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COMMENTARY ON ACTS 16:6-40: 
PAUL’S VISIT TO PHILIPPI 

When we examine Paul’s letter to the Philippians, we are immensely blessed to have a 
large amount of background data to reconstruct the setting behind its composition. Acts 16:6-
40 details Paul’s journey to Philippi, and his encounters with: Lydia, the Python-possessed 
woman, and an unnamed Philippian jailer. Compared to some of Paul’s other letters, which 
are notably longer, Luke’s record in Acts 16:6-40 about Paul’s visit to Philippi includes 
considerably more information when compared to his visit to many of the other cities to which 
he would write. This gives us some key information that we can use to understand the birth of 
the Philippian assembly of Believers, and tells us a bit about the challenges that the 
Philippians faced. It is the first expanse of the gospel into Europe, and the first major 
encounter that Paul has with the conversion of pagan Gentiles, those with largely no 
connection to the Jewish Synagogue. 

The events in Acts 16 occur prior to Paul writing his letter to the Philippians, following the 
Jerusalem Council of approximately 45-50 C.E. If the Epistle to the Philippians can be dated 
during Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome in 61 C.E., then about ten to fifteen years would 
have passed between these events and Paul writing his letter. Considering the testimony of 
Acts 16 is important so we can see the growth of the Philippian congregation between Paul’s 
visit to Philippi, and what he would write to them later from Rome. 

 
6 They passed through the Phrygian and Galatian region, having been forbidden 
by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia; 7 and after they came to Mysia, they 
were trying to go into Bithynia, and the Spirit of Yeshua did not permit them; 8 
and passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas. 9 A vision appeared to Paul in the 
night: a man of Macedonia was standing and appealing to him, and saying, “Come 
over to Macedonia and help us.” 10 When he had seen the vision, immediately we 
sought to go into Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the 
gospel to them. 
 
16:6 The Apostle Paul’s visit to the city of Philippi is detailed in Acts 16:6-40 during 

what most examiners call his Second Missionary Journey. Before making his way to 
Philippi, Paul was traveling throughout Asia Minor in what is today Western Turkey. Both 
Paul and “his companions” (NIV), Silas and Timothy, had to be extremely sensitive to the 
leading of the Holy Spirit where they were to go and proclaim the good news of Yeshua. 
Unlike some missionary experiences of today where if a person does not succeed or 
encounters difficulty, he or she can catch a flight back home, neither Paul nor Silas could 
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“catch a late flight” to Antioch or Jerusalem. They had to travel by foot throughout the 
regions they were called to serve. 

V. 6 records that Paul and his company had “travelled through the Phrygian and 
Galatian region” (NEB), tēn Phrugian kai Galatikēn chōran. This is local terminology 
employed by Luke in his composition, as the territory of Phrygia had been recently divided 
as the provinces of Asia and Galatia by Rome in about 25 B.C.E., even though it still 
maintained its character as the Phrygian region. The leading city of the province of Asia was 
Ephesus, which Paul and Silas were “forbidden” or “prevented” (NEB, HCSB) from traveling 
to by the Holy Spirit, even though the Ephesians would hear the good news later in Acts 
(18:19-21; 24:19-41). 

16:7-8 Luke makes the point to give Theophilus (1:1) these details about Paul’s journey 
likely to show him that he is not ignorant of some of the local customs and terms used for 
the area. We see this especially in vs. 7-8 when he employs the term Musia or Mysia, an old 
Hellenistic, pre-Roman designation for Northwestern Asia Minor. This is important to note 
because there are some differences in place names between Luke’s Gospel and Acts when 
compared to Paul’s letters, as Paul will often use the Roman provincial names current to the 
First Century. As Luke refers to the region of Galatia, generally in Northern Asia Minor, 
Paul wrote his epistle to those living in the province of Galatia, those living to the south. An 
excellent example to consider today in Biblical Studies is how many works, particularly 
those of British Bible scholarship, will use the term Near East to describe what Americans 
will today call the Middle East. The usage of Near East is self-obvious because the United 
Kingdom is located considerably closer to Egypt and Mesopotamia than North America. 
Generally today, the term Ancient Near East is used to describe the world of the Bible, 
whereas Middle East is used to describe the Arab world. 

