Pre: 
We are winding down our series on the book of Acts. For the past few weeks we have concentrated mostly on the travels and the preaching of the Apostle Paul. Paul, who began his life as Saul, a young man zealous for God, trained in the Hebrew scriptures, taught by the best of the best rabbis. And adamant in his opposition to the followers of Jesus. Adamant to the point of bringing some of these followers to their death. And then he meets Jesus on the Road to Damascus, and on that road he learns that he will be God’s servant, following Jesus, taking the good news of the Gospel to the Gentiles, and suffering great persecution. 
And this is what Saul – now Paul, does. He becomes a prolific church planter and encourager. He travels from city to city, leaving a long trail of believers in his wake. His preaching encourages some, and enrages others. He is arrested numerous times and beaten, sometimes left for dead. He visits Philippi, Athens, Thessalonica, Corinth, Ephesus, and many other cities.  Finally, he comes back to Jerusalem, where he knows trouble awaits him. There he is arrested once again, and it is in Jerusalem that he begins his final journey. He is sent to prison in Caesarea for at least two years. Then when a new governor takes over, he is given the opportunity to be set free. But instead, he appeals his case to Caesar and that starts a journey to Rome. Now for you and me that would mean getting a plane ticket and flying. For him it was going on a very long voyage by sailboat. A voyage that would not only be long, but very harrowing and dangerous. If you haven’t yet read Acts 27, please do that. Here Luke gives us a really breathtaking story about that long journey beginning in Caesarea, and going through long weeks of fighting storms at sea, until finally the boat is driven to the Island of Malta, where it crashes against the rocks, and they are shipwrecked. What happens at Malta (which is our story for today) is a pleasant interlude that gives us a chance to review Paul’s life and the great sense of purpose that has enabled him to make this incredible journey. 

Sailing with God
Acts 28:1-16


Did you hear the story this week about 21-year-old Brandon Wright, who was riding his motorcycle on Monday, and collided with a BMW, was somehow thrown under the car, and then both vehicles exploded into flames? Maybe you saw the video.   Fortunately for him, there were several people there, ready and willing to step in to help. They rushed to the burning car, tipped it up on its side and pulled him out. On the Thursday evening news I saw an interview where Brandon expressed his thanks to the people who saved his life. He said (paraphrase) “I should have been dead when I collided with the car; I should have been dead when I was thrown under the car; I should have been dead when the car burst into flames. But here I am.” He commented on how the experience made him recognize how precious life is. A hard but good lesson for a 21-year-old.  And hopefully it sticks with him throughout his life. 

Brandon’s story resonates in a certain way with the story of the Apostle Paul and his many close calls. There are many times when Paul should have been dead. In Lystra, in Thessalonica, maybe even in Ephesus; certainly in Jerusalem. So many times he was attacked, arrested, beaten within an inch of his life. In the months just before the interlude on the Island of Malta, Paul could well have been lost at sea or killed in the shipwreck. Or killed by the venom of the viper that fastened on his wrist in today’s story. That would have been an ironic end, wouldn’t it? After living through all of those beatings and weathering so many storms, killed by a snakebite! 


But Paul was not concerned about whether he lived or whether he died. His life had a purpose and that purpose was the guiding light in all of his decisions and actions. You know, he could have avoided this whole journey to Rome! He could have listened to his friends who told him not to go to Jerusalem, because people were just waiting to pounce on him there. But he said, no, (and here’s a quote) “For I am ready not only to be bound but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.” (21:13) When he was in front of Festus, the governor, after two years of imprisonment in Caesarea he could have been set free. But instead he appealed to the emperor.  Why? Because he wanted to go to Rome.  From the day of his conversion on the Road to Damascus, Paul has known that his calling was to take the Gospel to the Gentiles, and what better place to go than to Rome, the control center for the known world. If the Romans accept the Gospel, then the Gospel will be taken everywhere. So Paul’s passion is to get to Rome. And he doesn’t care if he gets there as a prisoner or as a free man, because he also knows very well that the subtheme to his calling is a life of suffering. Suffering is a part of the package. He will preach the Gospel in Rome. And he will suffer. So through all of the storms and uncertainty on the journey, Paul hangs on to that purpose which holds great promise for him.  

The title of this sermon is “Sailing with God” and if you did read the chapters just before today’s reading, you will quickly understand why. Luke, in very picturesque fashion tells the story of Paul’s journey – by sailboat – from Caesarea to the shipwreck in Malta.  In today’s story, we hear about the interlude on Malta, and then the relatively uneventful sail the rest of the way to Rome. He tells of the hazards and the fears of the crew and the uncertainty of the situation. And he tells of the confidence of Paul, who is not a sailor by trade, but who does know how to sail with God. God has set the course and Paul has opened his sails to God’s wind. 


