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Acts part 13 (Acts 27- 28)




         Pastor Mark Nieting
We now join this episode of “Survivor: Shipwrecked on Malta” in progress: Paul and 275 others are on board a ship that is caught in the grip of a ‘noreaster that has been blowing furiously for 14 days. The ship’s crew, using that special “sailor intuition” that God has given them, sensed that their doomed ship is nearing land. They prepared to make their escape over the bow into the lifeboats, leaving the soldiers and passengers to save themselves. Paul figured out what these sneaky sailors were doing and warned the centurion of the soldiers, who cut the ropes holding the lifeboat to the bow. 

Now every avenue of escape was cut off. It was the middle of the night. The storm was roaring furiously and the water was getting shallower. The ship was headed for certain destruction, either on the rocks or on the beach. Paul somehow got the attention of everyone on board with a very STRANGE request (verse 33), “For the last 14 days you have been in constant suspense and have gone without food. Now I urge you to EAT!” I’m not sure how the sailors, who were used to storms at sea, responded, but I’m sure that for the passengers and the soldiers, EATING even one bite was the LAST thing on their mind! 
But Paul had his reason and he presented it: “You need to survive. Not ONE of you will lose a single hair from his head.” Paul took some bread, gave thanks to God in front of the entire ship’s company, broke it, and they all ate their fill as the  gray of morning showed them they were close to land. The sailors made for the beach, but the ship got stuck on a sandbar and the surf started to pound the ship into pieces! 
This time it was the SOLDIERS who were the problem. They knew that if any of their prisoners escaped, it was their necks on the chopping block. They planned to kill the prisoners but this plan was foiled because the centurion wanted to save Paul’s life……so every single one of them, all 276 on board… made it to shore! God always keeps His word, doesn’t He? 
They were shipwrecked…..but they weren’t stranded on a desert island. This didn’t turn into an episode of “Lost.” The people living on Malta were very kind to them and helped them build a huge bonfire to warm themselves and dry their clothes. But again, the plot takes a nasty turn. As Paul grabbed a load of firewood, a snake (and a nasty viper at that!) bit into his hand and held on! The Maltans thought this through and came up with a conclusion: this “Paul guy” must have been a real nasty criminal because even though he escaped death by storm, the gods must have wanted him DEAD so they sent a snake to finish the job and get justice done! 

It wasn’t the snake’s job that needed to be finished, however, it was God’s job that was on the top of the list. So when Paul shook the snake off and he didn’t die, or even swell up…..the islanders started to worship HIM! This got the attention of the governor of the island, who invited Paul to his house, where Paul healed the man’s father. In a marvelous display of hospitality, the residents of the island opened their homes to the entire company of the ship, and over the 3 months they were there Paul healed everyone else on the island who was sick! 

So ended this episode of “Survivor: Shipwrecked on Malta!” But rather than follow this with a commercial for snakebite medicine or self-inflating life rafts, I’ll ask the most Lutheran of all questions: WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? What’s our “take home” from this exciting story? 
Nobody WANTS to be shipwrecked, but on the off chance that YOU had the possibility of being shipwrecked, let me ask this: if you were stranded on a desert island and you could have only ONE book to read, what book would that be? I know what you’re thinking!!! Someone once ask that question of G.K. Chesterton, one of history’s greatest and most influential Christian authors, a man of vast intelligence and deep learning. He knew he would want a book that would show him how to be saved; a book about getting home safely. It would be a book that would give him valuable insights into dealing with his plight.

See if your answer is the same as his. He chose SHIPBUILDING for DUMMIES!
God knew that people on the Island of Malta needed to be saved. He also knew that His power needed to be demonstrated to the centurion, the soldiers, the sailors, and all the other Rome-bound prisoners. So he sent Paul and left him there for 3 full months.  