Luke makes a very important point concerning Yeshua, by saying in v. 7 “the Spirit of 
Yeshua would not let them” (CJB), whereas earlier he has stated “they had been prevented 
by the Ruach HaKodesh” (CJB). Somehow the terms to pneuma Iēsou, “the Spirit of Jesus,” and 
tou hagiou pneumatos, “the Holy Spirit,” are all used interchangeably. This offers us a unique 
perspective of the Godhead that often gets overlooked by the most well-meaning of 
Believers. While Luke fully upholds the Divinity of Yeshua in these statements, he may also 
suggest that the differences between God the Son and God the Spirit may not be as clearly 
defined as one’s human mind may want them to be. While there are some differences in the 
functions of the Son and the Spirit, they are nevertheless unified as part of the mystery of 
the Godhead and God’s very being. This is perhaps why Paul is able to say, “it is written, 
‘The first MAN, Adam, BECAME A LIVING SOUL.’ The last Adam became a life-giving spirit” (1 
Corinthians 15:45). 

It may be suggested that what readers see in the different terms Luke employs is 
simply a change in the orientation of Paul’s activity. In v. 6, we see that Paul and company 
are traveling in a broad region at the leading of the Spirit. In v. 7, we begin to see this 
particularized to specific areas where the gospel message of Yeshua needed to be spread at 
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the proper time. I. Howard Marshall summarizes, “this section makes it overwhelmingly 
clear that Paul’s progress was directed by God in a variety of ways, so that the missionaries 
were led into new areas of work. The whole account is related at breath-taking speed, to 
convey some impression of the irresistible sweep of events that took Paul to Macedonia.”1 

It is in the city of Troas where Paul receives his vision of the “man of Macedonia.” First 
Century Troas was located 10 miles from Ancient Troy, the city the Greeks plundered in the 
Homeric epic The Illiad, and was officially called Alexandria Troas. Troas was an important 
seaport for connections between Macedonia and Greece, and Macedonia and Asia Minor. 
Paul returns to Troas following his Third Missionary Journey (2 Corinthians 2:12), and he 
ministers to the Believers in Troas on his journey back to Jerusalem. 

16:9 The ancient region of Macedonia is located in what is today Northern Greece. In 
Paul’s day it had been a Roman province since 145 B.C.E. V. 9 tells us that “During the night a 
vision appeared to Paul: a Macedonian man was standing and pleading with him, ‘Cross over 
to Macedonia and help us!’” (HCSB). Many commentators have suggested that this “man of 
Macedonia” was none other than Luke, as v. 10 shifts to using the plural “we,” a likely 
indicator that Luke has now joined Paul’s traveling party. Some liberal commentators 
regard “we” as a fictitious literary device, but eyewitness testimony was considered most 
reliable in ancient times. IVPBBC indicates, “Personal eyewitness experience was considered 
the most dependable source for history,”2 and undoubtedly this would have gained Luke 
some considerable credibility with his patron Theophilus. 

16:10 If Luke had indeed joined Paul and company at this point in Acts, then it is quite 
possible that as a medical doctor he could have joined them because of some health issues 
from Paul. Galatians 4:133 indicates that Paul did have some health issues, possibly even to 
do with his sight (cf. Galatians 4:15). Regardless of whether or not Luke did join Paul at this 
point, the importance of the vision Paul receives is the immediacy of the need to go to 
Macedonia, as dreams and/or visions are frequently used throughout Acts (9:10, 12; 10:3, 17; 
18:9; 22:17) when the Lord wants to convey an important work to be done. V. 10 summarizes 
this quite well: “When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to cross over to 
Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them” 
(NRSV). Paul had now been commissioned to be the first apostle to go preach the gospel in 
Europe. 
 
 
 
 

 

 
1 I. Howard Marshall, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries: The Acts of the Apostles, Vol. 5 (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1980), 261. 
2 Keener, 367. 
3 “As you know, it was because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you” (Galatians 4:13, NIV). 
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11 So putting out to sea from Troas, we ran a straight course to Samothrace, and 
on the day following to Neapolis; 12 and from there to Philippi, which is a leading 
city of the district of Macedonia, a Roman colony; and we were staying in this city 
for some days. 
 
