
The Weakness of Others 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 5/8/2016 1 
 

Spiritual lessons can come to us from the least expected places.  For most folks, I suspect the 
name of the band Jefferson Airplane conjures up images of wretched excess and songs 
promoting the free love and psychedelic movements of the mid- to late-60s.  The lead singer for 
most of the band’s existence and for part of its later incarnation as Jefferson Starship and then 
Starship was Grace Slick, a former model with a towering voice who certainly embodied all the 
excesses of the rock and roll lifestyle.  Even one of the band’s most positive and anthemic 
numbers, “Volunteers,” had its message of cooperation and peace undercut for many by the 
seemingly gratuitous insertion of a certain twelve-letter expletive in its plea to “tear down the 
walls.” 
 
But I also associate Jefferson Airplane with an openness to positive spirituality and a religious 
questing, best exemplified by their cover of “Let’s Get Together,” a hit for both the Kingston 
Trio and the Youngbloods, and by the song we just sang together.  The motivating force behind 
these songs being recorded by the Airplane, it turns out, was their lead guitarist, Jorma 
Kaukonen.  Kaukonen, with a Finnish diplomat father and a Jewish mother, continued his 
musical career after the Airplane with his blues band, Hot Tuna, recording many old spirituals 
and songs in which religion has a strong influence.  If you are at all interested in the blues and 
roots music, his recordings are well worth checking out. 
 
All of this is top of my mind this morning for a couple of reasons.  First, of course, is the song 
“Good Shepherd,” which Jorma Kaukonen rescued from dusty obscurity and turned into a hit for 
Jefferson Airplane.  I thought of this song immediately when I read the passage from Acts which 
is our focus this morning.  The other song I know that features Paul and Silas is “That Old Time 
Religion” and I’ve seen enough cruelty done in the name of “Old Time Religion” in my life to be 
uncomfortable in singing that song.  I’ll be weaving lessons from “Good Shepherd” into my 
sermon this morning.  But I also look at Jorma Kaukonen’s life and work today and think how 
God wonderfully uses the least likely people to help spread the Good News of God’s love – Paul, 
the former persecutor of the Church; a pagan soothsayer; a jailer in the Roman Empire; and the 
guitarist from a notorious rock and roll band.  Amazing. 
 
Since I’ve shared some background observations with you about Jorma Kaukonen and Jefferson 
Airplane, it’s probably only fair that I share some similar notes with you about our story in Acts.  
I think it’s worthwhile to remember that this story takes place in Philippi, the leading city of the 
time in Macedonia.  Now, keep in mind that this was not the country currently called Macedonia, 
one of the splinter nations formed in the break-up of the former Yugoslavia.  This Macedonia 
was in northern Greece and was the home region of Alexander the Great.  Philippi was named 
after his father, Philip.  At the time of Paul, Philippi was a Roman colony, home to many retired 
Roman soldiers who had been given land grants after their service. 
 
Philippi is important in the story of the spread of Christianity because it was the first European 
city where a church was started by Paul, who’d previously traveled only in Syria and Asia 
Minor, today’s Turkey.  That little church in Philippi, which originally met in the home of Lydia, 
a Gentile “God-fearer” who was wealthy through her trade in purple dye, were the recipients of 
what may be Paul’s most beautiful letter, Philippians, from which I take the benediction you hear 
from me most often.  And, as is apparent from the language in our passage, Philippi was also the 
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first mission field where Paul was joined in his travels by Luke, the physician credited with 
writing both the Gospel According to Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. 
 
The story of Paul and the slave girl and Paul and Silas in prison may be familiar to you.  On the 
surface, it’s just another story about Paul preaching the Gospel, Paul being assaulted and 
imprisoned, and people being added to the growing number of those expressing faith in Jesus of 
Nazareth as the Messiah.  As such, it’s a great story for kids and perhaps a potential subject of an 
exciting Biblically-inspired adventure film for limited release in cinemas and years of play on 
religious TV and in churches.  But I find the story’s real value this morning in its subtle look at 
power and how people use it.  This story makes me ask questions about who really has power 
and how power should be used.  As I was reading this story a few weeks ago, what was 
immediately presented to me were images of how some people take advantage of those whom 
they perceive as having less power than they and how some people look to help those who are 
less powerful.  It made me wonder where the real power lay and remember that Paul also wrote 
to one of the other churches he founded in Greece that God said to him, “My grace is sufficient 
for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” 
 
As Luke tells the story, we see one of these interesting contrasts in power right away.  First, we 
are introduced to “a slave-girl who had a spirit of divination.”  This young woman is doubly a 
slave.  Whether she was a captive of war or someone who had been sold into slavery, we do not 
know but her fate was not her own.  She was the property of the men for whom she operated a 
lucrative fortune-telling operation.  She was also enslaved to the spirit which inspired her 
predictions.  She could not control, apparently, when she would be grasped by the spirit or what 
she would say.  The spirit used her to utter its predictions and the men used her to make money 
and none of these seemed concerned with her welfare at all. 
 
