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“Christ Comes to Malta”      Text – Acts 28:1-10       OT Reading – Psalm 67

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Christianity in Malta today is on the decline.  Things like liberal theology and Hollywood have had their effect there just as they have had in much of the Western world.  
But Christianity in Malta has a very proud history.  The Roman Catholic church there traces its origins all the way back to the verses before us today.  
In fact, according to tradition, the Publius mentioned here in v7 became the first Bishop of Malta.  And he ruled there for 31 years before being made Bishop of Athens and eventually being martyred in A.D. 125.  
And this makes Malta one of only two Apostolic Sees still in existence, the other being Rome.  
· A See (s-e-e) is an area ruled by a bishop.  
· And an apostolic see is a see founded by an apostle.  
Well, we don’t read anything about all of that here in Acts 28.  In fact, apart from the mention of prayer in v8, these opening verses of ch. 28 read very much like an ancient Greek myth like the Odyssey or a modern day travel adventure book.  
There is no record of a public sermon, there is no account of a private sharing of the gospel, we read no mention of God or Jesus Christ, and no mention of anyone coming to faith.  
We just have this snake episode and then an account of some healings and then a boat being readied for the next part of the journey.  
It is interesting and it makes a pleasant change to the misery Paul has had to endure for nearly three years, but it does not seem to be distinctively Christian.
So, how are we to understand this part of Paul’s journey to Rome?  Given that this book of the Bible is best understood as being the Acts of the Ascended Lord Jesus by the poured out Holy Spirit through His Apostles in order to build His church, rather than just the story of Peter and Paul, how do we see the Lord Jesus building His church here in the first part of Acts 28?  
Well, once again, we will simply walk through these verses as we seek an answer to this question.
1. And you will recall that Paul and the 275 people on board the ship with him were shipwrecked in the last chapter.  After a dramatic and long and stormy journey, the ship eventually ran aground near a beach, which meant the passengers had to swim ashore.  But the Lord had promised Paul that not one passenger would be lost.  And so, first of all, we see that the promise of the Lord has been fulfilled in v1 as we are reminded that every passenger has indeed arrived “safely on shore.”  
a. And so, we are reminded again that God’s Word is true, reliable, and trustworthy.  What He decrees always comes to pass.  His Word never fails.
b. Now, this does not mean that the Lord always brings His people safely through trials, alive and well.  
i. We have already seen in Acts that men and women who loved the Lord and served Him faithfully died or were martyred.  And the same happens today.  
ii. But if the Lord has promised to preserve the life of one of His servants, He will do it.  And He will do it because He still has work to do in them and/or through them.  
iii. And this is what we see with Paul and his companions.
2. For while we know that the ultimate destination for the one who speaks the word of the Lord Jesus Christ is Rome, for now, he finds himself in Malta.  And so, having noticed last time that the sovereign providence of the Lord had Paul and the 275 others on board, we see that the sovereign providence of the Lord also has the people of Malta in view.  Just as many on the boat came into contact with the Word of Jesus for the first time, through Paul, now the people of Malta will come into contact with the Word of the Jesus for the first time, through Paul.
3. And as we come to v2, we need to know that the people of Malta were of Phoenician descent and were pagan.  
a. You see, while the NIV describes the people as “Islanders,” the Greek word is Barbaroi, from which we get the English word, Barbarian.  And Barbarian is the word used in the King James Version, for example.  And in Luke’s time, a Barbarian was someone who spoke Greek as a second language or not at all; someone who wasn’t fully Greek.  
b. But notice how Luke describes their attitude towards these 276 survivors of a shipwreck: “The islanders showed us unusual kindness.”  
i. Now think back to the many times that Paul has arrived in a new city and how he was welcomed by the Jews there, Paul’s own people in more ways than one.  Sooner or later, they were unwelcoming and extremely hostile.  