Everybody in this room knows what it is like to have “tough sailing.” Whether it’s about loss or struggle or tough decisions or dilemmas, failures or mistakes, or mistreatment, you know about the hazards of life. What I want to ask you today is this: Do you have a sense of purpose and calling that will keep your course steady and true through all of those storms and struggles? 


A couple of quick quotes about having a sense of purpose:


“More [people] fail through lack of purpose than lack of talent.”   (Billy Sunday)

Sign on a storefront: “Gone out of business. Didn’t know what our business was.” 


Henry David Thoreau made the famous statement that most people “live lives of quiet desperation.” 


Wouldn’t you like your life to be different from that? Wouldn’t you like to be able to be at peace with yourself and with your life? Wouldn’t you like your life to truly have purpose and meaning?  Have a reason to get up out of bed every day and face the day with energy, enthusiasm, imagination and love? 

What is your purpose? Do you remember? 

Tennessee Williams tells a very challenging story about what it feels like to lose your sense of purpose. It’s about a shy young Russian man named Jacob Brodzky. His father owned a bookstore, and what he wanted for his son was a college education. But what Jacob wanted was to marry his childhood sweetheart, Lila. Jacob’s father sent him off to college, but then the father died, and Jacob went home to run the bookstore, and to marry his sweetheart. Life in the bookstore fit him perfectly, but it cramped Lila’s style. She wanted adventure and she found it, she thought, when she met an agent who praised her beautiful singing voice and enticed her to tour Europe with a vaudeville company.


Jacob was devastated, of course. When she was leaving, he reached into his pocket and handed her the key to the front door of the bookstore. “You had better keep this,” he said, “because you will want it some day. Your love is not so much less than mine that you can get away from it. You will come back sometime, and I will be waiting.” She kissed him and left. To escape his pain, Jacob withdrew into the bookstore and took to reading as someone else might have taken to drink. He spoke little, did little, and could most times be found at the large desk near the rear of the shop, immersed in his books wile he waited for his love to return. 


Nearly 15 years after they parted, at Christmastime, she did return. But when Jacob rose from the reading desk to greet her, he did not take the love of his life for more than an ordinary customer. “Do you want a book?” he asked.


She was startled that he didn’t recognize her. But then she said, “I want a book, but I’ve forgotten the name of it.” Then she told him a story of childhood sweethearts. A story of a newly married couple who lived in an apartment above a bookstore. A story of a young, ambitious wife who left to seek a career, who enjoyed great success but could never relinquish the key her husband gave her when they parted. She told him the story she thought would bring him to himself. But his face showed no recognition. Gradually she realized that he had lost touch with his heart’s desire, that he no longer knew the purpose of his waiting and grieving, that now all he remembered was the waiting and the grieving itself. “You remember it; you must remember it—the story of Lila and Jacob?”

After a long, bewildered pause, he said, “There is something familiar about the story, I think I have read it somewhere. It comes to me that it is something by Tolstoi.” Dropping the key, she fled the shop. And Jacob returned to his desk, to his reading, unaware that the love he waited for had come and gone. 


I wonder if anyone in this room can relate to Jacob Brodzky. God ignited a fire in your heart. You started down a road, following Jesus. Your life began to have purpose. Then, something  happened, something got in the way. And you lost touch with that purpose. Now, life is just about grieving, about surviving, about going from day to day. 


Somebody once said that, “When you’re up to your neck in alligators, it’s difficult to keep your mind on the fact that your primary objective is to drain the swamp.” (unknown) It’s so easy to let things get in the way of what really matters.  Never mind the alligators, many people today will let a nap or a TV show or their cell phone get in the way!
What set the Apostle Paul apart was that he had a clear sense of purpose and he stuck with it. He wasn’t afraid of the alligators and he wasn’t distracted by praise either. On Malta (and this is not the first time this kind of scenario has taken place), the people first thought Paul was a criminal (because the viper bit him!) and then they thought he was a god (because he didn’t die from the bite). Neither experience fazed him. He had a work to do and he went about doing that work. His life purpose was primary. What happened to him was secondary. 

Now, you are not Paul. And you don’t need to be. You are you. And God has a purpose for your life. So what are you doing with your life?   Are you living out that purpose? 

I know that life is tough. I know there are hazards, there are struggles, there is pain and there is grief. Sometimes life just plain stinks. And that’s true for everyone, you’re not being singled out. Right now the whole world is in a pretty tight spot. 


But what is it that God is calling you to do and to be?  What is the purpose and the destination that God has called you to pursue? 

May you discover that purpose. Or re-discover it! And may you find strength in God to stay the course until you reach your destination. 
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