Isn’t it ironic, then, that she chooses to name Paul, Silas, and Luke as “slaves of the Most High 
God?”  As we know, this is another kind of slavery all together.  These men, as we, have 
willingly submitted their lives and wills to God, not for the payment of a financial debt or as the 
consequence of invasion, but in order to live life more abundantly.  Our God does not seize us 
against our will but rather waits to be invited into our lives.  Far from using us for God’s own 
purposes without consideration of our own needs, God puts our welfare first, even so far, as Paul 
would later remind the church in Philippi, as to suffer death on a cross.  In fact, although Paul 
and his friends and now we have pledged our lives and service to God, Jesus tells us that we are 
not slaves: “I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the 
master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that 
I have heard from my Father.” 
 
The primary human antagonists of Paul and Silas in this story are the owners of the slave girl.  
They are not in the least interested that Paul has released the girl from what may have been a 
demeaning and frightening possession except in the way it impacts them.  Luke is very clear as 
regards their motivation: “…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.”  They 
value this young woman’s ability to make money for them far more than they value her as a 
whole person.  I would suggest that in this way, they are no better than those the old song calls 
“the blood-stained bandits.”  How they treat the girl is not specifically mentioned but surely in 
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their disregard for her mental health puts them in the same category as those who use violence to 
steal from others for their own enrichment without regard to the damage they are doing. 
 
That old folk song also warns against the “long-tongued liars” and the slave owners in this story 
certainly fit that category as well.  Although their true motivation is the loss of their business 
revenue, that’s not the complaint they issue against Paul and Silas.  “These men are disturbing 
our city; they are Jews and are advocating customs that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt 
or observe.”  In order to exact their revenge on the missionaries for mucking up their sweet deal, 
they abandon their real complaint and turn to that ancient sin xenophobia – the fear and hatred of 
foreigners.  This is one of the sins that God warned God’s people of most often in the Old 
Testament and, as our friend Charlie Scalise has often said, if a problem is mentioned in the 
Scriptures you can be sure that it was and continues to be widespread. 
 
The magistrates of Philippi are all too ready to buy into this pernicious lie.  It is always expedient 
to blame the ills of society on an individual or group who are “outsiders.”  Their willingness to 
harshly punish these men from elsewhere without carefully examining the claims of their 
wealthy neighbors puts them in the category of “blood-stained bandits” as well.  Had they 
actually questioned Paul and Silas, they would have quickly found that they were not to be 
treated in this way.  As Roman citizens, they had the right to a fair trial and magistrates of a 
Roman colony would have been very sensitive to those rights.  But the magistrates, like the 
merchants, see Paul and Silas as men without power, just like the slave girl.  And in their 
arrogance, they are perfectly willing to take advantage of those without power in order to make 
their own lives easier or more lucrative. 
 
Compare those attitudes of the magistrates and merchants on one hand with those of Paul and 
Silas on the other.  Most of the commentators I read on this passage this week don’t give Paul 
much credit for the exorcism of the slave girl.  Luke is pretty frank that Paul casts out the spirit 
in a fit of pique.  On the other hand, no matter how annoyed he is, what he does is actually to her 
long-term benefit – she is freed of her possession if not of her status as a slave.  Some of those 
same commentators bewailed the fact that the young woman may well have been cast out from 
her position with the merchants.  I think this is unlikely.  Concerned with worldly finances as 
they were, they would hardly have been apt to set her free when she still had utility as an 
ordinary household slave.  And given the limited number of freedoms enjoyed by slaves in 1st 
century Greece and Rome, I wonder if she was not quickly adopted by the new church meeting at 
Lydia’s house?  She may well have become one of those who went down to the river to pray, 
giving thanks to God for the Good News of her real freedom. 
 