16:11 Paul and his company do not have that far to travel to reach Philippi. They “made 

a straight run to Samothrace, the next day to Neapolis” (NEB). Samothrace was an island in 
the Northeastern Aegean Sea where boats could anchor safely, rather than have to sail at 
night. The First Century Roman author Pliny writes about it in his work Natural History: 

“The island of Samothrace, a free state, facing the river Hebrus, is the same distance 
from Thasos, being also thirty-two miles from Imbros, twenty-two from Lemnos, and 
thirty-eight from the coast of Thrace; it is thirty-two miles in circumference, and in it rises 
Mount Saoce, ten miles in height. This island is the most inaccessible of them all” (4.23).4 

While apparently being an island that was difficult to reach, anchoring at Samothrace 
was still more desirable than having to sail at night. For Paul and company to make it to 
Neapolis in just two days, makes it a very quick trip, as they would have had to travel a 
distance of about 125 miles (200 kilometers).5 The much slower journey would have been 
returning south, as Acts 20:6 indicates “We sailed from Philippi after the days of 
Unleavened Bread, and came to them at Troas within five days.” Neapolis (modern-day 
Kavállah) was the main seaport associated with Philippi, and Paul and his party would have 
to travel on foot on the Via Egnatia, the Roman highway linking the Adriatic to the Aegean, 
to reach Philippi. 

16:12 In v. 12, Luke writes that Philippi was “the leading city of the district of 
Macedonia, and a Roman colony” (RSV). In Paul’s time, Thessalonica was actually the 
provincial capital of Macedonia, but Philippi would have been the leading city of 
Macedonia’s “first district” (Good News Bible), possibly because it was the first city reached 
by the eastern border. V. 12 includes the only New Testament usage of kolōnia, a borrowed 
term simply meaning “Lat. colonia” (LS).6 The city of Philippi had been a Roman colony 
since 42 B.C.E., and the principal residents of the city were retired Roman soldiers. Roman 
law, as opposed to more local Greek laws, was enforced in the city, with Philippi being 
operated as though it were a “miniature Rome.” 

Some have suggested that Luke demonstrates some pride in the city of Philippi as he 
calls it “a city of the first rank” (NEB). F.F. Bruce observes, “Luke, who apparently spent 
some years in Philippi from this time, shows a special interest in the place.”7 It is possible 
that Luke was a native of Philippi, or at the very least attended medical school there. 

 
4 Pliny the Elder: The Natural History, eds. John Bostock and H.D. Riley. Accessible online at 

<http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/ptext?lookup=Plin.+Nat.+toc>. 
5 Marshall, 266. 
6 LS, 442. 
7 F.F. Bruce, New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Book of the Acts (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1983), 330. 
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“Philippi had a school of medicine connected with one of those guilds of physicians that the 
followers of early Greek medicine scattered through the Hellenistic world. This adds point 
to the suggestion that Luke was a Philippian” (NIDB).8 

Paul and his company are said to have stayed in Philippi “several days” (NIV),9 
indicating that it was probably not very long. 
 

 
13 And on the Sabbath day we went outside the gate to a riverside, where we were 
supposing that there would be a place of prayer; and we sat down and began 
speaking to the women who had assembled. 
 
16:13 Throughout the Book of Acts, we see that Paul’s usual missionary pattern was to 

go to the local Jewish synagogue and proclaim the good news to those assembled on Shabbat, 
and he would often remain there until he would be thrown out or those attending lost 
interest. Philippi is a major exception to this pattern. In v. 13 Luke indicates, “on Shabbat, 
we went outside the gate to the riverside, where we understood a minyan met. We sat down 
and began speaking to the women who had gathered there” (CJB). Apparently, there was 
only this “place of prayer” for Paul to go to, because there were not enough Jews in Philippi 
to form a synagogue. 

Jewish halachah of the period required 10 Jewish males to be present in a city to form a 
synagogue, often called a minyan, meaning “number, count; ballot, vote” (Jastrow).10 This 
sentiment is seen in the Mishnah, which tells us “Among ten who sit and work hard on 
Torah the Presence comes to rest” (m.Avot 3:6).11 The Biblical basis for the number ten comes 
from Abraham’s plea to spare Sodom and Gomorrah on behalf of ten righteous (Genesis 18), 
and a reference to ten elders in Ruth 4:2. 

It is possible that due to the high Roman population of Philippi, or at least the high 
Roman patriotism, that the Jews living in the city were not allowed to easily have their own 
synagogue, so meeting outside the city by the riverside would have to suffice. The Greek 
term proseuchē, simply meaning “prayer,” is used in 3 Maccabees 7:20 to likewise represent 
“a place of prayer,” the equivalent of a synagogue when there is no synagogue. The Gangites 
River flowed by the city of Philippi, which would have allowed the small group of Jews to 
perform ritual immersions. William Baird indicates, based on archaeological finds at 
Philippi, that “just W of the Roman arch which may mark the pomerium (the area around 
the city from which foreign cults were excluded) the river makes a bend providing a small 

 
8 Lorman M. Petersen, “Philippi,” in NIDB, 781. 
9 Grk. hēmeras tinas; “certain days” (YLT). 
10 Jastrow, 801. 
11 Neusner, 679. 
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natural amphitheater.”12 This may have been where Paul met with the Philippian Jewish 
community. 

