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 How did Paul find himself shipwrecked on the island of Malta?  He was a Jewish 

man who came from a long line of Jewish men who were not, in any way, sea-faring 

people.  (Remember that during the most famous crossing of a body of water, the Jews 

were on foot.
1
) At the risk of making you feel like you are in an episode of “Are You 

Smarter Than a Fifth Grader?” – or for our purposes “Are You Smarter Than a 

Vacation Bible School Student?”
2
  -- here is the most abbreviated of versions on how 

this all happened: 

 

 Saul was a Jewish man from Tarsus – a seaside town in what is now Turkey.  He 

was a bounty hunter of sorts – ferreting out followers of Jesus in Jerusalem and turning 

them over to the Romans to be punished.   

 

He was also a Roman citizen. (Very important.) 

 

While hunting down Christians, Saul had an experience on the road between 

Jerusalem and Damascus in Syria which changed his life forever.  He was thrown to the 

ground and he heard a voice.  It was the voice of Jesus.  His traveling companions heard 

the voice too, but they didn’t see anything.  And actually, Saul couldn’t see anything 

either because he had been struck blind.
3
 

 

What happened next took several years:  Saul got his vision back.
4
  He changed 

his name to Paul.
5
  And he became one of the most outspoken, radical followers of Jesus 

that ever lived.  (The letters he wrote are the oldest documents in the New Testament.) 

 

Paul’s faith was so intense that nothing could keep him from talking about the 

power of God through Jesus Christ.  

 

• Even when his Jewish friends plotted to kill him, he kept talking about 

Jesus.
6
   

• Even when his Jewish friends ran him out of town, he simply went to the 

next town, went straight to the synagogue and kept talking about Jesus.  

(He always went to the synagogues first.
7
) 

                                                 
1
 The Exodus out of Egypt and the crossing of the Red Sea. 
2
 This sermon was preached on Vacation Bible School Sunday when our students and their families joined 

us for worship. 
3
 Acts 9:1-9, Acts 22:4-16, Acts 26:9-18 
4
 Acts 9:18 
5
 Acts 13:9 
6
 Acts 9:23, 28 
7
 Acts 13:24 – 14:2 
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• Even when Paul was stripped and beaten and thrown into prison, he 

continued to sing and talk about Jesus.
8
   

 

Paul preached everywhere he went, and after many journeys, he found himself 

back in Jerusalem standing in the great temple that Herod the Great had built – of course, 

talking about Jesus.  But this time, he’d brought with him some Greek friends who were 

not Jewish.  Big mistake. 

 

This was seriously against Jewish law.  You absolutely, positively could not bring 

Gentiles – non-Jewish friends -  into the temple.  (This would be comparable to bringing 

Muggles – non-wizards –  into the Offices of the Ministry of Magic in the Harry Potter 

books.  You simply would never do this.) 

 

The Jewish worshippers were so upset that they dragged Paul out of the temple 

and beat him.  They might have killed him, but a group of Roman military men – a 

tribune
9
 – stopped the riot and arrested Paul for his own protection.

10
   

 

And even in chains – even after being beaten – Paul continued to talk about Jesus, 

now to the Roman tribune.   

 

They allowed him to stand on the steps of the military barracks and tell his 

personal faith story:  

• about what happened on the road to Damascus  

• about going blind  

• about hearing Jesus’ voice  

• about ministering to Jews and Gentiles alike . . . and that’s when the Jews 

standing nearby once again went  wild.   

 

The Romans – still not understanding why the Jews were so angry with Paul – 

tied Paul up and decided to flog him to get some answers.  ( A curious choice.) 

 

But while Paul was tied up, waiting to be flogged, he said to the guard standing 

there: 

“Uh, I’m just checking but isn’t it still illegal to flog a Roman citizen?”
11
 

 

They called off the flogging:  “You’re a Roman citizen?”
12
        

 

                                                 
8
 Acts 16:19-25 
9
 Acts 21:31, 33  The tribune was stationed in “Antonia” the Roman citadel with access to the Temple 

courtyard.  A tribune commanded a cohort (1000 men). 
10
 Acts 21: 1-33. 

11
 Acts 22:25 

12
 Paul says in Acts. 22:28 that he was “born a Roman citizen” which probably means at least one of his 

parents were Roman citizens.  (And there were other ways to become a Roman citizen, as we can see in vs. 