We should also remember the story of the jailer.  When the earthquake frees the prisoners, Paul 
and Silas stay in the damaged prison and apparently convince the other prisoners to remain as 
well.  They have been praising God in their wounded and captive position and God has freed 
them.  They could have easily left the jailer to face the deadly consequences of their freedom.  
They have the power of the God who brought the earthquake.  But instead, they show concern 
for him, introducing him to the Good News of God’s love and the story of Jesus.  As a result, 
they make a household full of converts and friends.  I imagine the jailer and his family and 
perhaps some of the other prisoners as well also became members of the church in Philippi to 
whom Paul later wrote, “I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy 
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in every one of my prayers for all of you, because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day 
until now. I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to 
completion by the day of Jesus Christ.” 
 
The missionaries also showed mercy to the magistrates who had them beaten and imprisoned.  
As Roman citizens, Paul and Silas would have been within their rights to report these local 
officials to the nearest representative of the Empire.  Against Roman law, they had been beaten 
and imprisoned without trial.  The magistrates could have been in a great deal of trouble.  But 
after confronting the Philippian officials with their misdeeds, Paul and Silas make no further 
trouble for them.  It is if they are saying, “Look, here’s how it’s done.  Uncover the truth and 
then temper judgement with mercy.”  That seems to me to be a lesson also still needed today. 
 
Indeed, the lessons of this story in Acts and of the folk song it inspired, “Good Shepherd,” seem 
very much in need in our world.  Still today we see men and women more interested in money 
than in the lives of those who are weaker than they.  As we’ve noted before, we live in one of the 
most notorious corridors for human trafficking in the world – Interstate 5 and its tributaries carry 
illegally smuggled men, women, and children between Mexico and Canada and all points in 
between.  These unfortunates are used as laborers, household servants, and sex slaves.  Their 
stories rarely end as well as that of the unnamed slave girl in Philippians.  Truly those involved 
in this nasty business belong in the category of “blood-stained bandits.”  They are no different 
than the owners of that girl. 
 
Nor do we need a crime as egregious as human trafficking to find parallels in today’s world with 
those whom Paul confronted in Philippi.  Anywhere that greed holds sway over human decency, 
anywhere that men and women labor for less than fair wages, anywhere that families can be 
bankrupted over medical expenses, we are dealing with the blood-stained bandits and the long-
tongued liars.  And when I think of the magistrates of Philippi who had Paul and Silas beaten 
without trial, I think of all the cases where our own law enforcement officials have acted hastily, 
in some cases out of a sense that certain people don’t deserve the rights of others, and 
condemned men, women, and even, God help us, children, to injury and death without benefit of 
due process.  And I think of the corporations that own today’s prisons and how they lobby 
against judicial reform out of fear that their profits will be compromised and without care for the 
thousands that they warehouse without any effort towards education and rehabilitation.  Nor can 
I forget that our folk song this morning also warns against the “gun-shot devil;” not so much, 
perhaps, an individual as the corrupt spirit which leads men and women to insist that they have 
the right to own a gun but does not lead them to take the measures that will help them to ensure 
that the gun they own is not used unsafely and does not fall into the wrong hands. 
 
We must speak up, my sisters and my brothers, to bring God’s will to fruition on earth as it is in 
heaven.  That, I think, is how we must act if we really want to “get to heaven, over on the other 
shore.”  Our calling is less about what happens to us after we pass from this life and much, much 
more about the impact we have on this life, on how we bring the Beloved Community to full 
realization here and now.  The other shore, the far-side banks of Zion, are, we must remember, 
metaphorical language for what our world can become, what God had in mind all along, what 
Jesus came to proclaim and inaugurate in the Kingdom of God. 
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Does it seem like a daunting task?  It should!  But there is one more lesson from Acts that I want 
you to hear this morning.  As Paul and Silas sat uncomfortably in that prison, with their feet 
spread wide apart and fastened into the stocks so that they could not move, with the wounds of 
their beating aching and bleeding, they did not sit and complain or suffer in silence.  Instead, 
they “were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them.”  They 
provided such a compelling witness, simply by refusing to be afraid, that they convinced those 
other prisoners to remain when the prison walls were broken down.  They were steadfast and 
joyful and so should we be.  Let us continue to work for God’s justice, for the healing of the 
nations, with joy in our hearts and songs on our lips.  The word of the Lord still comes to us from 
unusual sources: “O Good Shepherd, feed my sheep!”  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 


