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Introduction
In Acts 16:16-34, our First Lesson for Sunday, May 29th, Paul and Silas 

are in Philippi, a Roman colony in Macedonia.  While there, they have an 
encounter with a slave girl who has the “spirit of divination.”  Paul ordered the 
spirit to come out of her.  He and Silas were then beaten and imprisoned.

I am sending two “Commentaries” this week.  The first was written nine 
years ago and at that time the “spirit of divination” was translated, “spirit of 
Python.”  For that passage, the attached art and commentary is Michelangelo’s 
Delphic Sibyl, a detail from the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.  The second 
commentary refers to an engraving by Joseph Mulder depicting the jail cell 
where Paul and Silas were placed.  The time of Mulder’s scene is immediately 
after a great earthquake occurred; the jail keeper has come to the cell to check 
the prisoners. ~Hovak Najarian



The Delphic Sibyl (detail from the Sistine Chapel), fresco, 1509, 
Michelangelo, 1475-1564 

Commentary by Hovak Najarian   

 In Greek mythology, 
Gaia (mother earth) 
assigned a very large 
serpent called Python 
to guard the shrine at 
Delphi; the shrine’s 
location was believed 
to be the navel of the 
earth.  Apollo killed 
the serpent and 
claimed the shrine as 
his own.  The serpent 
rotted and the place 
became known as 
Pytho (Greek: meaning 
“rot”).  The 
prophetesses at 
Apollo’s shrine were 
called, “Pythia,” and 
there was a prevalent 
belief that the spirit of 

the dead serpent, Python, was still there and spoke through them.  In Acts 
(16:16), a fortune telling slave girl was described as having “…a spirit of 
Python.”  This was to say she was like the prophetesses at Delphi.   

In the ancient world, a sibyl (Greek: meaning “prophetess”) was a woman 
who they believed had the ability to foretell the future.  Sibyls were the 
subject of legends and myths, and stories about them varied.  Their origins 
were obscure.  The Delphic Sibyl was said to have been the daughter of an 
immortal nymph and a sea monster.  Other sources say she was thought to be 
a sister or daughter of Apollo.  She was known to make her prophecies in the 
precinct of Apollo but she was not the same as Pythia, the priestesses at the 
oracle.  Sibyls sometimes remained in a particular locale but others were 
known to wander from place to place and live in caves. 



Among Christians, sibyls were regarded as pagans yet when their prophecies 
coincided with those of Biblical prophets their words tended to be 
acknowledged.  The belief that Jesus came for everyone – Gentiles as well 
as Jews – led early Christians to interpret particular prophecies as signs, 
even when they were from non-Christian sources.  Events that a non-
believer might regard to be circumstantial, were interpreted as part of God’s 
plan; e.g. Because Roman Emperor Augustus called for a census, Jesus was 
born in Bethlehem, as was prophesied.  The Magi (pagan foreigners) brought 
gifts for the infant Jesus, thus supporting the belief that Christ came for 
everyone.  

Among the sibyls, five of them made prophecies that were interpreted as 
having a connection to the coming of Christ.  Michelangelo included these 
five among the prophets pictured on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.  One 
of them, the youthful Delphic Sibyl, is holding the scroll on which her 
prophecy has been written and she has turned her head in what seems to be 
anticipation or expectation.  Perhaps she is responding to a prophetic voice 
that will speak through her.  Behind her is a youth reading prophesies. 

Like the other sibyls, the Delphic Sibyl is placed in a painted architectural 
background and sculpture.  Four 
figures depict sculptures (a man and a 
woman on either side).  These painted 
figures, caryatid (female) and atlas 
(male), are in the background 
depicting columns in human form. 

 
Columns in human form have a long history in Greek 
architecture.  The Porch of the Maidens is part of the 
Erechtheum, a temple on the Acropolis, Athens 
  

Sibyls may seem inappropriate among Biblical images but their inclusion on 
the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel reflects the teaching that God works 
through many sources.  The five sibyls on the ceiling represent a diverse 
geographic area.  They are from Africa, Asia, Greece and Ionia. 
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Paul and Silas in Prison, engraving, c. 1720-1728, Joseph Mulder, 1658-1742 

Commentary by Hovak Najarian 

Joseph Mulder’s engraving 
depicts a prison cell in Philippi 
immediately after a powerful 
earthquake shook the jail’s 
foundations.  Paul and Silas 
were there imprisoned unjustly 
when the quake caused all cell 
doors to open.  The jail keeper 
assumed the prisoners had all 
escaped and he felt responsible.   
He was going to take his own 
life when he heard Paul call 
out, “Do not harm yourself, we 
are all here.”  The jailer asked 
for lights in order to see what 
happened. 

In Mulder’s engraving, the 
jailer is holding a torch and has 
entered the cell where Paul, 
Silas, and others were being 
held.  When he saw the men 
were still there, he fell down 
trembling.  After taking them 
outside he asked Paul “what 
can I do to be saved?”  The 

word of the Lord was given to him and the jailer and his family were baptized that 
night.  

When Paul and Silas visited Philippi, a Roman colony in Macedonia, they met a 
slave girl who possessed the power of divination.  In some translations she had the  
“spirit of Python.”  [The word, Python, is derived from a Greek term for 
“divination.”]  She told fortunes and thereby was the source of great income for her 
owners.  When the girl saw Paul and Silas, she followed them and called out, 



“These men are slaves to the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of 
salvation.”  After many days of this she became annoying 
to the point that Paul said to the spirit within her “I order 
you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.” 

Left:  Paul ordering the spirit out of the slave girl.  Artist is unknown. 

The slave girl’s loss of power did not please her owners. They seized the two 
apostles and took them to the magistrate saying, “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.”  The magistrate had them stripped, beaten, and 
imprisoned.  The jail keeper placed their feet in stocks to be sure they didn’t 
escape.  That night, Paul and Silas were praying and singing when an earthquake 
caused all prison doors to open.   

 In the morning, the magistrate sent word to the jailer that Paul and Silas were free 
to go but Paul said “No!” and pointed out they were Roman citizens who had been 
beaten in public, condemned, and thrown into prison without just cause, it would 
not be appropriate to be cast simply out of prison secretly.  He said, “let them come 
themselves and take us out.”  When the magistrate learned that Paul and Silas were 
Roman citizens, he feared repercussions and went to the jail, apologized, and let 
them go. 

Art flourished in northern Europe during the seventeenth century.  During that 
period, the Dutch were the wealthiest people in Europe and paintings were 
displayed in homes and work places alike.  In addition to exceptional painters, 
there were many fine printmakers in the Netherlands.  It would be several centuries 
before a photo-mechanical process, the half-tone, enabled multiple images to be 
printed.  Until then, engravings provided a way to produce multiple editions.   Not 
only was original art created through prints, but engravers created and printed  
black and white copies of paintings as well. 

Note:  The Roman colony, Philippi, was settled originally by Greeks who called it 
Crenides (meaning “fountains”).  Its name was changed to Philippi by Philip II of 
Macedonia (father of Alexander the Great) after he conquered it in 356 BCE.  
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