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Introduction 
 Today, like last week, we have before us a lengthy, detailed story.  Perhaps even 

more so than before, Luke is giving us a carefully constructed account of an event in the 

life of Paul.  A dramatic event – a sea voyage complete with shipwreck.  Nautical tales 

are found quite frequently in literature, partly because boat was the primary means of 

travel for civilization up until quite recently and partly because seafarers inhabited a 

unique and fascinating culture all there own.  Sea travel was fraught with adventure 

because there were so many unknowns – the weather, disease, who would you meet, what 

was out there?  One thinks of classics like Moby Dick, The Aeneid, Homer’s Odyssey,… 

Gilligan’s Island, Titanic.  Actually, Luke uses a word in here for ship that wasn’t used 

during his day… it was borrowed from Homer.
1
 

 So Luke’s weaving us a fantastical, suspenseful tale of seafaring adventure, of 

man versus ocean, of courage in the face of doom.  It’s fun to read (or listen to, as the 

case is today).  But some have looked at the style and literary flare of this section and 

leveled the charge that it’s pure fiction.  Luke was just throwing in a spicy shipwreck 

story for good measure to entertain his readers.  Others allegorize the story and draw 

weird morals out of it.  But it’s important to recognize that this is an historical account, as 

dramatic as it may be.  A guy in the latter part of the 19
th

 century named James Smith 

was a student of the classical world as well as an experienced yachtsman familiar with 

the Mediterranean Sea.  He made a careful study of the voyage and shipwreck of Paul 

and documented its extreme accuracy.  He said, “No sailor would have written in a style 

so little like that of a sailor; no man not a sailor could have written a narrative of a sea 

voyage so consistent in all its parts, unless from actual observation.”
2
  Luke’s sources for 

this story are his own travel logs; we’ll notice that Luke resumes the use of “we” in this 

section indicating that he was on board with Paul as he sailed to Rome.  And what we 

have then, writes another person, is the most “detailed record of the working of an 

ancient ship in the whole of classical literature.”
3
  This really happened. 

 So it’s a gripping story based on real life, but the fact that this well-told, historical 

account of Paul’s sea journey is included in the Bible must mean that there are spiritual 

applications to be made to our lives today.  Let’s first get ourselves into the story and 

then afterwards we’ll step back and evaluate what God is saying to us today.  So take 
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some Dramamine if you want and just sit right back and you’ll hear a tale, a tale of a 

fateful trip… 

 

But first, let’s pray… 
 

A Sea Voyage 

Ever since Jesus appeared to Saul of Tarsus on the road to Damascus, Saul (who 

we know mostly as Paul) lived a life obedient to that vision, witnessing to the reality of 

Jesus in Damascus, in Jerusalem, in Antioch, in Athens, in Corinth, in Ephesus, and other 

cities scattered across the eastern Mediterranean world.  His drive to spread the good 

news that on account of Jesus’ sacrificial death there was forgiveness of sins and because 

of his resurrection there was the hope of a new world propelled Paul to go to Rome – the 

center of it all; the most strategic, influential city in the empire; and thus, the perfect 

place to proclaim the arrival of Jesus’ empire to the widest possible audience.  Paul had 

planned to go there many times, but something always came up (cf. Rom. 1:13).  But 

finally he had determined to go there after a short trip to Jerusalem to deliver a gift to 

those there.  But that short trip turned into 2 plus years of being in prison.  We’ve seen 

Paul undergo several trials and escape several attempts on his life by the Jews who 

opposed the message of Jesus.  Finally, it seemed the only way for Paul to make it to 

Rome was to appeal his case to the emperor himself and be escorted there safely by the 

Roman army.   That’s where we left off last week. 

Today we join Luke as he narrates in first person what happened next.  When it 

was decided that we would sail for Italy, Paul and some other prisoners were handed 

over to a centurion named Julius, who belonged to the Imperial Regiment.  A centurion 

was an officer in charge of roughly 100 men (probably a little less).  A handful of 

centurions and their men comprised a regiment.  Earlier in Acts we were introduced to a 

guy named Cornelius who was a centurion and belonged to the Italian Regiment (10:1).  