Of course, some interesting questions do arise about the composition of who the 
Philippian Jews may have been. V. 13 only speaks of “the women who had gathered there” 
(NIV). Is this to say that the Jewish men in Philippi were non-religious? Or were there any 
Jewish men in Philippi? In Conservative and Reform Judaism today, women are allowed to 
be counted as a part of the minyan. Was the Jewish population of Philippi overwhelmingly 
female, and that is why they met out by the riverside? Or, were there only a handful of 
Jewish women? These are some interesting questions that are raised when we consider 
Paul’s unique mission to Philippi. The community meeting at the riverside may have only 
been a small handful of people—but important enough for Paul to be given a vision to go 
minister to them. 
 

 
14 A woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple fabrics, a 
worshiper of God, was listening; and the Lord opened her heart to respond to the 
things spoken by Paul. 15 And when she and her household had been baptized, she 
urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my 
house and stay.” And she prevailed upon us. 
 
16:14 The first person from Philippi who is named is a woman, Lydia. Many 

commentators have suggested that Ludia is the name of her home region, as it was a 
province in Asia Minor, and may not have been her specific “name.” Going further, others 
have suggested that “Lydia” was just a designation for this woman, and that her proper 
name is either the Euodia or Syntyche referred to in Philippians 4:2. Of course, there is no 
way to determine this with accuracy. What we are told is that she was from the city of 
Thyatira13 and that she was a “God-fearer” (CJB). The Greek actually describes her as a 
sebomenē ton Theon, a similar description seen earlier in Acts 13:43 of “the God-fearing 
proselytes14 [who] followed Paul and Barnabas” in Pisidian Antioch. We do not know 
whether or not Lydia had fully converted to Judaism, or whether she was simply a non-
Jewish woman attending these Sabbath gatherings in Philippi who was attracted to the God 
of Israel. What is likely is that Lydia was a worshiper of the One True God just like Cornelius 
(Acts 10:2), but was not a full convert to Judaism. Lydia’s acceptance of Yeshua as the 
Messiah could be viewed as a “Pauline parallel,” as the conversion of Cornelius was to Peter. 

We are not given a thorough description of Lydia in v. 14, but we are given some 
important clues that do tell us a few things about the social dynamics in Philippi. We know 
that she was a woman who was attracted to Judaism, and this would fit well within the First 

 
12 William Baird, “The Acts of the Apostles,” in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 750. 
13 Note that this is one of the cities that Yeshua the Messiah issues a strong rebuke to in Revelation 2:18-29. 
14 Grk. tōn sebomenōn. 
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Century historical framework of “women pursu[ing] religions from the eastern 
Mediterranean, and…that tremendous numbers of women (far more than men) were 
attracted to Judaism” (IVPBBC).15 It is possible that Lydia’s husband was either non-religious 
or did not care about his wife’s beliefs, and let her attend Jewish services at her discretion. 
Still, Marshall suggests “the fact that Lydia was engaged in business strongly suggests that 
she was single or widowed.”16 

It is possible that given Lydia’s occupation as a woman in business that she was a 
former slave who was now free and able to conduct in some kind of profitable, but labor 
intensive, trade.17 Luke says that she was “a seller of purple goods” (ESV) or “a merchant of 
expensive purple cloth” (NLT). This trade was apparently well known in the region of 
Maeonia or Lydia from as far back as the Trojan War, dated anywhere from the Fourteenth 
to Twelfth Centuries B.C.E. (the same general dating of the Exodus). Homer’s Illiad speaks in 
a simile of “some Maionian woman or Karian with purple colours ivory, to make it a cheek 
piece for horses” (4.141).18 Even by the First Century, purple remained a luxury good,19 but 
had to be produced by the lower classes. F. Scott Spencer summarizes the social strata Lydia 
probably came from: 

“Purple dyeing was particularly stigmatized as a smelly, ‘dirty’ process involving the 
use of animal urine. Accordingly, dye-houses were normally situated in remote zones 
outside the city…As a handler (probably manufacturer as well as handler) of purple goods 
who likely lives and works as well as worships outside the city gate, Lydia would seem to fit 
among the lower, despised classes of Philippian society, whatever her financial standing.”20 