28.) 
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 This changed everything.  Roman citizens, at the time, were given rights that 

common people were not.  For example: 

 

• You could not flog a Roman citizen who had not been charged with a crime.
13
   

• You could not torture a Roman citizen, under any circumstances.
14
 

 

We know that Jesus was not a Roman citizen because: 

• You could not crucify a Roman citizen. 

 

Paul was a Roman citizen
15
, and when the tribune could not decide what to do with him, 

they sent him to Caesarea so the Roman governor Felix
16
  could hear his case.  Paul was 

in Caesarea for so long that he appeared before the next Roman governor -  Festus -  and 

there – in front of Festus – Paul asked to appeal his case all the way to the Roman 

emperor . . . who was, of course, in Rome.
17
   

 

Paul was going to state his case before Nero
18
  and so a ship full of prisoners set 

sail from Caesarea towards Rome in about the year 58.  There were 276 men on board.  

And it was winter.   

 

They left Caesarea and sailed past Cyprus to Lycea where they changed ships.
19
  

They sailed past Cnidus
20
 and around the island of Crete and up through the Adriatic Sea.  

But the sailing was not easy. 

 

Paul helpfully suggested that things didn’t look good, but the guards were not 

interested in what Paul had to say.
21
   And Paul was right.  Near the southern shore of 

Crete, a violent storm suddenly came upon them.   

 

• On the second day of the storm, they threw the cargo overboard to lighten the 

ship.   

• On the third day of the storm, they threw the ship’s tackle overboard. 

• And when the storm continued many days after that, they assumed they would all 

die there in the middle of the Adriatic Sea. 

 

                                                 
13
 Stern, David H. Jewish New Testament Commentary.  Jewish New Testament Publications, Inc. 

(Clarksville, MD, 1992), page 308.   
14
“ Roman Law” The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition.. New York: Columbia University Press.  

15
 Wikipedia has an article about who was or could become a Roman citizen in these days.  See: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_citizenship#Various_methods_to_obtain_Roman_citizenship 

 
16
 To please the Jews (who still wanted Paul dead), Felix could not kill him, but he kept Paul in prison for 

two years. 
17
 The LORD had told Paul in a dream to go to Rome and preach just as he had preached in Jerusalem. 

(Acts 23:11) 
18
 Nero was emperor from 54 – 68. 

19
Acts 27:6 

20
 Knidos as it’s now called is on the coast of what is now Turkey.  See:  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cnidus 
21
 Acts 27:9ff 
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But Paul -- even though he was a prisoner – never acted like a prisoner.   

 

He was never hopeless.  In fact, he became the voice of hope.  He told them that 

God spoke to him in a dream:  “Fear not!” God said. (something the VBS children also 

learned this week).  “Nobody’s going to die.  (But we are going to run aground near a 

small island.)” 

 

***** 

 

And finally – we find ourselves where today’s lesson begins.   

 

It was – now - the fourteenth day of the storm and those 276 men on board hadn’t 

eaten in a long time.  It was midnight and very dark – too cloudy for starlight, and the 

ship was drifting – probably towards land.  Chances were very good that the ship would 

crash into rocks and would sink, and everybody would drown.  And so the sailors wanted 

to abandon ship, but Paul reminded them about his dream. 

 

 At dawn, Paul – still the prisoner, but acting as the leader – advised them all to eat 

something.  And they did.  “He took bread and broke it . . .” 

 

 By morning, they indeed saw land and as they drifted toward the island, they 

crashed on a reef and the ship was stuck there.  The soldiers thought that killing the 

prisoners would be a good idea, so that they wouldn’t jump overboard and escape.  But 

the guard didn’t want Paul killed, and so he ordered everybody who could swim to jump 

overboard and swim to safety.  All others were to get to land the best way they could – on 

planks and bits of the ship.   

 

 The island was Malta, and the people were very gracious and very superstitious.  

When Paul was bitten by a viper, the Maltese thought Paul must be cursed – to have 

survived a shipwreck only to be killed by a snake.  But when he didn’t die, they thought 

he must be a god.   

 

 Paul was neither, of course.  But when he prayed for them and healed them, more 

and more people approached him, wanting their own diseases healed, wanting to hear 

about his God. 

 

Although Paul was not God, he belonged to God.  He worshipped God.  And 

because of God, he had survived an ordeal.  And because Paul survived, the people of 

Malta also found new life.  They became followers of Jesus too.
 22
 

 

***** 

Survival may not seem to be a daily concern for most of us.  But it’s more 

prevalent that you might realize. 

