You are the salt of the earth
Acts 27

In the year 410, fifteen hundred and ninety-eight years ago, Alaric the Goth, with a mixed Christian and pagan army entered the city of Rome. For six days they killed and burned and generally wreaked destruction. “The awful catastrophe of the fall of Rome,” says one historian, “filled the astonished empire with grief and terror. To many Christians it seemed as if the end of the world was approaching.”
 When St Augustine in North Africa heard about it he sat down and wrote his most famous book, The City of God. It’s one of the most famous books in the literature of the world. It took him fourteen years to write, amongst all his other pastoral duties. He explained that the fall of Rome was a consequence of the fact that there are in this world two cities – the City of God and the City of Man; which represent two ways of life, with two centres of allegiance. One either worships the one true God or something or someone else. And these two cities are constantly at war. 
Forty-one years later, after the Goths in conjunction with the remaining Romans had rebuilt Rome, the city was again invaded, this time by the completely pagan, Attila the Hun. Leo, the bishop of Rome, acting like the shepherd David before him when the flock was attacked by a bear or a lion, walked out to the enemy camp and calmly faced down Attila, a violent man with over three hundred thousand deaths in war to his name. Attila was completely overawed by Leo’s moral and spiritual power and so Leo was able to negotiate an agreement that largely saved the city. 
We look around our world today and we sometimes wonder where we are and what is going on. Lebanon, Gaza, Iraq are often enough in flames; not to forget Israel, Pakistan, Afghanistan, any number of African countries. China has this week been shaken by a huge earthquake; five million people homeless, who knows how many dead. The latest I heard was fifty thousand. A typhoon has killed a hundred and twenty thousand in Burma while power-hungry generals prevent the world doing very much to help. The agony of Zimbabwe drags on and on. And so on. As a consequence, many Christians also think it must be the end of the world and the Lord must return very soon. And so he may – but so also he may not. 
But what does all this mean to us? The two incidents that I related a moment ago in relation to the fall of Rome and its empire are only two of thousands of examples in the history of the world of what Jesus meant when he said, “You, my people, are the salt of the earth.” One of the great functions of salt is to preserve. Christianity is the world’s great preservative. Christianity always, in good times and bad, preserves life on the earth, and knowledge and truth and order and beauty and everything good! 
This is what we see in our story today. This, as we heard him described last week, “little fellow” who, to look at, didn’t appear much at all, “balding, with beetle brows, a hooked nose and bandy legs,”
 as he had “dominated Agrippa’s Court with his quiet, Christ-like dignity and confidence” (Stott) in chapter twenty-six, so he dominates this ship in the midst of this storm. 
Back in chapter twenty-three the Lord had said, “Take courage Paul, for as you have solemnly witnessed to my cause at Jerusalem, so you must witness in Rome also.” God now fulfils that promise, for God always fulfils his promises. God is always a God of his word and he fulfils his word in and through his people. There are four things in relation to this I want us to see this morning.
1.
By tribulation we must enter the kingdom
With those words Paul encouraged the new disciples in Iconium and Antioch back in chapter fourteen, after he himself had just suffered persecution at the hands of the Jews in their cities. Jesus also warned us about this in John chapter sixteen (v.33). And we might turn it so that it also says: By tribulation the kingdom of God grows in the world. 
Paul had always wanted to go to Rome. No doubt he never intended to go in chains. Indeed, as Agrippa said, if he had not appealed to Caesar he might have been set free. But if he had been set free he would have fallen into the hands of the Jews and that would have been the end. So his own countrymen had forced him to appeal to Caesar and into this situation. And now it seems that not only were Jewish politics and the Roman military against him, so even was the weather, that which is directly under the hand of God. Casting back our minds to those sermons about knowing the Lord’s will a couple of Sundays ago, it would seem to be closed doors all round. 
Between mid-September and mid-November, sea traffic on the Mediterranean in those days was pretty much called to a halt. So they sailed from Caesarea to Sidon up the coast of Palestine, and thence between Lebanon and Cyprus, “because the winds were contrary” (v.4). They were taking the long way round, by the coast. When they tried to go round the south-west corner of Asia, Turkey as we know it, they couldn’t, “because the wind did not permit us” (v.7). Instead, they had to go south to the east of Crete which they sailed past only “with difficulty” (v.8). And from there it only gets worse, and the story, with an atlas in your hand, is not so hard to follow. But with verse twenty-seven they have been driven perhaps three hundred miles west-nor-west in the southern Adriatic, somewhere between Sicily and Italy on the one hand, and Greece on the other. 
