And so we came to Rome
Acts 28:1-16
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, life can be an untidy and frustrating business sometimes. You can work away and make your plans but sometimes it seems as though everything is conspiring against you. Eight or ten years ago Paul had written to the church in Rome that “he prayed if perhaps now by the will of God I may succeed in coming to you for I long to see you” (Romans 1:10f.). But, like our lives so often, Paul’s also seemed to go in twists and turns. And that is not only something that works just in our lives; the whole life of the world and its history seems to be the same and we wonder why God couldn’t be a bit more straightforward and direct in the way he does things. Because this twisting and turning with hold-ups here and major disruptions there is very frustrating, and sometimes it seems so inefficient and results in such wasted energy, as we see it anyway. 
The interesting thing is we see it in the life of our Lord as well. There he is, for example, walking along with Jairus, the ruler of the synagogue to heal his daughter, and along the way a woman who had been suffering a haemorrhage for twelve years reaches out to him to be healed. And while Jesus is busy being distracted by her, in Jairus’ mind at any rate, the inevitable happens, and someone comes up to him and says, “Your daughter has died; don’t bother the Master anymore.” But Jesus overheard and he said to Jairus, “Jairus don’t be afraid, just believe.” 
We, people of God, must do exactly the same. God’s ways are not our ways and his thoughts are not our thoughts (Isaiah 55). For all sorts of reasons God doesn’t do things as we might think he ought. Just think: he has, after all, got the lives of six billion people to fit together just at this moment, without taking into account the rest of history. Not that that is any problem to him, of course. But why should you or I be able to understand a chessboard of that magnitude, and how God is moving all the pieces together to a perfect final conclusion? 
So Paul began to desire to go to Rome at least eight years ago; or at least, he expressed such a desire eight years ago. He set about to go there about three years ago when he left Greece and Asia Minor to go to Jerusalem with that gift for the poor saints there and thence go on to Rome. However, as we have seen, the Jews caught him in the Temple and tried to kill him, and Claudius Lysius, the Roman commander, had to rescue him. And the result? Two years in prison in Caesarea. What a waste of time! Then a sea journey and a storm, and what should have taken a couple of weeks takes three or four months because of the shipwreck. Then, having escaped the sea, it looked as though justice would get him after all, as a snake fixes itself on his hand. 
Such is life! It can look very untidy to us. But, as Paul had also said to the Romans eight years earlier, “God works all things together for good to those who love him.” In 1st Corinthians chapter eleven Paul says, “Follow me as I follow Christ.” And Paul is so like our Lord Jesus Christ, at least so far as the Lord’s humanity is concerned, his character and obedience. So, as the Lord fulfils the promise he gave to Paul on two occasions back in chapter 23, and then in chapter 27, to take him to Rome, let us notice a few things. First of all, let’s notice: 
1.
Paul’s plain, straight-forward humanity
Paul, as a man who trusted in God because he believed the Word of God, had shown himself the master of that whole frightening situation on the ship in the midst of that storm that lasted for fourteen days, and during which nobody had a clue where the ship was being driven. And he proved himself to be the master over the toughest bunch of men – soldiers, sailors and prisoners. Could you get a tougher bunch of men? Paul would have been aware of this. He couldn’t help but be. You know when you’re on form. You know when you’re on top of a situation. But it did not go to his head. 

Nor was it only a matter of rising to moral authority and thence power. Paul was there to help these men. He loved his fellow men and it seems to come so naturally that it does not even seem as if Paul saw it as a duty. So when he encouraged the men on the ship with the promise of God through the angel that none would be lost, he also encouraged them to eat, and perfectly naturally thanked the Lord for the food before them all and handed it out to them. The same thing happens here again on the island of Malta. It was cold when they were swept ashore in St Paul’s Bay, as it is called today, “and the rain had set in,” we read. So the natives got a fire going to warm up the soaking and cold men (v.2).
 But instead of huddling up to the fire – and because of whom he had proved himself to be over the past fourteen days, other men might well have called him up close to the fire, for he was probably about sixty as well at this time, and therefore older than most of the others on board. But Paul didn’t do that. There he is, just gathering sticks to get the thing going or to get it going better. As one writer put it, “Paul was no stained-glass-window saint.”
 
