-
worshiping Gentiles because of their excusable ignorance.  

However, now that God has given the fullness of revelation in the risen Christ, 
he demands, or “commands” that all people everywhere repent of their erroneous 
views. The creator of the world has now established a day on which he will 
“judge the world with justice” to reward the good and punish the evil (see John 
5:27–29; Rom 2:3–10; 2 Cor 5:10). God will judge human beings by a man he has 
appointed, one who shares our nature and thus understands our struggles and 
temptations (see Heb 2:18). God has confirmed Jesus’ authority to judge by raising 
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him from the dead. Jesus’ exaltation to God’s right hand enables him to share in 
God’s role as judge of all people. Whereas the apostles’ sermons to Jews stress 
Jesus as Messiah and Lord (Acts 2:29–36; 5:31), the sermons to Gentiles emphasize 
Jesus as judge, sharing in the authority of the creator God (Acts 10:42; 24:25). 

 

17:32. Some began to scoff. The Athenians’ attentive hearing of Paul’s argument 
comes to a halt as soon as he mentions resurrection of the dead. For the ancient 
Greeks, the idea of the body’s being raised was considered both absurd and 
repugnant. Some Greek philosophers, such as Platonists, held that the soul is 
immortal. But they viewed the body, with its physical cravings, as a prison that 
impedes the soul’s faculties of intellect and will. At death the soul finally attains 
freedom by being released from the body. The biblical view, in contrast, is that the 
human being is a union of soul and body, or better, an embodied soul (see Ps 16:9; 
Matt 10:28). To survive death merely as a soul is not to be a complete human being. 
Thus true salvation must be salvation of the whole human person, soul and body. 
(Ibid. Kurz p. 275) 
 

17:33-34. So Paul went out. While his preaching in Athens appears less successful 
than most of his other sermons in Acts, Paul’s proclamation of the gospel to the 
Athenians contains lessons for our evangelizing today. He openly discusses his faith 
with people in the public square. He does not wait for people to come to church, as 
we may be inclined to do, but rather goes out in search of the lost like the good 
shepherd (Luke 15:4–7). Convinced of the truth and necessity of the gospel, Paul is 
not afraid or ashamed to bring his faith into the conversation. 
The message is essentially the same as what he preaches to Jewish audiences—the 
proclamation of Jesus as Lord—but he tailors his approach to his pagan audience, 
which must first grasp the notion of a single all-powerful creator God before 
understanding his Son Jesus as Savior. Paul quotes pagan poets to support his 
argument, yet corrects his audience’s mistaken ideas about divinity. He explains the 
necessity of repentance and tells them the sober truth about future judgment. He 
boldly asserts Jesus’ resurrection, though he surely knows that this assertion will 
cause many Greeks to scoff. Finally, he is not discouraged when only a few receive 
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his message. With evangelical fortitude, he sets out for his next mission, in the city 
of Corinth. (Ibid. Kurz pp. 276-277)  