Lydia, being only described as “a God-fearer,” was not a Jewess. However, due to the 
fact that most Jews in Philippi were probably merchants just as she was, likely led to her 
being drawn into their small community. The Apostle Paul came to Philippi at just the right 
time, and as v. 14 tells us, “The Lord opened her heart to give heed to what was said by Paul” 
(RSV). This statement demonstrates the distinct Lukan character of Acts as Yeshua “opened 

 
15 Keener, 368. 
16 Marshall, 268. 
17 Cf. Keener, 368. 
18 The Illiad of Homer, 117. 
19 Note that some well-meaning Messianics have tried to assert that Lydia produced the blue dye that was 

to be used for the techelet blue thread of the fringes or tzitziyot commanded in Numbers 15:38. This is an 
impossible conclusion by a simple comparison of the vocabulary, as the Greek LXX renders techelet as 
huakinthinos, meaning “hyacinth-colored, i.e. dark blue” (BDAG, 1022), whereas Acts 16:14 employs porphurōplis, 
“a merchant dealing in purple cloth” (Ibid., 855), derived from porphurous or “purple in color” (Ibid.). This is 
rendered as argaman in UBSHNT, a Biblical word meaning “purple, red-purple” (BDB, 71), and is used 
throughout the Torah in Exodus describing the elaborate decorations of the Tabernacle. 

Furthermore, given the small number of Jews in Philippi—less than enough to form a synagogue—Lydia 
would have not have had a very large business if she had been a dealer in techelet blue. It seems best to place her 
in the milieu of those who provided a luxury good like purple fabric to a much broader clientele. 

20 F. Scott Spencer, Journeying Through Acts: A Literary-Cultural Reading (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 
175. 
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their [the Disciples’] minds to understand the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45), which itself is 
paralleled in 2 Maccabees 1:4, when the Jews in Egypt are admonished, “May he open your 
heart to his law and his commandments, and may he bring peace.” 

16:15 Paul does not show any hesitation to the willingness of Lydia, a non-Jewish 
woman, to receive the gospel. V. 15 indicates that both she and her household were 
immersed, which could easily have taken place considering that the Philippian Jews met by 
the riverside. We are not told who was in Lydia’s house, whether it included her husband, 
children, relatives, or even business employees. All we are told is that as a result of Lydia 
receiving Yeshua the Messiah into her life, so did those she cared for also become Believers. 
Spencer validly points out, “Paul and [his] associates seem to have no qualms about 
approaching these women ‘outsiders’. A Macedonian male may have been the first to call for 
Paul’s gospel (16.9), but Macedonian women are the first to hear and receive it.”21 

The Philippian congregation, that Paul would write to perhaps almost fifteen years 
later from Rome, started in the household of Lydia. She welcomed Paul and his company 
into her home, telling them, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my 
house and stay.” V. 15 indicates that “she persuaded us” (NIV) or “she insisted in our going” 
(NEB). She was ready to fully submit to Paul’s teaching and training in what she was to do, 
and Paul’s acceptance of her invitation is evidence that he fully accepted her as a fellow 
sister in the Lord and ready to be used by Him.22 

The genesis of the Philippian assembly is somewhat unique because it was not birthed 
out of a Jewish community that had a definite synagogue, there is no mention of any men 
being a part of the riverside gathering, and the person whom God raises up to lead the new 
group of Believers is a non-Jewish woman. While the Philippian Believers lived in a largely 
Gentile environment, the Lord cared enough about them to send them the Apostle Paul, who 
presumably acts content with the fact that God will use a non-Jewish woman in Lydia to lead 
this fledgling group of people. 

The questions that Acts 16:14-15 asks us today are immense. The Christian Church 
struggles with the issue of women in ministry, and it is no surprise that the Messianic 
movement is not that far behind. For the most part, evangelical Protestants largely do not 
have a problem with women in ministry positions, but many have problems with female 
pastors. This extreme skepticism is justified to an extent because of the rise of feminism in 
the West, and consequently also feminist theology. Acts 16:14-15 and the placement of Lydia 
as leader of the Philippian congregation, though, is often offered as proof that there have 
been female pastors in the Bible, and this certainly cannot be ignored. 

In the case of the Philippians, Lydia was definitely the right person for the right job, 
and as her fellowship grew, others would come along to help in the work of the Lord. 
Marshall comments, from a traditional Christian vantage point obviously, “As a result of the 

 
21 Ibid., 174. 
22 Cf. Barbara E. Reid, “Acts,” in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 1987. 
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visit there was formed a Christian church with which Paul had exceptionally warm 
relations, reflected in the tone of his later letter to the Philippian Christians. This and other 
writings confirm the essential historicity of the story.”23 Our examination of Paul’s letter to 
the Philippians indicates that while the Philippians were largely a non-Jewish congregation 
in a pagan Roman environment, Paul did not have to instruct them that much in what the 
God of Israel considered acceptable and unacceptable behavior. The Philippian Believers 
had sound leadership, and were a group of people who he thought of with great affection. 
 