You see the same thing in another way in verse eight where we read of him healing Publius’ father.
 And that becoming known, he ended up with a full-scale clinic. “The rest of the people on the island,” we read in verse 9, “who had diseases were coming to him and being healed.” Poor old Dr Luke, the specialist in the situation, was done out of a job. All he could do was stand by, take notes and record it. 
The apostle Paul could be very severe with people who taught false doctrine in the church or who were hypocrites. So could the Lord Jesus Christ. His sharpest language was reserved for false Jewish leaders. But both men were lovers of mankind. In 1st Corinthians five, Paul tells the church not to socialize with people who have been excommunicated. “But don’t get me wrong,” he says, “I’m not talking about outsiders. I’m not talking about non-Christians. Otherwise, how ever will you win them for the Lord?” 
Paul was maybe the most remarkable man in the world after the Lord Jesus Christ. Very likely, he was the intellectual giant of his age. But for all that, he was an ordinary human being; practical and quick to serve in practical ways. He was concerned for the welfare of his fellow-human beings as fellow-human beings; and no doubt that is why he never missed an opportunity to proclaim the gospel to anybody who would listen. 
But we see this reality of Paul’s humanity in another way that also ought to encourage us. But let me go back and just show you another one who was similar. Elijah, the Old Testament prophet, was another very great man of God. He defied King Ahab and Jezebel and her four hundred prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel and James tells us that, “He prayed earnestly that it might not rain; and it did not rain on the earth for three years and six months.” Yet, James also tells us, “He was a man just like us,” as was Paul. Interestingly, after they had won through in great spiritual contests, both men became depressed. Elijah was certainly depressed: “Lord, take my life. I’m the only prophet left,” he thought, and said. After Paul arrived at Puteoli, the great sea port of Italy, he must, for some reason, have become despondent to some degree at least, because, we read, “When Paul saw the brethren who had come from Rome to meet him, he thanked God and took courage.” He had kept up his courage and everybody else’s courage through that two-year imprisonment and during that sea journey and the shipwreck. He’d served the others during the time they were delayed on the Island of Malta and thence on the journey to Italy. But then, it appears, exhaustion took over. 
He was a real man and as such he was a great example for us. Just like our Lord, another to add to the great Hall of Fame of Hebrews chapter eleven. He loved his fellow men and women simply as fellow human beings. But he needed companionship and the encouragement of friends just as we do from time to time, or, for that matter, all the time. The Lord does not expect us to be super-human to use us. 
Secondly, we need to be aware that we should
2.
Seek the praise of God rather than the praise of men
We ought to love our fellow men and women simply because they are our fellow men and women; fellow image-bearers of God. And the Lord may give us help through our non-Christian fellow men and women. They can often show a genuine human kindness and we ought to be thankful for it. Imagine what the world would be like if God did not so work that even “the evil know how to give good things to their children” and to others also? I’m quoting the Lord Jesus there, of course! We know their good works don’t please God in a proper sense, because they are not done out of love for God and they are not done for the glory of God. Yet certainly they help to preserve the world as a place we can still live in. On the other hand, ultimately, we can never rely upon mankind. They are fickle and they are deficient in their understanding of what is going on in the world. 
The viper fixes itself on Paul’s hand but he shakes it off. He lives under the Lord’s promise that his apostles “would pick up serpents and if they drank any deadly poison it should not hurt them.”
 And even if the Lord would not bring that promise true in this instance that would probably not have concerned Paul. But the interesting thing is the people’s reaction. First of all, they say he’s a murderer but when he survives, they say he’s a god. In Lystra, back in chapter 14, it was the other way round. They wanted to worship him as a god and ended up stoning him.
 They first thought Paul was a murderer because when the viper fixed itself to his hand, in their view, that meant that the goddess Justice was still pursuing him. 