This guy – Julius – was part of the Imperial Regiment and, like many centurions in the 

Bible, he was a pretty nice guy.  We boarded a ship from Adramyttium about to sail for 

ports along the coast of the province of Asia [on its way home], and we put out to sea.  

Aristarchus, a Macedonian from Thessalonica, was with us.  He’d most likely been with 

Paul for the last couple years (cf. 19:29; 20:4) through all the ordeals. 

The next day we landed at Sidon [a town just 70 miles up the coast from 

Caesarea]; and Julius, in kindness to Paul, allowed him to go to his friends so they might 

provide for his needs – most likely the church in Sidon where Paul could enjoy Christian 

fellowship.  Paul must have won Julius’ trust somehow to allow him special leave.  From 

there we put out to sea again and passed to the lee of Cyprus because the winds were 

against us.  The lee is the side sheltered by the wind.  So instead of sailing the most direct 

route, they had to hug the shore.  When we had sailed across the open sea off the coast of 

Cilicia and Pamphylia, we landed at Myra in Lycia. 

There the centurion found an Alexandrian ship sailing for Italy and put us on 

board.  Most likely this was a large, grain, cargo ship.  Most of Rome’s grain came from 

Alexandrian in Egypt.  We made slow headway for many days and had difficulty arriving 

off Cnidus.  When the wind did not allow us to hold our course, we sailed to the lee of 

Crete, opposite Salmone.  We moved along the coast with difficulty and came to a place 

called Fair Havens, near the town of Lasea.  Much time had been lost, and sailing had 
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already become dangerous because by now it was after the Fast.  Luke’s referring to the 

high holiday of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, which is coming up here in a few 

days – October 2
nd

.  Historians have calculated that this journey occurred in A.D. 59 and 

the Fast fell on October 5 that year.  Due to weather all sea travel usually stopped by the 

beginning of November. 

So Paul warned them, “Men, I can see that our voyage is going to be disastrous 

and bring great loss to ship and cargo, and to our own lives also.”  You’ve got to 

remember that Paul was experienced with the sea and especially familiar with these parts 

of the Mediterranean.  One person has calculated that Paul had traveled upwards of 3,500 

miles by sea in his life prior to this.  But the centurion, instead of listening to what Paul 

said, followed the advice of the pilot and of the owner of the ship.  Since the harbor was 

unsuitable to winter in, the majority decided that we should sail on, hoping to reach 

Phoenix and winter there.  This was a harbor in Crete, facing both southwest and 

northwest.  A lot of time had already been lost; if they could just get a little farther before 

winter… 

When a gentle south wind began to blow, they thought they had obtained what 

they wanted; so they weighed anchor and sailed along the shore of Crete.  [But] before 

very long, a wind of hurricane force, called the “northeaster,” swept down from the 

island.  The ship was caught by the storm and could not head into the wind [especially 

being a bulky, cargo ship]; so we gave way to it and were driven along.  As we passed to 

the lee of a small island called Cauda, we were hardly able to make the lifeboat secure.  

A smaller boat was usually towed along behind larger boats, but in a violent storm it was 

susceptible to being lost or dashed to pieces.  When the men had hoisted it aboard, they 

passed ropes under the ship itself to hold it together.  They literally roped the boat 

together to protect it from falling apart. 

Fearing that they would run aground on the sandbars of Syrtis [the ‘Bermuda 

Triangle’ of sorts of the ancient world], they lowered the sea anchor and let the ship be 

driven along.  We took such a violent battering from the storm that the next day they 

began to throw the cargo overboard [to compensate for all the water taken on].  That 

didn’t do the trick and the storm didn’t subside so on the third day, they threw the ship’s 

tackle overboard with their own hands.  This refers to all the equipment that wasn’t 

absolutely necessary like extra sails; things were getting desperate.  When neither sun nor 

stars appeared for many days and the storm continued raging, we finally gave up all 

hope of being saved.  Can you imagine being lost at sea – no radio communication, no 

rescue helicopters, no compass, no stars,… nothing but dense fog and incessant wind and 

rain? 