 
16 It happened that as we were going to the place of prayer, a slave-girl having a 
spirit of divination met us, who was bringing her masters much profit by 
fortune-telling. 17 Following after Paul and us, she kept crying out, saying, 
“These men are bond-servants of the Most High God, who are proclaiming to you 
the way of salvation.” 18 She continued doing this for many days. But Paul was 
greatly annoyed, and turned and said to the spirit, “I command you in the name 
of Yeshua the Messiah to come out of her!” And it came out at that very moment. 
 
16:16 As the scene in Philippi shifts, v. 16 records that Paul and his company, “we,” 

“were going to the place of prayer.” While not stated explicitly in the text, it is likely that 
Paul had stayed in Philippi for at least a week, and he was going with his associates to the 
riverside for a Shabbat gathering. While they are minding their own business, Luke says 
that “we met a slavegirl who was possessed by an oracular spirit” (NEB). This woman was a 
paidiskē, which is “always of the slave class, female slave” (BDAG),24 and she “made a large 
profit for her owners by fortune-telling” (HCSB). This was a trade that was certainly well 
known in the ancient world, and was forbidden by the Torah. Deuteronomy 18:10 specifies, 
“There shall not be found among you anyone who makes his son or his daughter pass 
through the fire, one who uses divination, one who practices witchcraft, or one who 
interprets omens, or a sorcerer.” 

The Greek of v. 16 reveals a great deal more than most English translations regarding 
who this female slave actually was, reading echousan pneuma puthōna, “having a spirit of 
Python” (YLT) or “a snake-spirit” (CJB). A python as we know today is a deadly snake that 
will choke its victims. In the Greek world, Python was a mythical serpent slain by the god 
Apollo. IDB summarizes, 

“According to Greek belief the Python was first the dragon which guarded the oracle at 
Delphi. It was slain by Apollo when he took over the oracle. Then the dragon spirit inspired 
the priestess of the shrine, who delivered revelations. Later the spirit was thought of as a 

 
23 Marshall, 264. 
24 BDAG, 749. 
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divining or soothsaying spirit which anybody might possess, associated especially with 
what we would call ventriloquism.”25 

Luke’s usage of “spirit of Python” is, in fact, very serious, revealing that demonic forces 
can indeed have proper names—and in this case a name associated with Greek religion. 
While some liberal theologians would like to simply write off this woman’s abilities as 
coming from a mental disorder, or that she was simply a practicing ventriloquist, the 
Apostle Paul does not treat what she was doing as simply being a “show.” Certainly, it is 
very possible that many who claimed to speak via Python in the ancient world were indeed 
frauds and fooling people just to get their money. In fact, this is what is historically recorded 
as being the case—most of the time. The Greek writer Plutarch speaks of the Oracle at 
Delphi in a mocking way, stating, “There is no reason, therefore, to blame the god; the 
exercise of the prophetic art which continues at the present day is sufficient for all, and 
sends away all with their desires fulfilled” (The Failure of the Oracles 4.414).26 People heard 
what they wanted to hear when they usually consulted one filled by Python. Without any 
doubt, it was an excellent moneymaker for those who could seem like they were filled with 
the soothsaying spirit. 

In this work, Plutarch employs the term engastrimuthos, the Greek equivalent of 
“ventriloquist.” It is employed in the Septuagint in 1 Samuel 28:7 when King Saul seeks out 
the witch of Endor: 

“Then Saul said to his servants, Seek for me a woman who has in her a divining spirit 
[engastrimuthos], and I will go to her, and enquire of her: and his servants said to him, 
Behold, there is a woman who has in her a divining spirit [engastrimuthos] at Aendor” (LXE). 

The Hebrew word that is used for “medium” (NASU) or “familial spirit” (KJV) is ov, 
meaning “necromancer” (BDB).27 In 1 Samuel 28:3-25 we see that the witch of Endor is 
supernaturally empowered to reach into the world beyond. Apparently, her ability to draw 
Samuel out of Sheol or the netherworld worked, and he talked to King Saul, telling him, “the 
LORD will also give over Israel along with you into the hands of the Philistines, therefore 
tomorrow you and your sons will be with me” (1 Samuel 28:19). For some reason or another, 
some of these so-called “ventriloquists” could do things that no regular human being could 
do—and it is for this exact reason why the Lord says “You shall not allow a sorceress to live” 
(Exodus 22:18). 