 

                                                 
22
 The Maltese have continued to be Christian except for a brief period of Arab rule 870-1090. 
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• I asked a young friend last year how another young friend was doing at her 

new high school and she said that her friend was “barely surviving.”  It 

was “like a hornet’s nest” at that school, she said. “The girls are so mean 

that it feels like they might each other alive.” 

 

• Throughout our region there are people barely surviving economically.  

They are one or two paychecks away from disaster, and this can be true 

even for some who appear to be financially prosperous. 

 

• We all know people who carry with them physical burdens or emotional 

strains or family worries, and they wonder if they can bear the stress.  Can 

they survive? 

 

Twice in this story, Paul tells the men on the boat what they must do to survive.  

 

Verse 31 - Unless the men stay in the ship, you cannot be saved. 

Verse 34 - I urge you to take some food, for it will help you survive. 

 

• They must stay on the boat even when – especially when – the night is 

dark and the journey is unknown. 

• They must be nourished even when – especially when – they weren’t sure 

what would happen next.   

 

It’s a good metaphor for how we can survive too.  Spiritually speaking – we are 

talking about trust and nourishment. 

 

 My hunch is that any of us in this room can name at least one person who is in 

trouble today in some way.  Maybe you know someone who is struggling with addiction, 

or depression.  Maybe you know someone who is overwhelmed with financial or 

employment issues.  Or maybe you know someone who is sick or loves someone who is 

sick and there is an almost incapacitating fear of losing that person.  All around us are 

people with strained relationships or broken hearts.  All around us – as busy as we are – 

they are people who simply want to survive.   

 

 All of us will one day be in this boat.  How will we survive? 

 

***** 

 

 Paul’s words are very simple, but they are true:  

 

• The first survival skill is faith.  Sometimes we just want to jump ship.  We 

are terrified because we can’t see where we are going and it’s seems so 

very dark.  Maybe all our usual signposts are invisible.  But God tells us to 

have faith.   
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I can’t tell you how much I don’t want this to sound trite.  It’s outrageous for me to stand 

up here and simply say – “Have faith” – to a person who life is crushing and 

overwhelming.   

 

 This is not about patting someone on the head and saying “Have faith!”  It’s about 

sitting with that person, in that boat, until the light comes.  It’s about being like Jesus – 

Emmanuel which means “God with us.”  God now sends us to be with people who are 

afraid they won’t survive.  God sends us to be voices of hope.  And if we have no faith, if 

we have no hope it’s difficult for us to serve others. 

 

 We are busy, stressed out people.  We think we don’t have time for faith.  We 

don’t have time to sit with someone in his or her pain.  We have our own pain to worry 

about.   

 

 Paul was, himself, a prisoner on that boat.  But inside, he knew he was free.  No 

matter what was happening around him, he was free because he knew he belonged to 

God.  He could sing – even in prison. 

 

***** 

 This kind of faith doesn’t come out of the blue.  It is nurtured and nourished.  It 

needs food. 

 

• The second survival skill is spiritual food.   

 

We cannot survive without being fed.   

- Close, spiritual relationships feed us.  (This is what the church is 

supposed to be.)   

- Connecting with God feeds us.  (This is what prayer and Bible study are 

supposed to do.) 

-  

In just a moment, we will have another opportunity to be fed spiritually.  We will be 

invited to this table where we will join with others and remember how much God loves 

us.  God loved us enough to give up his life for us.     

 

- Like the friend who stands between us and a bullet  

- Like the mother who stands between evil and her child 

 

This is what God has done for us, because of love.  And in this meal, we remember that 

his body was broken for us, his blood was spilled for us. This meal feeds us in a way no 

other meal can. 

 

 If you are struggling today with survival, or if you know someone who is – there 

is hope.   

• If we stay on the boat even when – especially when – the night is dark 

and the journey is unknown, God will give us a strength we never knew 

we had. 
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• If we allow ourselves to be spiritually nourished even when – especially 

when – we aren’t sure what will happen next, then we will find a strength 

we never knew was possible. 

 

Paul made it to Rome, and he preached before Nero.  While in prison, awaiting his 

audience with the emperor, Paul wrote letters that we can still read in the New Testament 

today.
23
   

  

And in one of them, written while sitting in prison, he wrote this:   

 

The peace of God, which surpasses all understanding,  

will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.
24
 

 

In a world where it’s a rare and precious commodity, knowing this peace is perhaps the 

greatest survival skill of all. 

 

 

                                                 
23
 Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians and Philemon are typically considered his prison letters. 

24
 Philippians 4:7 