They were all ready to die.  But after the men had gone a long time without food, 

Paul stood up before them and said: “Men, you should have taken my advice not to sail 

from Crete; then you would have spared yourselves this damage and loss.  Basically Paul 

says, “I knew what I was talking about back then, so you should trust what I say now – 

But now I urge you to keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the 

ship will be destroyed.  What!?!?  Paul explains – Last night an angel of the God whose I 

am and whom I serve stood beside me and said, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul.  You must stand 

trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.’  

So keep up your courage, men, for I have faith in God that it will happen just as he told 

me.  Nevertheless, we must run aground on some island.”  Paul had been praying to God, 
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not only for himself, but also for all his shipmates and an angel of God had reassured 

Paul that his prayers had been heard and God’s promise that Paul would testify in Rome 

was still valid.  Paul shared this encouragement with the crew. 

 

A Shipwreck 

On the fourteenth night we were still being driven across the Adriatic Sea, when 

about midnight the sailors sensed they were approaching land.  They took soundings and 

found that the water was a hundred and twenty feet deep.  A short time later they took 

soundings again and found it was ninety feet deep.  Fearing that we would be dashed 

against the rocks, they dropped four anchors from the stern and prayed for daylight.  In 

an attempt to escape from the ship, the sailors let the lifeboat down into the sea, 

pretending they were going to lower some anchors from the bow.  Then Paul [catching 

wind of what was happening] said to the centurion and the soldiers, “Unless these men 

stay with the ship, you cannot be saved.  [We will need all the help we can get]”  [Again 

we see that Julius had great respect for Paul, so the soldiers cut the ropes that held the 

lifeboat and let it fall away. 

Just before dawn Paul urged them all to eat.  “For the last fourteen days,” he 

said, “you have been in constant suspense and have gone without food – you haven’t 

eaten anything.  Now I urge you to take some food.  You need it to survive.  Not one of 

you will lose a single hair from his head.”  There’s that steadfast courage again.  After he 

said this, he took some bread and gave thanks to God in front of them all [showing that 

his courage came from God and nothing else].  Then he broke it and began to eat.  They 

were all encouraged and ate some food themselves.  Altogether there were 276 of us on 

board.  It was a pretty large boat! 

When they had eaten as much as they wanted, they lightened the ship by throwing 

the grain into the sea.  They were merely concerned with saving their lives at this point.  

When daylight came, they did not recognize the land, but they saw a bay with a sandy 

beach, where they decided to run the ship aground if they could.  Cutting loose the 

anchors, they left them in the sea and at the same time untied the ropes that held the 

rudders.  Then they hoisted the foresail to the wind and made for the beach.  But the ship 

struck a sandbar and ran aground.  The bow stuck fast and would not move, and the stern 

was broken to pieces by the pounding of the surf.  The soldiers planned to kill the 

prisoners to prevent any of them from swimming away and escaping.  Soldier’s who let 

prisoners go usually lost their lives as a result.  And most of these men were merely being 

transported to Rome to be killed in the arena, so they would have every reason to bail.  

But the centurion [Julius] wanted to spare Paul’s life and kept them from carrying out 

their plan. 

He ordered those who could swim to jump overboard first and get to land.  The 

rest were to get there on planks or on pieces of the ship.  In this way everyone reached 

land in safety.  Paul’s words came true.  The boat was destroyed, but not a single person 

died.  God’s promise to Paul was fulfilled.  Ahhh.  That was crazy, but everyone had 

reached land in safety. 

 

And Then Some… 

Once safely on shore, we found out that the island was called Malta, Luke says.  