16:17 We know that the woman who Paul encounters was not simply a ventriloquist 
because of the declaration she makes, by simply seeing Paul and his associates walk by her. 
Luke writes, “This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, ‘These men are servants of 
the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved’” (NIV). While some may debate 

 
25 S.V. McCasland, “Python,” in IDB, 3:972. 
26 Plutarch: Moralia, trans. anonymous (1936). Accessible online at 
<http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Plutarch/Moralia/De_defectu_oraculorum*.html

>. 
27 BDB, 15. 
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what the term “Supreme God” or tou Theou tou hupsistou meant in her context, as it was used 
by Diaspora Jews to refer to the Holy One of Israel, and was used by Greeks to refer to the 
Olympian Zeus, the qualifying statement she makes is “they have come to tell you how to be 
saved” (NLT). There can be no doubt that the God she is referring to is El Elyon28 who has 
sent His Son Yeshua into the world to bring salvation. 

Was this slave girl the First Century equivalent of our own “Miss Cleo,” who promises 
to tell you your future for a price? Or was she truly empowered by the forces of darkness, 
who could then set certain things in motion in others they had influence over? Let us keep 
in mind that when Paul and his associates entered into the Greco-Roman world they were 
surrounded by people and cultures that were totally foreign, if not hostile, to the God of 
Israel. Almost all of the people outside the Jewish community would have definitely had 
some demonic spiritual activity going on—even if Greco-Roman works do reveal that there 
was some morality present in a few. It was still a world largely foreign to the ethos of the 
Scriptures, and Satan had a stranglehold on many. 

16:18 Luke writes, “She kept this up for many days” (NIV). We are not told if this only 
happened when Paul went to the riverside gathering for Sabbath services, or for other 
functions, but we may safely assume that this occurred several times a week. Continuing, 
Luke tells us, “Finally Paul became so troubled that he turned around and said to the spirit, 
‘In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!’ At that moment the spirit 
left her” (NIV). We are not told anything further about this slave girl—only that the spirit of 
Python had left her—so it is difficult to determine if she ever became a Believer in the Lord, 
even though this is certainly possible. Some commentators have tried to avoid the spiritual 
realities in the First Century Greco-Roman world, with liberals often only focusing on the 
exploitation of the slave girl for the profit of her masters. Certainly, when Paul did deal with 
her demonic possession, he did it to also help this poor girl, but this was not primary to 
getting the demon cast out. 

What is perhaps more significant for us as Messianics to consider is how this demon 
was exorcised from the woman. Yeshua the Messiah tells His Disciples that if they believe in 
Him, they will be given the authority to perform mighty works in His name. Undoubtedly, 
this includes the authority to cast out demons: 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do, he will do also; 
and greater works than these he will do; because I go to the Father. Whatever you ask in My 
name, that will I do, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask Me anything in 
My name, I will do it” (John 14:12-14). 

We know that when this woman was exorcised of Python that other people than Paul 
and his associates witnessed it taking place. This opens up a few questions that leave some 
Messianic people a bit uncomfortable, beyond that of the slave girl being demon possessed. 

 
28 Cf. Numbers 24:16; Isaiah 14:14; Daniel 3:26. 
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First of all, what language did Paul speak in order to cast out this demon? Secondly, what 
specific name did Paul use to cast out this demon? 

Luke makes a point to write earlier that this woman was possessed by pneuma puthōna. 
As a Philippian woman living in Southeastern Europe, she would never have spoken 
Hebrew or Aramaic—especially as a pagan practicing pagan religion. With this in mind, 
what Luke actually writes is that Paul says eipen parangellō soi en onomati Iēsou Christou 
exelthein ap’ autēs—“I command thee, in the name of Jesus Christ, to come forth from her” 
(YLT). Did Paul want those who saw the woman being delivered to understand what he was 
saying? If so, then he would have told the spirit of Python to come out of the woman in the 
name of Iēsous Christos in Greek. If he only wanted this to be seen by his inner party and for 
the gospel not to be seen in action by others, perhaps he spoke in another language—but 
this cannot be the case when we see the reaction of her owners and how others hear about 
the message being preached. 

