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The Church – the people who worship 
 

Acts 16:22-34 
The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and the magistrates ordered them to be 
stripped and beaten. 23 After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, 
and the jailer was commanded to guard them carefully. 24 Upon receiving such orders, he put 
them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. 
25 About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other 
prisoners were listening to them. 26 Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the 
foundations of the prison were shaken. At once all the prison doors flew open, and everyone’s 
chains came loose. 27 The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew 
his sword and was about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. 28 But 
Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” 
29 The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. 30 He then 
brought them out and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 31 They replied, “Believe in 
the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.” 32 Then they spoke the word 
of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. 33 At that hour of the night the jailer took 
them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his family were baptized. 34 The 
jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because 
he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family. 
 
Matthew 22:34-40 
Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 35 One of them, 
an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 36 “Teacher, which is the greatest 
commandment in the Law?” 37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 
And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ 40 All the Law and the Prophets 
hang on these two commandments.” 
 
What is the church’s headline business? What is the first action of church that comes to mind 
when we mention Church? It is Sunday and “we hold services”. I have been asked several 
times, quite genuinely, “what do you do for the rest of the week?” You know the old 
accusation that ministers only work on one day in the week and that only for an hour on 
Sundays! The question I was asked was genuine because the person asking didn’t know about 
the rest-of-the-week-church; they only saw the Church on Sunday for an hour when the 
service is on! Amongst all the other activities of church life, this is the headline act; we are a 
people who worship! Worship has been part of the life of God’s people from the very 
beginning; worship is still at the core of who we are and what we do. 
 
Strangely, having said that worship is core to the life of the church, worship doesn’t feature 
all that prominently in the story of the early church in the book of Acts. We need to find Acts 
chapter 2 and the description of church life at the end of that chapter to find out what these 
first Christians did. We read there that “every day they continued to meet together in the 
temple courts. They broke bread in their homes… praising God…” (Acts 2:46,47) It seems as if 
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there were two regular habits of the Christians: the first regular habit was to meet in the 
temple courts and we presume that this was for worship, though it’s not said. They didn’t 
take part in the temple sacrifices because Jesus is the sacrifice for sin now, but perhaps they 
took part in the regular temple prayers and singing, praising God as they had before. Their 
second regular habit was to meet in each others’ homes, either for a meal together, or to 
share in the Lord’s Supper and along with that we read that they were “praising God.” They 
sat together in their front rooms, praising God with joy in their hearts. 
 
One of the only other places where we read of the Christians at worship in is prison. In Acts 
chapter 16, Paul and Silas are in Philippi; they have met Lydia and there is a little church 
beginning to form around her. But following an encounter with a girl with a spirit for 
predicting the future, Paul and Silas are arrested and the crowd joins in. So they are stripped, 
beaten and flogged and thrown into prison. That is double trouble in a sense because while 
the physical torture is bad enough, they are both Roman citizens and are supposed to be 
protected from these kinds of miscarriage of justice. They are in prison, in great physical pain, 
feeling hard-done-by, and what do they do? “About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and 
singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them.” (Acts 16, verse 25) The 
Church a people who worship… even in the most difficult circumstances. 
 
I suspect that Philippi jail at midnight was more often full of curses and shouts of complaint 
and promised violence and retribution from prisoners feeling hard-done-by, but that night 
the jail resounded to prayer and singing! Singing in jail? Singing in pain and agony? Singing 
when they have been so badly treated? Singing when victims of injustice? Does that seem 
wrong to you? These men saw it as an enormous privilege to suffer for Jesus; they had done 
nothing wrong, so they are not being punished for a crime; they are suffering for the name of 
Jesus and to them, that was a great honour and privilege, and so they sang, and they 
worshipped God for all His grace. When the earthquake came and the doors were burst open, 
and the jailor was in despair at the thought of all his prisoners getting loose and about to take 
his own life, it was to Paul and Silas that he came with the brilliant question, “Sirs, what must 
I do to be saved?” to hear Paul’s answer, “believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved” (Acts 
16, verses 30,31) The jailor’s life and that of his whole family was changed that night! 
 
Here is the Church at worship. Two men in prison, in the most awful circumstances – and 
prison would not be a pretty place in the first century – and yet we find them singing and 
praying. We have no idea what they would be singing, psalms maybe, or some of these new-
fangled Christian hymns that celebrate Jesus, but they were singing, worshipping God. Maybe 
they are praising God because of His promise to be with them always and everywhere and so 
they rejoice that, even in prison, Jesus is there with them. Maybe they are praising God for 
His everlasting love and so they rejoice that even in prison they are surrounded and sustained 
by the love of Jesus. Maybe they are praising God that Jesus is the Saviour, whose salvation 
lasts through even the hardest circumstances. We’re not told, but for whatever reason, in the 
darkness of their prison cell, Paul and Silas are people who worship. 
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How would you describe yourself on a Sunday morning? We used to talk about being 
“churchgoers”; do we still do that? Let me challenge that language and suggest something 
better: “we are people who worship!” We don’t just attend services; worship is not a 
performance by the minister which the rest of us watch and give a score out of 10! Worship 
is what we’re here to do. We sing songs to say “thank you” to God for all that He is – “how 
great Thou art” for what You have done in creation and in salvation – and sing with joy in our 
hearts and joy on our faces. We pray to thank God and to express our dependence on Him for 
everything. We listen to the Bible so that our faith will be stronger, and we’ll know how to 
live in the Lord’s ways. We bring our gifts and offerings to say thank you to God for every way 
in which He helps us. This is our worship. This is far more than attending services; we are not 
people who attend services, we are people who worship – or we should be! 
 
Jesus was once asked “which is the greatest commandment?” (Matthew 22, verse 36) What 
a great question; it was a test, but it is still a great question; it focuses the mind on the answer. 
What comes next, the answer, is Jesus’ view of what matters most in life. “Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” (verse 37) It’s not 
original; it comes from the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy, but… For Jesus, the devotion 
of the heart is what matters most. To love God is the best and highest human activity. It is 
that love for God, that devotion of the heart, that inspires worship. It is this devotion of the 
heart that transforms “attending services” into a people who worship. That devotion is 
inspired by being loved in the first place; we love God because He loved us first; we love Jesus 
because He loved us first and gave His live for us. 
 
This little series of sermons re-visiting the life of the early church in the book of Acts is 
fascinating. It is reminding me of what the church really is. It is not about structures and plans; 
it is not about money and buildings; the church is people. We are the church and because the 
church is people, there will always be a church. It may look different from the way it looks 
today; we may not always use a grand building with a pipe organ and hymnbooks; we may be 
organised in a different way, but there will always be church. There will be people who love 
Jesus and believe and depend on Him and want to express that devotion and that faith with 
one another. God will not go away; Jesus will not abandon us; the Spirit will still live in us; we 
will still be a people who love, who pray, who serve, who tell others about Jesus, and who 
worship. This is the Church, and God is building His Church; not even the gates of hell will 
overwhelm the church of Jesus Christ. 
 
The Church – people who worship. The challenge for us today is about the way we think about 
Sunday. Are we churchgoers, people who attend services? Or are we people who worship? 
Worship is about the devotion of our hearts to Jesus, devotion inspired by love of Jesus for 
us, devotion that is expressed in our singing and praying and reading and listening. Are you 
rising to that challenge? 
 