The islanders showed us unusual kindness.  They built a fire and welcomed us all because 
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it was raining and cold.  There’s nothing like a warm fire, good food, solid ground 

beneath your feet.  It was time to relax.  Paul gathered a pile of brushwood and, as he put 

it on the fire, a viper, driven out by the heat, fastened itself on his hand.  As if a 

tumultuous shipwreck wasn’t enough, now, just when he thought he could relax around a 

nice cozy fire, he get’s bitten by a poisonous snake!  It’s from one thing to the next.  No 

time to catch your breath.  When the islanders saw the snake hanging from his hand, they 

said to each other, “This man must be a murderer; for though he escaped from the sea, 

Justice has not allowed him to live.”  That was the common superstition of the day – that 

if you’re experiencing “bad luck” it indicates divine punishment.  The Bible, particularly 

in the book of Job indicates that that’s not always the case.  But Paul shook the snake off 

into the fire and suffered no ill effects.  The people expected him to swell up or suddenly 

fall dead, but after waiting a long time and seeing nothing unusual happen to him, they 

changed their minds and said he was a god.  An assumption which Paul no doubt 

vehemently denied.  He wasn’t being punished by the gods and he wasn’t a god himself.  

He was simply a man who knew the living God and trusted in him. 

There was an estate nearby that belonged to Publius, the chief official of the 

island.  He welcomed us to his home and for three days entertained us hospitably.  His 

father was sick in bed, suffering from fever and dysentery.  Paul went in to see him and, 

after prayer, placed his hands on him and healed him.  When this had happened, the rest 

of the sick on the island came and were cured.  They honored us in many ways and when 

we were ready to sail, they furnished us with the supplies we needed.  Paul even after 

being beaten down by a storm and bitten by a snake, didn’t relent from serving and 

loving other people.  Just when you might think he would relax and take some time for 

himself, Paul maintained a ministry in Malta for a winter. 

 

Rome At Last! 

After three months we put out to sea in a ship that had wintered in the island.  It 

was an Alexandrian ship with the figurehead of the twin gods Castor and Pollux – the 

twin sons of Zeus; the gods of navigation and patrons of seafarers.  But Paul and Luke 

and Aristarchus knew that it was really their God that was in control of their lives and 

could protect them.  We put in at Syracuse [on the island of Sicily] and stayed there three 

days.  From there we set sail and arrived at Rhegium [on the toe of the boot].  The next 

day the south wind came up, and on the following day we reached Puteoli [modern day 

Naples].  There we found some brothers who invited us to spend a week with them.  And 

so we came to Rome [by way of the Appian Way – “the oldest, straightest and most 

perfectly made of all the Roman roads”
4
 – which led straight north to Rome]  This was 

the home stretch.  He had almost, finally arrived at Rome.  The brothers there had heard 

that we were coming, and they traveled as far as the Forum of Appius and the Three 

Taverns to meet us.  At the sight of these men Paul thanked God and was encouraged.  

When we got to Rome, Paul was allowed to live by himself, with a soldier to guard him 

[while he awaited his trial before the emperor Nero]. 

 

Application 

 That’s the story.  Now I believe, as one preacher has said, that “the record of 

Paul’s shipwreck in Acts… is intriguing history, but it is also a metaphor of what all 

Christians experience in their voyage through life.”
5
  The main point of this long and 
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detailed account of how Paul gets to Rome is very simple and it’s just this: don’t expect 

the Christian life to be smooth sailing.  Here’s Paul is trying his best to obey God, to 

serve God, to live all out for the cause of Jesus, to do what’s right.  He knows that God 

has called him to go to Rome, but for some reason God doesn’t let him just get there.  No, 

no, no… that’d be too easy.  He doesn’t make it easy for him.  There are bumps in the 

road; there’s turbulence, to borrow analogies from other modes of travel.  There’s a 

monster storm along the way!  It’s not smooth sailing.  That’s kind of how things work, 

isn’t it?  And just as soon as you think you’ve weathered one storm and can settle in to 

normalcy, something else jumps out at you from nowhere. 