A. So Luke is clearly making a contrast here between how Paul is received here by pagans compared to how he has been received by the Jews.  
ii. And we must remember that the key person among these 276 is Paul who is the speaker of the Word of the Lord.  
A. So the Word of the Lord is being safeguarded or protected or promoted even by those who are pagan.  
iii. Now, if you know some church history, you will know that there have been other missionaries who have arrived at some frontier post only to end up in a cauldron as the main meal or being attacked by the locals.  Missionaries are not always shown kindness by unbelievers.  
A. But here, by God’s kind providence, the well-being of the speaker of the Word of the Lord is preserved by pagans.
iv. And this is an example of what is generally known as God’s common grace.  
A. Now, that term can easily be misunderstood or misused.  
1) It is used to distinguish between the special grace of God that brings His people to salvation and the common grace of God by which all His creatures, believer and unbeliever alike, receive food and rain and gifts and abilities, and how God uses even unbelievers to care for His people or to advance the gospel, such as we see here.  
2) But because of how the term can be misunderstood or misapplied, God’s common providence is perhaps a more useful way of describing what we see here.  
a) And we see it in v2, in v7 as hospitality is shown, and also in v10 as Luke speaks about how Paul and his companions were honoured in many ways and furnished with all the supplies they needed by the Maltese people.  
B. And we also benefit from God’s common providence, don’t we.  
1) When you need a filling, must you find a dentist who professes to be a Bible-believing Christian and who can recite Lord’s Day 1?  Can only a dentist like that do a good root canal?  Of course not.  
2) Are only Bible-believing Christians able to compose beautiful music or paint a magnificent painting?  No.  
3) Does living in a sin-saturated creation mean there is always and only chaos and crime and war and pain and ugliness?  No.  There is law and order and peace and beauty and kindness.  
a) God’s goodness is so vast that you and I can enjoy many wonderful things and benefit from the gifts and abilities and kindness of unbelievers.  
i) And all of this is part God’s Fatherly love towards us in and through His Son, Jesus.  
b) You can be sure that Paul received the kindness of the Maltese not as something he deserved or just the goodness of mankind, but as a gift of His loving Father in heaven.
i) And when we think about that in terms of the many things we see or experience each day, that gives us many more things to thank Him for in our prayers, doesn’t it!

Well, in vv3-6, we next see God’s common providence start to move towards God’s saving grace in this snake bite event.
1. Now, there have been some who have referred to this snake incident as one of the mistakes in the Bible.  And they say this because there are no poisonous snakes on Malta today.  But there could have been poisonous snakes back then that became extinct at a later date, or it could be that it was assumed back then that every snake was poisonous.  So we can dismiss that accusation.
2. What is interesting to reflect on is the way that the locals interpreted the snake bite and what happened after.  
a. First of all, when they see Paul bitten, they assume him to be a guilty murderer.  
i. You see, boys and girls, according to the Greeks, Justice was a daughter of the chief God, Zeus.  And it was her job to travel around the world and watch out for injustice and unfairness.  And when she saw it, she reported it to her father who put things to right by punishing the one who had gotten away with a crime.  
ii. So, the islanders had obviously learned that Paul was a prisoner of Rome.  And according to the pagan scale of justice, death by snake bite meant he must have committed a serious crime like murder.  
iii. And so, they wait to see him swell up like an over-ripe grapefruit, and then turn purple and die, but nothing happens; Paul remains well.  
iv. And while you might expect then for them to conclude that he must be innocent of whatever crime he is accused of, they actually conclude that he must be a god!  
b. Now, in our evening services, we are working through the Book of Romans.  And in chapter 1, we read about how the pagan nations suppress the truth about God that He has written into creation in favour of their own ideas and false gods.  And in chapter 2:7, we noted also that God gives to each man and woman a conscience upon which He writes the requirements of the law.  
i. So note how we see these two things at work here on Malta.  
A. First, the conscience: The islanders have an ‘instinctive’ unease about injustice.  They have never read the Bible, but they have a basic understanding about right and wrong.  

1) And this is common to all people, isn’t it.  What is an idea that boys and girls soon learn and feel, very strongly?  That’s not fair!  And we see it also in that we all love a happy ending in a story or a movie, or the bad guys getting what they deserve.  Right?  It’s just how things are meant to be!