The whole world recognizes, at least when it recognizes that there are gods of some sort back behind the world, that God or the gods inflict punishment. And that is true. We see that for example in Romans chapter one, verse 18, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness.” But God does not necessarily punish, in fact he doesn’t at all punish, every individual sin with a particular judgment. Indeed, he may let the wicked away scot free. David complained of that often, especially in Psalm 73, for example: “Why, Lord, have I bothered to keep my heart pure because I am suffering while for the wicked all goes well?” So to understand whether a particular calamity or apparent judgment is a judgment of the Lord on a particular sin, Calvin reminds us we have to reason our way from a person’s life to the blessings or judgments, rather than from the blessings or judgments and then make an evaluation of the person’s life. 
God instituted human government in the world to provide a check on the development of sin and evil. But he does more than restrain evil. He preserves in mankind what we call the milk of human kindness. Or, he will even turn the hearts of the unbeliever to honour the righteous. One of the Proverbs says, “If a man’s ways please the Lord, he makes even his enemies to be at peace with him.” And this again is not just in our lives personally. We see it in the life of the world and of nations. For example, after the exile in Babylon the Lord used the unbelieving king, Cyrus, to send the Jews back to Canaan to restore the worship of God in the Temple. 
Men and women of this world can often do us very great kindness and we should be thankful for it and acknowledge it and love them for it. Yet, because their eyes are blind to true righteousness, and to the truth, we cannot rely upon them. We cannot rely upon their evaluation of life or the situations that arise in life or their suggested solutions to the problems of life. We must look to the Lord and his Word for true wisdom. Thus also, any praise that is worth having is only that which ultimately comes from the Lord. 
Finally, let us look at the fact that 
3.
God works all things together for good to those who love him
The Lord had promised Paul explicitly, on two occasions, that he must testify to the gospel in Rome. He had almost not made it. But when he was first swept ashore “the natives of the island showed us extraordinary kindness,” we read in verse two. “Publius also, a leading man of the island welcomed them and entertained them courteously for three days” (v7). And before they left, “they honoured us with many marks of respect and when we were setting sail they supplied us with all we needed for the journey” (v.10).  
Yet there may be more here than just the preservation of a basic goodness among mankind. Paul was an apostle and we are told in 2nd Corinthians 12 explicitly, and yet we see the truth of it in many other Scriptures, that miracles are “signs of apostles.” When a man comes doing miracles you may know that he is a messenger from God. Paul both healed miraculously and was miraculously delivered from the venom of the viper on the island of Malta. With these miracles Paul’s apostleship was demonstrated and the gospel certified on the island of Malta and some people believe that the church was founded on Malta at this time, although we can’t be completely sure about that. 
“And so,” through the tumult in the Temple, the frustrating trials in Caesarea and Jerusalem, the two years’ imprisonment in Caesarea, and then this shipwreck with further down-time, Luke tells us in verse 14, “thus we came to Rome.” 
Our lives can seem very frustrating and frustrated, as Paul’s did. But he finally got where he wanted to go and where the Lord had promised to take him. And along the way, amid all the frustrations, God had enabled him to plant the Word of God. 
So too, congregation, the life of the world and the life of the church can seem to be just a round of ups and downs and frustrations, but in it all the Lord is working “all things together for the good of those who love him,” for the growth of his church and for the growth of his kingdom. So let us also “press on toward the mark of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus.”
 
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 25th May, 2008
�   “Natives” here translates “barbarian,” a word typically used by Greeks and at this time quite without derogatory connotations. It simply meant one who did not speak Greek and could not, therefore, be understood. Malta previously belonged to Carthage and the peasants still spoke a Phoenician language. Blaiklock, Gregory. 


�   Gregory.


�   Stott suggests it may have been Maltese fever, common on Malta, Gibraltar, and other Mediterranean locales. It was identified in 1887 as being caught from an organism found in Maltese goat milk. It lasts on average for four months, but up to two years.


�   Mark 16:1, cf. Luke 10:9.


�   Acts 14:11-19.


�   Philippians 3:14.
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