World Day of Prayer 2010 – Cameroon

Let everything that has breath praise God
Bible Study 2: A Slave Girl

A study of Acts 16:16-34

Song: Great things the Lord has done

Found on the World Day of Prayer CD or another hymn.
Prayer: (spontaneous)

INTRODUCTION
This is a well-known passage from the book of Acts in which Paul and Silas are imprisoned and made to suffer a great deal because of their faith and their steadfast proclamation of the Good News of Jesus Christ. Despite their mistreatment and false arrest, Paul and Silas slowly transform the minds and hearts of their captors and others who are imprisoned through their deep sense of faith and especially their behaviour. We read that at about midnight, Paul and Silas are praising God in song, and prisoners are listening to them.

BACKGROUND
The text Acts 16:16-34, relates a connected story in three parts, each of which teaches us a life lesson as Christians.

Part one: Acts 16:16-18

Read the text.

While Paul and Silas are on their way to a place of prayer, they meet a slave girl who has the gift of divination or “fortune telling”. We read that her service to others came with a fee that went to her owners. It is this same gift that gives her insight into the faith of Paul and Silas, which she proclaims loudly for many days. Finally, Paul gets annoyed and casts out the demon that brought the gift of divination to the girl.

The question to ask ourselves is this: was the girl wrong in her proclamation? The answer is not as clear cut as it seems. From what we know of Paul in the New Testament, he was not a person who was enticed by praise. Paul immediately understood the girl’s plight and considered her gift as spiritual slavery and exploitation by her slave masters.

Conditions of Girl Child in Cameroon

In our country, Cameroon, young children are exploited in many ways. The girl child is highly affected. Most exploited girl children come from poor homes and are given out to wealthy families to serve as housemaids where they are subjected to very harsh conditions with little or no care nor adequate compensation for their round-the-clock services. They are denied their human rights and rendered sub-human. They undergo torture from their mistresses; some are raped by their masters and threatened to keep silence. Cases of rape sometimes result in unwanted teenage pregnancies and abandonment. Other girls are sent out at an early age as street vendors and hawkers. They are sometimes sexually abused by their male customers. This is done through intimidation or wooing with inconsequential gifts of sweets, biscuits, or small amounts of money. Some girl children suffer sexual harassment in schools from teachers and male counterparts. Some teachers threaten to fail attractive girls if they refuse to grant them sexual favours. More often than not, this leads to unwanted teenage pregnancies and even more serious problems. Many others drop out of school because of poverty. There are others still who are victims of trafficking, a new form of slavery indeed. We invite you, our sisters and brothers all over the world, to join us in praying for humanitarian organizations who are fighting these ills in our society and country.

In Luke 4:18, it reads that Jesus and those who followed after him had come “to proclaim release to the captives... to let the oppressed go free.” The slave girl in Acts was imprisoned by a spirit of divination and so Paul extended salvation as release and freedom for the girl. To do so, Paul had to ignore the praise showered on him and do the right thing.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
Throughout the world, the girl child faces many issues. What are some issues that you did not know about before?

Lesson #1

We should always strive to do the right thing even when it means silencing the many praise singers that permeate our church women’s groups and make our heads swell

Part two: Acts 16:19-24

Read the text

The second event results from Paul’s action. The owners of the slave girl realize that she has lost her powers of divination and they have lost their source of income. In their anger, aided by the crowd, they seize Paul and Silas and bring them before the magistrates, who charge them with disturbing the peace. They are stripped, flogged, and thrown into prison. What is interesting here is that even though Paul and Silas have been praying, witnessing, and sharing the gospel in the community where they healed the demon-possessed girl (thus threatening the income of the slave masters), the same crow turns against them.

Lesson #2

   This part of the story tells us that doing the right thing is not always appreciated. This scenario is real, it happens in our women’s groups and society, and it happens to us as leaders. Sometimes we are surprised by the negative attitudes of those whom we thought we were helping. At other times we can anticipate that our colleagues will not be happy with our decision. But we must also be reminded by the example of Paul and Silas that if we follow the crowd, we lose our principles and integrity. Paul and Silas were slaves to the “Most High God” as the slave girl had declared and not to the approval of other human beings. Does that mean that we do not take others’ opinions into consideration as we go about out daily duties? No. It simply means we may anticipate positive and negative responses but will always act with as much spiritual integrity as possible.

Part Three: Acts 16: 25-34

Read the text

This section focuses on how Paul and Silas react to their imprisonment. We are told that they are “praying and singing hymns to God.” To them, God is reality, and they believe in their hearts that God is with them even in their imprisonment  and mistreatment. More importantly, they believe that God will use their imprisonment as an opportunity for them to witness to God’s power and might. As they pray and sing, we learn from the text that the prisoners are listening to them.

Lesson #3

A third lesson we learn from this text is that the way we respond to difficult situations as Christians is noted by those who watch us and can be an opportunity for us to bring them to the Lord. Does this mean that everything was wonderful for Paul and Silas? Not at all, yet they praised God and hoped for an intervention, believing that God listens and responds because of love for us. We read that as Paul and Silas were singing and praying, the earth shook and the cell doors flew open and “everyone’s chains were unfastened.”

Lesson #4

Sometimes when we encounter difficulties as we go about our normal line of duty, we should borrow some spiritual strength from the example of Paul and Silas. It may mean that God is about to do something great in our lives before those who persecute us. We can learn from their example that faith is not the absence of adversity, injustice, or mistreatment; rather, it is a path through them. It teaches us that nobody can take spiritual freedom from us. It also assures us that sometimes when we experience an “earthquake” in our lives, when the ground on which we stand is shaking violently with all sorts of problems, it may not always be bad news; those may be the footsteps of God coming to open new opportunities for us to witness and bring souls to Christ.

Reflection Activity

Let the group share what other lessons they have learned from the text.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
Based on your earlier reflection on issues that girl children face, what positive steps can be taken towards changing the exploitation of the girl child in your community? Why do you think people continue to commit acts of trafficking, forced child labour, etc. even though there are laws against them?  What do you think you can do to help the girl child in Cameroon and in other places in the world?

CONCLUSION
The passage reveals not only the degree of change that is possible in human life but also how intentional we must be as Christians in working to be agents of change. As  Christians we are, like Paul and Silas, called to the ministry of reconciliation, transformation and renewal. We learn from the text that our capacity to act differently because Christ is the centre of our being is one of the best means of praising God.

As Christians, we find ourselves captives, imprisoned by a number of things that separate us from God and from one another. We may be imprisoned by our fears, prejudices, attitudes, anger, jealousy, hatred, and a multitude of other feelings that swell up during times of stress. At such times, may the Holy Spirit work within us to bring a sense of joy centred on praise and witness to others in the name of Christ.

Song: Come Down, O Love Divine or another hymn.

Closing Prayer:

(Spontaneous prayer of thanksgiving)