B. But note, secondly, how the Maltese Islanders interpret what happens: They interpret this event according to a pagan worldview of man and gods.  As those immersed in the depravity of sin, they have suppressed the truth about God and sin in favour of a kind of justice administered by many gods who live on a mountain in Greece and pretty much behave like humans.  
c. What we see here then is that these people desperately need an encounter with the living Lord Jesus Christ and His Word - with the one who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  
i. And at this time in salvation history, that means an encounter with one who is called to speak the Word of the Lord with accompanying miracle signs.  These are NT times but there is no NT yet.  And so, miracles will be how the Lord demonstrates the power of His Word. 

A. And so, Paul’s miraculous escape from this snake bite is the miracle that prepares the way for the gospel.  
1) And even though there is no explicit mention of the gospel, we may be sure that Paul shares the gospel because healing in the Bible goes together with faith.  
a) The healing power of the ascended Lord Jesus is tied to belief in the ascended Lord Jesus that comes by way of the Word of the ascended Lord Jesus.  
And this is what we see in the last section of the story in vv7-9.  
3. Paul and his companions are hosted by the chief official of the Island, Publius, who shows them generous hospitality.  And some of you might read v8 where Publius’ father is healed and be reminded of an episode recorded in Luke 4.  For there, Luke tells of a time when Peter’s Mother-in-Law had a fever from which she was healed by Jesus.  
a. But while Jesus healed by His own power, Paul prays that the power of Jesus might heal this man, and his prayer is answered.  And this leads to many on the island also being healed of their illnesses.  
i. What we see then is what we have seen many times in Acts - the future brightness of heaven poking through the dark clouds of earth’s misery to be glimpsed for just a moment.  
A. In heaven, you see, there will be no illness, no injury, no misery, no tears, no suffering, and no death.  Whatever malfunctions that you and I experience in our bodies, now, will be gone in heaven.  
B. And because the power of Jesus’ name is being proclaimed here and He is being believed on for the forgiveness of sins, the Lord blesses His people with a snapshot of heaven in these miraculous healings.  
1) And surely this makes each one of us cry out those closing words of the Book of Revelation, “Come quickly, Lord Jesus!”
4. Well, as we draw to a close, let’s think for a moment about how encouraging this episode must have been for Paul.  He has been locked up and pretty much unable to function as a missionary for the better part of three years.  But now, on the way to Rome, as a prisoner, about to face who knows what in Rome, look at the incredible time of refreshing that the Lord gives him!  
a. For even though it took a shipwreck to get him there, Paul gets to see again the power of the ascended Lord Jesus at work in the hearts and lives of the people of Malta.  
i. And this brief encounter had a profound impact on that small island that endures even to today!  How this must have raised his spirits and revived him.
ii. We worship a sovereign God who is our loving Father in heaven through Christ our Lord.  And He gives us what we need, always!
5. But think also about that inbuilt sense of natural justice that every human being has - good people deserve happy endings and bad people get what they deserve.  Right?  That’s how it ought to be.  
a. But that is not so with salvation is it.  
i. The good person, in God’s eyes, is the one who keeps His commandments, perfectly; he or she is the one who never lies or lusts or steals or disobeys or loses temper or envies.  Is that you?  No it’s not, is it.  
A. And that means that you deserve a ‘bad ending’; the judgment of eternal damnation in the unspeakable miseries of hell.  That would be natural justice.  
ii. But God has made it possible for undeserving sinners to enjoy a ‘good ending’; eternal life in the indescribable glories of heaven.  
A. And He has done this by sending His Son Jesus to the cross for the forgiveness of sins.  
1) And THE question that matters in terms of salvation is do you believe this?  Do you believe that Jesus died on the cross for your sins?  
a) For if you do, you are a saved one or you can be saved one, right now!  
It’s wonderful, isn’t it, to see the gospel at work as we see it here in Acts 28.  And to be reminded about God’s providence.  
And as those who benefit from the gospel and from His providence, let us commit ourselves, again, to living for Jesus!  Amen.

