“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
09/20/09  Sermon # 17:   “ Paul’s Wild Trip to Rome! ”  

( Text:  Acts 25:1-13, 22-23 & 26:1-32 )

************************************************************************

     I’ve learned many lessons over the years.  One lesson I’ve learned is that my plans don’t always work out the way I anticipated – and that includes TRAVEL plans.
     I remember back in August of 1989 when Andrea and I we’re getting ready to travel from St. Louis, MO, to Oviedo, Florida, where I was going to begin my 1 year vicarage experience.  She was driving our 1986 Toyota Camry, which she had purchased before we had met.  I was driving my 1976 Chrysler Cordoba, which I had purchased from my aunt during my college years.  We were driving both cars down to Florida because Andrea needed a car for her job and I needed one for mine.
     Now, our plan was that we would have a calm, relaxing trip down to Florida.  But it didn’t work out that way.  About 3 hours away from St. Louis we were driving down the road – and I was following several car lengths behind Andrea.  Suddenly, the timing chain on my Cordoba broke off – and as my car came to a halt I watched as Andrea continued to drive off down the highway.

     Thankfully, she eventually realized I was not behind her.  So she turned around and finally found me waiting by the side of the road.  She then drove off to find the nearest town so we could get my Cordoba towed to the nearest mechanic.

     When we arrived at the nearest mechanic, we found out we needed to wait 2 days for the repair.  So, we got a hotel and then I called my vicarage supervisor and told him we would be there later than we had planned.  

     However, we didn’t mind hanging out in that area for 2 days.  It turns out that my car broke down only a few miles away from the place where we had our honeymoon the summer before.

     After the timing chain on my Cordoba was repaired, we started on our journey once again.  But about 50 miles down the road I saw steam coming up from the hood of my car.  Thankfully I was able to get Andrea’s attention.  We pulled over to a gas station and I discovered there was a leak in my radiator.  I was able purchase a product that plugged the leak and we were on our way once again.  We finally pulled into Oviedo Florida late that night.  We arrived at our destination – just not the way we had planned.

     Our reading for today is from Acts chapters 27 and 28 where we learn about Paul’s wild trip to Rome.  If you recall last Sunday’s sermon, we learned from the end of Acts chapter 26 that King Agrippa decided to send Paul to Rome where he would stand trial under Caesar’s authority.

     They decided to send Paul to Rome via a ship that was carrying other Roman prisoners.  Now, we know that some of Paul’s companions must have gone with him, because our reading says:  “We boarded a ship…”  You may recall that the author of the Book of Acts was a man named Luke – the same Luke who wrote the Gospel of Luke.  So, whenever we find the word “we” in the Book of Acts that is Luke’s way of telling us that he was there in person.  So, Luke was with Paul on his wild trip to Rome.

     Now, their plan was to have an uneventful trip to Rome – but God had other plans.  They end up encountering a storm.  They were tossed about on the waves of the ocean for days.  Things got so bad that the crew began to despair and assumed they would die.

     But then Paul encourages them with the following words:  “…now I urge you to keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the ship will be destroyed.  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.”
     Well, things turned out just as Paul said.  They end up running ashore on a small island by the name of Malta – which was about 100 miles south of Sicily.  Now, up to this point it seems as though Paul’s life is out of control.  Jesus had told Paul that he’d be going to Rome.  But instead Paul had a wild ride on a ship during a storm in the middle of the Ocean, and now he’s stranded on a small island 100 miles from Sicily.

     Nevertheless, God is still in control.  God will eventually bring Paul to Rome so he can witness there – we’ll learn about that next Sunday.  You see, even though Paul was expecting an uneventful trip to Rome, God had other plans.

     God used the storm and the shipwreck to give Paul an opportunity to witness to those Roman soldiers and the other prisoners.  And then, while they were on the island of Malta, God gave Paul more opportunities to witness to the inhabitants of that island.

     Remember when Paul was building a fire on the island?  A snake bit Paul, and the natives expected him to die from the snake bite.  But when Paul did not die, they were amazed and thought he was a god.

     I’m sure Paul used this situation to correct their error and tell them how he had been chosen by God to preach about repentance for forgiveness of sins through of faith in Jesus – Who died on the cross in our place of judgment and then conquered death for us by His resurrection from the grave.  
     In fact, Paul and his companions end up being invited to the home of the island ruler.  Paul heals the ruler’s sick father, and I’m sure this gave Paul even more opportunities to speak to them about Jesus.

     Paul would eventually end up in Rome.  But God’s plan was to have Paul and his companions experience an ocean storm, a shipwreck, and a 3 month layover on the island of Malta so that even more people would have the opportunity to hear about Jesus and thereby be saved.  

     So, what do we learn from this?  Simply put, God has a plan for our lives.  His plans may not always match up with our plans.  In fact, when God’s plans conflict with our plans the result can range from mildly inconvenient to extremely painful.  But in the midst of whatever situation God allows us to endure we must remember that we are secure in the forgiveness, love and eternal life that we have through faith in Jesus.

     Remember what Paul said to the men when they were in the middle of that storm?  He said:  “…keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the ship will be destroyed.”  Sometimes God allows us to face tremendous loss in this life, and  things that we cling to for comfort and security end up being destroyed.  But in the midst of the fear and despair during the storms of life, we must remember Paul’s words:  “…not one of you will be lost…”

     This hope is certain for us who trust in Jesus.  Not one of us will be lost.  Not even death itself can take away the eternal hope we have in Jesus.  For example, after God had allowed Job to lose everything that was dear to him and after God also allowed Job to suffer extreme physical illness, the Spirit moved Job to say the following:  “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes – I, and not another.  How my heart yearns within me!” 
     God gives us so many blessings in this life.  He gives us numerous times of peace and pleasure. He has delivered us from many perils.  But when God’s plans for our lives include chaos and pain – especially then we must remember that God still loves us and promises to work in all situations to strengthen our faith in him and give us opportunities to witness to others about Jesus.

     In fact, the ultimate proof that God loves us is that Jesus was willing to endure His own wild ride through suffering, torture and crucifixion so that we sinners might receive forgiveness and new life with God.  
     This same Jesus conquered death for us and now lives as our Redeemer who promises to never leave us or forsake us.  He gives us His Body and Blood today to assure us that we are forgiven and that He dwells within us.  Not even death can separate us from His love.

     Paul had a wild ride to Rome.  Sometimes God gives us some wild rides in this life.  But Christ is with us always – and as He guides us through life He will comfort us with His promises and give us opportunities to witness to others.  Amen!