A serious disservice has been caused in some sectors of today’s broad Messianic 
movement by a group of people frequently labeling themselves as “Sacred Name” or “Set-
Apart Name.” They often insist on the usage of God’s proper name YHWH, in spite of the 
fact that neither the Messiah nor the Apostles ever used it in Scripture, in deference to 
Second Temple Jewish protocol that only allowed the high priest to speak the Divine Name 
on Yom Kippur (m.Yoma 6:2). Furthermore, they often make the claim that the English name 
“Jesus,” which itself derives from the Greek Iēsous, is really a form of “Zeus,” in spite of the 
fact that the names Iēsous and Zeus or “Zeus” have two totally different spellings and 
pronunciations in Greek. Certainly, while we recognize that Yeshua is the original name of 
the Messiah, His name was placed above the cross in three languages (John 19:20). If Iēsous 
was not the Greek name that was placed on the cross above the Lord, then what was it? 

The Sacred Name movement is racked with a great deal of unsubstantiated “research” 
and poor conclusions, that legitimate Biblical history and scholarship reveal to be faulty. In 
spite of this, few Messianics whom I know want to consider the reality that when the 
Apostles went out and proclaimed the gospel to the Greco-Roman pagan world—they 
preached in the name of Iēsous Christos. Why is this the case? Some of it is failing to 
recognize that the Messiah we acknowledge is more than just a “name,” but that He is a 
living Person whom we should emulate. It is absolutely true that He was known and called 
Yeshua by His Disciples, but are we to believe that Pontius Pilate really told the crowd “Then 
what should I do with Yeshua, called ‘the Messiah’?” (Matthew 27:22, CJB)—or it is more 
accurate to understand that what he said was closer to, “Then what shall I do with Jesus who 
is called Christ?” (NASU). 

Many of us in today’s Messianic community did not come to faith in the name of 
Yeshua; we were saved in the name of Jesus. On August 8, 1995, I asked Jesus Christ to 
cleanse me of my sin, give me a new heart, transform me to live like Him, and help me to 
continually grow in the truths of the Scriptures. Within several months our family was 
involved in the Messianic movement. I had been exposed to the name Yeshua since 1983 
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when my parents had started watching Zola Levitt on television—but I was still saved in the 
name of Jesus. Does the name Yeshua have a richer meaning than the name Jesus? Yes, it 
means “salvation.” But ultimately, the names Yeshua, Iēsous, and Jesus all speak of the same 
Person. What matters the most is that the character of the Messiah in whom we believe is of 
One who is the perfect embodiment of love, compassion, sympathy, and One who serves 
others without complaint. This is what Paul did when he cast the demon Python out of the 
woman. While he confronted the spirit; he ultimately did it because of the love emanating 
from his heart placed there by God—not to make any point concerning “the name.” 

We need not be afraid when we see instances of the Apostles speaking Greek to Greek-
speakers using the Greek derivation of Yeshua, Iēsous. The Greek name Iēsous had 
spiritual power for the Apostles just like the name Jesus does today. I know this 
because I have experienced it. Bruce sums it up quite well: “The superior authority which 
such spirits had recognized when Jesus Himself commanded them to leave their victims was 
equally recognized when His name was invoked by one of His apostles, and proved as potent 
in exorcism as in other forms of healing.”29 

Certainly as a Messianic Believer, I use the name Yeshua—but I am not so dense as to 
believe that the name Jesus or any other derivation also does not “work.” I have personally 
experienced the name of Jesus work in delivering me from demons when I was initially 
saved. Our Heavenly Father looks at the heart of those who are calling out to Him. While it is true 
that there are many people who serve a Jesus who is anything but the Messiah portrayed in 
the Scriptures, often being lawless and disregarding the Father’s instructions—so are there 
a few Messianics who serve a Yeshua who is unloving, vengeful, condescending, and full of 
malice and hatred toward others. The name of our Savior ultimately comes down to the 
character that is represented by it, and both Christians and Messianics can be guilty of 
serving someone who is not represented by the Bible.30 
 

 
19 But when her masters saw that their hope of profit was gone, they seized Paul 
and Silas and dragged them into the market place before the authorities, 20 and 
when they had brought them to the chief magistrates, they said, “These men are 
throwing our city into confusion, being Jews, 21 and are proclaiming customs 
which it is not lawful for us to accept or to observe, being Romans.” 
 
16:19 Once the slave girl is delivered from the spirit of divination, “her owners saw that 

their hope of gain was gone, [and] they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the 
market place before the rulers” (RSV). The Roman character of Philippi is seen in v. 20, 
where Luke records “They brought them before the magistrates” (NIV). The Greek term 

 
29 Bruce, 333. 
30 For a further discussion of these issues, consult the author’s article “Sacred Name Concerns” (appearing 

in Introduction to Things Messianic). 
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