It is interesting to notice in verses nine and eleven that the discussion between the pilot, the captain and the centurion whether to leave Crete for a better winter port includes Paul. Surely it is astonishing that these men would include a prisoner in their discussions of their plans for the journey. Paul was a pretty seasoned traveller by now and maybe he was already making an impression on his fellow-travellers on this occasion. This was his twelfth sea journey and he had clocked up three and a half thousand miles.
 Nevertheless, one can hardly blame the centurion for taking the advice of experienced seamen over that of Paul. But the result in the end was shipwreck on the western shore of Malta in what is today called St Paul’s Bay. 
“By tribulation you must enter the kingdom” and by tribulation the kingdom grows. In Psalm eighty-four we are told that “No good thing does the Lord withhold from those who walk uprightly.” But “good thing” does not necessarily mean plain sailing. It is certainly true that Paul had walked uprightly in all the events that lead up to this journey. He had been able to testify before Agrippa, “I did not prove disobedient to the heavenly vision” (26:19), that is, the command of God to take the gospel to the Gentiles. But through his obedience God in his providence has led Paul to this and he cheerfully submits to it. And congregation, if we would be disciples of our master, so must we. And we may do so because, secondly, 
2.
The Lord gives grace to help in time of need
We can follow our master wherever he might lead because “We do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses,” says Hebrews chapter four “but one who has been tempted (and the word tempted can equally as well mean tried, tested) in all things as we are, yet without sin. Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace that we may receive mercy and grace to help in time of need.” 
We read stories of great men and women in history, and especially the history of the church, who suffered for their faith and we wonder if we would be able to do the same thing if we were so called upon. One of the most famous is Polycarp who was martyred in 155. During his trial, the Roman proconsul urged him. “Swear by the genius of Caesar and curse Christ and I will release you.” Polycarp answered him, “Eighty-six years have I served him and he has done me no wrong. How can I then blaspheme my king who saved me?” The proconsul was touched by his courage and he continued to try to dissuade him. He threatened him with wild beasts. “Send for them,” said Polycarp. “If you despise the wild beasts I will make you to be consumed with fire if you do not repent!” “You threaten the fire that burns for an hour,” answered Polycarp, “and in a little while is quenched, for you know not of the fire of judgment to come and the fire of eternal punishment reserved for the ungodly. But why delay? Bring it on.” 
And our brothers and sisters in Christ in Korea and Laos and China and the Sudan and Iran and Egypt and any number of other countries are still speaking with the same courage today, for the Lord “gives grace to help in the time of need.” And he does so in all sorts of different ways. So for example we see in our story this morning, 
#
he will usually give us companionship. After all, that is part of the point of what I just read to you from the book of Hebrews. That is part of the point of the incarnation. Jesus only asks us to follow him in trials and sufferings that he himself, as a man, as one of us, experienced. So Paul the prisoner is allowed to take Luke and Aristarchus with him (vv.2-3). The centurion allows him to go ashore and visit his friends at Sidon (v.3); 
#
but always the Lord speaks to us through his Word, even if it is only that which we have been able to store up in our hearts in times of peace. You can read the story of Geoffrey Bull, an English missionary in China in the late forties or fifties, who was imprisoned by the Communists.
 He immediately set about writing all the verses from the Bible that he could remember on the wall of his cell with a bit of stone that he found because he knew that he was in for brainwashing; 
#
we also have the promise of the Lord’s own companionship. In chapter twenty-three, the Lord had stood at Paul’s side and said, “Take courage Paul” (v.11). Today, Paul says, “God sent his angel to stand before me who said, Do not be afraid Paul. You must stand before Caesar and behold God has granted you all those who are sailing with you” (27:24). We ought not to expect the Lord to speak us verbally in that way today but he may give us a real felt sense of his presence and nearness and assurance. In Romans eight, sixteen we read, “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are the children of God.” I don’t know how to understand that except that it is speaking of a subjective, felt sense of assurance that the Lord gives us as we strive to live in obedience to him. 
This is something we have to be very careful about and fence in with a lot of biblical safeguards, but it can happen on other occasions too. It may be that when we’re in trouble and our souls do not know which way to turn, and yet we genuinely desire to do God’s will, and we are truly willing to give up that which is dearest to us, that which we desperately want perhaps. Then the Lord comes along and stands by us, as it were, and gives us that strongly felt sense of his presence and peace. You know my thinking about this sort of thing and yet, congregation, it is something that I have experienced once on an occasion such as I have just described. It is not something we would experience very often, I imagine. 
“I will never leave you nor forsake you,” says the Lord. And he may make us to feel that in a special way, as people under persecution or especially distressing situations have felt it.
Thirdly, what I have termed,

