Acts 16.16-34; St. Andrew’s, Roker HE 16 05 10
Conflict and Co-operation and Good News for All

So finally a government has been formed, and with the conflicts and arguments of the election period over, we enter into a different political landscape. Recently politicians of all persuasions have been keen to say that their primary concern is the national interest. So after the conflicts of the election campaign, we look to see how this coalition government will work out. Both conflict and co-operation are necessary parts of our human experience.

The Gospels contain many conflict stories; read for instance the first chapters of Mark’s Gospel, where Jesus clashes so often with his opponents, leading inexorably to his Passion. Or turn to Paul’s letters, where you’ll find a strong case for unity in the image of the Body of Christ, where all the body’s parts are to work effectively together. But that letter To Corinth was written for a small church whose life was marred by cliques and squabbles.
We will never remove conflict from our human experience, but the question is how we deal with conflict, and how we rise above sectional interest, whether in politics, the Church or our community life. In today’s Gospel we heard Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer that his disciples be one.
Last week and this week, we have been treated to the tale of Paul and Silas in Philippi, a story that as a boy so impressed me. We heard last week how Paul had left Asia Minor (Turkey), and crossed over into Macedonia (Greece). His mission now extended to Europe, and Luke/Acts writer stresses the universality of the gospel, that the good news of Jesus Christ is for all. 
Chapter 16 is devoted to Paul’s time in Philippi, and Luke offers a story that is a deliberate portrayal of how the good news of Jesus’ Christ touched and transformed the lives of people from very different classes and circumstances in a socially mixed city.

Luke’s story includes a variety of converts. First there’s Lydia, the prosperous business woman, a seller of purple cloth, whom Paul found at a Jewish riverside place of prayer. When she came to faith in Jesus Christ, she and her whole household were baptised, and through her house became a base for Paul’s mission in Philippi.

This morning’s story continues with Paul and his companions – the first person plural is used here – going to the place of prayer, but this time the encounter is not with a wealthy entrepreneur, but with a demented, exploited slave-girl. Here the good news of Jesus Christ reaches out to a victim of power and wealth. The un-named woman, part of Philippi’s underclass, is able to tell fortunes; she has a spirit of divination, and her owners, respectable citizens, are making a fortune out of her.
She follows Paul and his co-workers, crying out, “These men are slaves of the Most High God.” She recognises that they have a master very different from her masters. For days she cries after Paul and his companions, and Paul, annoyed by this disturbance, turns and directly addresses the spirit that is afflicting her, “I order you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.”

Here in the name of Jesus Christ there is a ministry of deliverance and healing. The woman finds wholeness, salvation, well-being; the spell of evil and exploitation is broken, and she is of no longer a valued commodity for her owners. We could say that the image of God in her is restored.
The Gospel’s conflict with exploitation spells trouble for Paul and Silas. They have spoiled a lucrative business. So the slave owners seize the apostles and dragging them into the marketplace, take them to the magistrates. They are accused of being Jewish agitators who are urging Roman citizens to adopt unlawful practices. The crowd join in the attack, and the magistrates have them severely flogged and put into jail. The mission to Europe was very costly for Paul and Silas.

The story continues with the apostles praying and singing hymns, and the prisoners are listening to them. Then suddenly there is an earthquake, the foundations of the prison are shaken, and immediately all the doors are opened, and the prisoners’ chains unfastened. We know that earthquakes occur in that region, but it is remarkable that all the prisoners are free, and yet unharmed. The jailor, presuming that the prisoners have escaped, is ready to kill himself, since he will be held responsible. When Paul says, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here,” the jailor falls trembling at the apostle’s feet, asking “what must I do to be saved?”
What the jailor understood by this question, we cannot be quite sure, but for Paul salvation wholeness, forgiveness and hope are though Jesus Christ. Paul invites the jailor and his household to put their faith in Jesus Christ. Paul taught them, and that night his entire family was baptised, just as earlier the whole household of Lydia had been baptised. As with Lydia there is a gracious response to the grace of God. Here there is care and hospitality expressed in the washing of the apostles’ wounds and the setting of food before them.
Acts 16, Paul and Silas in Philippi, reminds us that the good news of Jesus Christ is for all, and not just people like us. The converts included a business woman, a demented slave girl and a troubled jailor. Think not the good news of Jesus Christ is for one section of our society, or our own most natural grouping; it is for all, rich and poor, exploiters and exploited.

To follow Jesus Christ will lead us into both conflict and co-operation, and like politicians we too need the wisdom to know the difference, what is expected of us in conflict and co-operation. For this calling we need the strength and wisdom of God’s Holy Spirit, but that’s another story. 