 And being a Christian doesn’t exempt you from that.  I was thinking about this 

this week and there are several people’s stories in this church right now that prove this 

point.  As soon as one kid gets better, the other gets sick.  Or maybe you’ve taken hard 

steps to obey God, tried to lay your life in his hands to be used by him and it almost feels 

like he’s dropped you.  “This is hard!  Why are you making this so hard God?  I obeyed 

you.  Shouldn’t you be rewarding me?”  Or maybe God has called you to pursue 

something and you feel like you’ve obeyed him every step of the way and then all the 

sudden a monkey wrench gets thrown into things.  “What are you doing God?!  Can’t it 

just be simple… for once?”  God doesn’t promise an easy time of things, that if you obey 

him and start in the right direction that he’ll clear a path for you or that if he’s promised 

to take you somewhere he’ll make it a cakewalk getting there.  This is the first thing that I 

want us to learn from this passage –expect storms.  Learning to expect storms to come is 

half the battle.  Many Christians are shocked when things get hard. 

 Having bad things happen to you is not necessarily the result of being bad and 

likewise being good doesn’t necessarily mean that only good things will happen to you.  

As you follow God you can expect storms.  Expect things to be hard as you pursue God.  

That being said, let me just quickly say that if you’re a Christian and you’re caught in a 

storm it may be because of something you’ve done.  You can get into a shipwreck while 

running away from God; the OT book of Jonah (another good sea story) proves this point.  

You’re not happy; things are not going your way; your world seems to be spinning out of 

control and you’re swamped with confusion; it’s one thing after another.  It could be that 

God is trying to lovingly get your attention.  You’ve been running farther and farther 

away from him.  You need to iron things out with God, through prayer.  Don’t just ignore 

it and keep going.  Try to get to the bottom of things.  I urge you to examine yourself 

today and see what God’s trying to say to you by the storm you’re in. 

 But maybe it’s the case that you’ve been trying to follow him.  You’re not 

running away from him, you’re trying to run after him and it seems like he’s not making 

it easy on you.  Like I said, Luke told us about these events in the Apostle Paul’s life to 

prepare us for similar things as we serve him.  I want to prepare all of you for that; to 

give no false forecasts; to not give the impression that following Christ will exempt you 

from troubles.  But I also want to give you some rock solid anchors for when the storms 

come.  There are 3 anchors I see from this passage.  The first anchor is this – it’s okay to 

talk to God about it and let him know how you feel.  Paul didn’t like adversity.  He 

warned Julius to wait and not press ahead because he didn’t want to get caught in a 

storm!  He didn’t love getting seasick and going two weeks without food.  Christians 

aren’t masochists.  And once the ship encountered the storm, we don’t hear from Paul for 

awhile.  He didn’t immediately stand up all chipper and say, “Hey, don’t worry.  
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Everything’s going to be fine.  I’m a Christian.”  He’s included in the “we” in 27:20 – 

“we finally gave up all hope of being saved.”  Paul was exhausted and confused.  And 

when Paul finally speaks to the men of the boat with words of reassurance, it’s only after 

a night of crying out to God in desperation where I’m sure he probably said things like, 

“What are you doing to me, God!?”  Look at v. 24 of ch. 27 – “Do not be afraid, Paul.  

You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who 

sail with you.”  God has given… God has given presumably what he had asked for.  Paul 

was praying like crazy for God to help him and to spare the lives of the men with him.  

When you’re in the middle of a storm, it’s okay to wrestle with God and ask him to stop 

the madness and wait for him to answer you out of the whirlwind.  In fact, that’s one of 

the purposes of storms – to drive us to our knees. 