3.
The chariots and the horsemen of Israel
Go back to the story of Leo when Attila was at the gates of Rome in 451AD. Rome had been threatened from the north for at least a hundred years and in that time many of the wealthy and the ruling class had fled, some of them decades earlier, a lot of them to North Africa where Augustine lived. So there developed in the city of Rome a power vacuum which, in many ways, the church filled. The church became the moral centre and the place where education and orderly society still existed. Jesus Christ through his church held society together: “You are the salt of the earth.” 
That has always been the case even as we see it in our story this morning. The storm lasted for fourteen days (v.27). For two weeks they saw neither sun nor stars and so they could take no bearings to determine their position. The ship was being driven along and tossed by the wind and waves, by forces utterly beyond men and in a direction no-one knew, just as the world finds itself so often, as our world finds itself today. Do we not sense that mankind feels that he is all at sea, as we say? And nobody is quite sure who is really pulling the levers of power behind the scenes. And if we can know the direction society is headed, it is certainly not to any destination we would like. 
But in the midst of this terrifying battering to who knows where, is one man, quietly keeping his head and giving the whole ship’s company, Christian and pagan alike, encouragement and strength and moral and spiritual direction. There is one man who sees above it all and who has not lost his spiritual or moral bearings. 
  Since neither sun nor stars appeared for many days, and no small storm was assailing us, from then on all hope of our being saved was gradually abandoned. When they had gone on a long time without food, then Paul stood up in their midst and said, Men, you ought to have followed my advice and not to have set sail from Crete, and incurred this damage and loss. Yet now I urge you to keep up your courage, for there will be no loss of life among you, but only of the ship. For this very night an angel of the God to whom I belong and whom I serve stood before me, saying, Do not be afraid, Paul; you must stand before Caesar; and behold, God has granted you all those who are sailing with you. Therefore, keep up your courage, men, for I believe God, that it will turn out exactly as I have been told, albeit we must run aground on a certain island (vv.20-26). 
But not only does Paul not lose his bearings and keep his cool in the midst of all this disorder and despair, he actually becomes the moral authority on the ship and gives the ship’s company hope, as we see from v.30;

  As the sailors were trying to escape from the ship, and let down the ship’s boat into the sea, on the pretence of intending to lay out anchors from the bow, Paul said to the centurion and to the soldiers, Unless these men remain in the ship, you yourselves cannot be saved. Then the soldiers cut away the ropes of the ship’s boat, and let it fall away. Until the day was about to dawn, Paul was encouraging them all to take some food, saying, Today is the fourteenth day that you have been constantly watching and going without eating, having taken nothing. Therefore I encourage you to take some food, for this is for your preservation; for not a hair from the head of any one of you shall perish. And having said this, he took bread and gave thanks to God in the presence of all; and he broke it and began to eat. And all of them were encouraged, and they themselves also took food (vv.30-36). 
And that has always been the case. The world owes its preservation to the Lord’s work with his church.

#
For the Lord is patient, not willing that any one of his own should perish. 
#
As he said to Abraham, “I will not destroy the city if there are ten righteous men found there.”
 
#
As Elisha said of Elijah before Elijah was taken up into heaven, and as the wicked king of Israel, Jehoash, in turn said of Elisha before he died, “My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen.”
 In other words, the real protectors of Israel were these two men who faithfully bore the Word of God
#
So Daniel, who became prime-minister in three empires. 
#
And who was the man in supreme control of himself and others in his trial and crucifixion? As we sang in that hymn, “Oh Jesus, we adore thee, (even) upon the cross, our king.” 
#
As Leo, the bishop of Rome saved the city from much destruction, so it was the church and her monasteries which provided oases of peace and order and discipline and hospitality and productive society and education, along with godliness and the gospel, over the next thousand years of European history – far from perfectly for sure, but still God used her. 
#
Then the last five hundred years of enormous progress in every sense, growth of individual freedom, protection for the weak – all such as the world had not known before – grew as apostolic Christianity was restored in the Reformation. 
#
As one can see in the middle of Africa, as I read six months ago, as Christians in the dungeons of Nakasero in Idi Amin’s Kampala preserved humanity and Christian worship in indescribable filth and the most inhumane brutality I’ve ever read of. (And I have read a little history.) 