And if we believe that Paul spent 3 months on Malta only healing people by God’s power, we are fooling ourselves. Paul never lost a single opportunity to share the news of Jesus Christ with someone…..or anyone. As we said last week, Paul was a “big picture” kind of a guy. He KNEW that God had a plan for his life and truly believed that he had been called to take the story and the love of Jesus to the center of the Roman world. Things like storms, sneaky sailors, shipwrecks and snakes simply provided him with more opportunities to tell people about Jesus! 
Paul simply met the earthly needs of people to reach down into their deepest need: that of a Savior, who is Jesus. 
Unless you’re a hermit in a cave or a monk on a mountaintop, every one of us comes face to face with other people every day. They may be people who matter dearly to us: family and our close friends, or people we’ve never met before and may never see again; or somewhere in between. The truth is this: you have never locked eyes with someone who doesn’t matter to God. Jesus went to the cross for each of them. 

What stands between them and where they will spend eternity is the issue of faith: do they know and trust Jesus for their salvation or not. That’s the question that should run through our minds every time we look into the faces of people, knowing full well that we may be the one sent by God to rescue them from an eternal shipwreck.

Right about now……time out on the field…..some of you are already checking out by thinking things like: “I don’t know how to share my faith” or “I wouldn’t know what to say” or (and I like this one the most) “That’s the PASTOR’S job!” 

Beyond the “go and make disciples of all nations” that Jesus commanded us in His Great Commission, how DO we know what God wants us to do? How are we supposed to figure our way through all the possibilities that life, and God, throws at us every single day? How do we know what God’s plan is for our lives…. and for the lives around us?   The key, my dear friends, is time spent in prayer. Prayer is the time we set aside to allow conversation with God to take place. 

Think for a minute about the time you spend with your best friend. What is it that makes your “best friend” your “BEST” friend? My guess is that they are willing to LISTEN to you. In fact, they probably wouldn’t be very high on YOUR friends list if they did all the talking……and you wouldn’t be very high on THEIR list of friends if you didn’t listen to THEM once in a while.

That’s usually the problem with our prayer lives: we spend a lot of time talking to God, but not a lot of time listening. We finish our list of “pleases and thank yous” and then hang up the spiritual phone, sometimes before God has a chance to whisper in our ear, or our heart. 

I usually walk 5 mornings a week, a half-hour per morning. In the “old days” that was a great time for prayer. I had time to share my heart with God and then time, especially when I was out of breath, to pay attention to anything that He might put into my head or my heart after I stopped MY end of the prayers. That’s something, that time to listen, that we rarely take time to do; but walking gave me time to do that.  THEN I got an I-pod……and things changed, for the worse for my prayer life. Now every walk becomes a challenge for me: do I pray or do I listen to whatever music I’ve downloaded from U-tunes. My quiet time has evaporated…….and, truthfully, my prayer life has suffered. What about yours? 
Question on this one: how many of you have EVER thought this: “I’m TOO BUSY to pray!”  The ONE most direct avenue that God has given us for communication with Him is prayer. God has promised time and again in Scripture that He will hear every prayer lifted up to Him. There are certainly times when prayers are short and to the point, but in general, Luther had a wonderful approach to prayer: the more that was going on in his life, the more he needed prayer because there were a) more people in his life…..that God could bless if he understood how; b) there were more activities in his life and more wisdom necessary to do them, which only comes through prayer; and c) there were more decisions that needed to be made, and again, they were decisions better steered by God than by himself. For Luther, he was never too busy to pray and the busier he was the more he prayed. 

For us in our busy lives, setting aside time to pray is a great investment towards an even more wonderful life…….not only for us, but for those around us.
Next Sunday we will arrive in Rome with Paul…….and we will see just what God did with and through Paul in the 2 years he was there as we end this study of Acts.

Next Sunday we will arrive at our “kick-off for fall” Sunday…..and we will see just what God is going to do with and through you and me here at Hope Lutheran in Virginia Beach, Virginia in the year 2010! 

And that… will be wonderful!

Amen.