 Anchor #1 – you can wrestle with God and be honest with him about how you’re 

feeling; it’s okay.  Anchor #2… There’s a peculiar phrase in here that I didn’t notice the 

first few times I read through this, but when I did it blew me away.  It’s in 27:23.  “Last 

night an angel of the God whose I am and whom I serve stood beside me…”  Other 

translations have “the God to whom I belong.”  If you are a Christian – you worship God 

as revealed in Jesus Christ – then you belong to him.  He has a firm grip on you and that 

is a solid anchor when you feel so vulnerable and exposed.  Christian: you belong to God, 

he has purchased you as his slave by the blood of his Son, but more than that he has 

adopted you as his son or daughter.  He has “set his seal of ownership on us, and put his 

Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come” (2Cor. 1:22).  You are his.  

“Who shall be able to separate [you] from the love of Christ?  Shall trouble or hardship or 

persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?  …No…for [the Bible states 

plainly and forcefully] that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the 

present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all 

creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” 

(Rom. 8:35-39).  He has his grip tight on us, even when we are tossed about by wind and 

waves.  We are his and nothing can change that. 

 We may wrestle with God and feel distant from him at times, but he sends angels 

or uses other means to remind us that we belong to him and nothing can ultimately harm 

us.  And being strengthened and encouraged by God that his promises to us cannot fail 

we are able to minister to others who desperately need an anchor for their souls.  So 

Anchor #3 – God uses us in the midst of and because of the storms we’ve weathered to 

point others to him.  Look at the opportunity Paul had here, before 275 other men, to 

show what difference Christ makes in one’s life.  He was able to share about God, to pray 

in front them, to shake off troubles when they bit him in the hand.  This is what Peter 

refers to when he says that not-yet-believers will ask you for the reason for the hope you 

have (cf. 1Pet. 3:15).  Paul was in the same boat they were.  He had his moments of 

perplexity, but there was something different about him, something that caused others to 

listen to him.  Paul didn’t let a storm or a snake bite prohibit him from loving and serving 

other people and pointing them to Jesus.  He healed Publius’ father and others on the 

island of Malta.  The storms of life didn’t knock him out of commission from serving 

Christ and others.   

 This is important.  God will bring storms into your life as you’re trying to follow 

him.  We must not throw our hands in the air and quit.  We shouldn’t just become 

absorbed with ourselves and our problems.  We must hold fast to the many anchors he 
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has given us in his Word and in the mist of and because of the storm show others that 

God is worthy of being trusted.  Do you think about ministry in the midst of your storms?  

You should.  Others are watching.  If you’re not a Christian yet and you’re here you’re in 

the same boat, am I right?  Your life sucks from time to time.  Things get crazy.  You 

look at Christians and want to know: “Does it work?  Is there something different about 

them?”  I think you’ll find that there is.  We go through the same storms of life, but have 

a deep-seated hope.  Christian: see your storms as opportunities to display God’s 

sufficiency! 

 

Conclusion 

Don’t expect the Christian life to be smooth sailing.  If you’re a Christian, 

don’t be surprised by storms; expect them.  Don’t expect God to make it easy for you.  

Don’t allow that to cause you to hold back and try to play it safe (that’s not safe either).  

If you’re a Christian, God, in his infinite wisdom, love, and mercy, will bring storms into 

your life to drive you back to your knees – the place where you will find again that you 

are God’s and God is great – so that you can then show others that God is a true anchor 

for the soul.  Let’s spend a few moments meditating on these truths revealed in God’s 

Word… 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Revelation 5:9 says that Jesus is worthy of our worship “because [he was] slain, 

and with his blood he purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people 

and nation.”  We are a diverse group of people who have gathered to worship Jesus and 

one thing we do together every week is eat this ceremonial meal together that represents 

the purchase price for our souls.  This wine represents his blood; the bread his body.  He 

died on the cross to purchase us for God and now we are his forever and ever and ever.  

There’s nothing we have done, there’s nothing we could do to redeem ourselves – the 

price was too high.  But God has lovingly, graciously, mercifully bought us for himself 

through Christ’s blood.  Let’s remember that together today… 

 

Benediction 
May you learn to, for Christ’s sake, delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 

persecutions, in difficulties.  For Christ’s power is made perfect in your weakness. – 2 

Cor. 12:10,9 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 24, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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