Many people believe we are living in the dying stages of western civilization. Maybe we are. But if nothing else, that gives the church an enormous opportunity to again show herself to be the salt of the earth. As we see Augustine writing The City of God after the fall of Rome to Alaric, “he has,” says one historian, “no consciousness of living at the end of an era or even in a period of transition.”
 Well, there can be ends of eras and there can be periods of transition. But even if we live in such times, what is the Lord’s word to us? “Occupy until I come.” We do not give up. We do not despair. For we are the salt of the earth and if the salt loses its saltiness, it is good for nothing but to be tossed out and trodden under foot. 
Paul proved he was worth his salt and that he was salt. Will we? If ever the world needed the church to preserve her and be oases of peace and order and discipline and hospitality and productivity and morality and education and godliness in the gospel; if ever the world needed leadership and an example in these things, it is now; for we live in a society completely at sea, completely without moral bearings. And if the legalized infanticide of seventeen and a half thousand children per year in New Zealand alone, torn, alive, limb from limb, were not enough, there is more to come in the direction we are travelling. This is our hour, people of God. Will we, quietly maybe but nevertheless, will we rise to the occasion? And who knows if the Lord will not raise up from among us another Elijah or Paul or Leo or Luther or Calvin or Bishop Luwum, and bring another revival and reformation? And if so, how shall that be?
4.
Man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that comes from the mouth of God 
It is not so much Christianity as a system of truth; it is not so much the church as “the pillar and ground of the truth;”
 nor even of Christians as bearers of the Word of God, that preserves the world. It is God through his Word. “Yet I now urge you,” says Paul, “to keep up your courage, for this very night an angel of the God to whom I belong and whom I serve stood before me, saying, Do not be afraid, Paul; you must stand before Caesar; and behold, God has granted you all those who are sailing with you” (vv.22-24). 
God had said, “Man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that comes out of the mouth of God.” That is true of mankind in general and of us all as individuals. In Romans fifteen we read, “Whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, that through perseverance and encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” 
How is it that the Scriptures give us that hope? Because, “In them,” said Jesus to the Jews, “as you search them you think you have eternal life.” And you are right about that. For “they bear witness of me”, he said, “I who am the light and life of the world” (John 5:39). It is by faith in the Christ of the Scriptures and perseverance in those Scriptures that we have hope. 
So, “as the sailors were trying to escape from the ship, and had let down the ship’s boat into the sea, on the pretence of intending to lay out anchors from the bow, Paul said to the centurion and to the soldiers, Unless these men remain in the ship, you yourselves cannot be saved. Then the soldiers cut away the ropes of the boat, and let it fall away (vv.30-32). And the result? When the soldiers saw that shipwreck, which Paul had predicted, was inevitable, they wanted to save their own lives by killing the prisoners; because any soldier who lost his prisoner lost his head. But by now the centurion was completely under the influence of Paul, the bearer of the Word of God, the Word of hope, and he would not let them. “And thus it happened that they all were brought safely to land” (v.44). 
People of God, it is by tribulation that we enter the kingdom and by tribulation that the kingdom grows. Of necessity, therefore, we should not expect life always to be plain sailing. But in it all, we go with God. The Lord Jesus Christ by his Holy Spirit, who himself, in his life of tribulation as a man, was supported and encouraged by the Holy Spirit; by an angel standing beside him; by the Word of God by which he turned aside the temptations of the devil in the wilderness; the Psalms of which he sang to strengthen himself on his way to the cross, as many martyrs have done since; that one goes before us through the fire, through the waters, through the valley of the shadow of death.
 
But know this: you are the salt of the earth. You are its chariots and horsemen. You are the protectors of the world from utter destruction, the preservers of all and everything that is good. And note: this is a statement of fact. That you are the salt of the earth is not a command. You are the salt of the earth! That is what the Lord has made us. And as we live in a world of darkness and confusion and death, by his Word we preserve in it light and life and joy and peace and hope. That is a fact. Live it. 
What a high and noble calling. What a good and gracious God we serve. Let us serve him with all our heart and soul and mind and strength. 
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, Lord’s Day, 18th May, 2006
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