St. Andrew’s Colombo
Sermon for Sunday 6 April 2008

“Entertaining angels unawares”

Text: Acts 28 verse 15

The believers from there, when they heard of us, came as far as the Forum of Appius and Three Taverns to meet us. On seeing them, Paul thanked God and took courage”.
We have a bit of tidying up to do. With my absence in February and the early arrival of Easter, our studies in the Acts of the Apostles were cut short. We return to these today and next Sunday. By the time we have reached the conclusion, we shall have been two years on the road, so to speak, following the spreading flame of the Gospel through Judea, Samaria, Asia and now Europe. The time span covered in those two years is much longer, close to thirty years in total since the day of Jesus ascension to Paul’s arrival in Rome. Of course, it has not all been about Paul. He began to feature at Chapter 9 and we have travelled with him for the twenty years from the day of his conversion on the road to Damascus.

Now he is on a different journey, the road to Rome. It has proved to be the most difficult yet but things are about to get better. A horrific storm off the coast of Crete has driven him and his companions her and there across the centre of the Mediterranean Sea but eventually they are washed up on the shores on an island, the small island of Malta. To me it seems very timely that we arrive with Paul on Malta. As you should know be now, St. Andrew’s Colombo is very close to becoming a member congregation of the Presbytery of Europe. And one of the congregations with which we shall have a closer link as a result is St. Andrew’s Church of Scotland in Valetta, the capital of Malta. And another is St. Andrew’s Church of Scotland in Rome but more of that later. But there is something reassuring about the coincidence of Paul’s arrival in these foreign parts at the same time as ourselves.    

I have never been to Malta but I believe it is possible to stand upon “St. Paul’s Bay” on the NE of the island, the very spot where Paul and his companions were washed ashore. Luke, the writer of the Acts of the Apostles tells us that “The natives showed us unusual kindness”. Anything might have happened in that moment. The natives might have chosen to kill them all and stolen any remaining personal possessions. This possibility is suggested by the word which Luke uses for “Natives”. He calls them “barbaroi” or Barbarians. This is a technical word. The Maltese at this time were the descendants of Phoenician traders who had travelled from the Barbary Coast of modern Lebanon, Syria and Turkey. They did not speak Greek but rather Punic and were therefore, Barbarians. Nevertheless, they show these unfortunate travellers “unusual kindness”.
Their hospitality is soon put to the test. Paul, who proves himself as always, to be a hands-on leader, is bitten by a snake while collecting brushwood for the fire which the Maltese have built on the beach. The natives can only conclude that he is a wicked man. Perhaps he is still wearing some kind of shackles. Since the sea has failed to claim him, the Fates have sent a poisonous serpent instead. But Paul does not fall down dead or dying. This is something which was predicted by Jesus in Mark 16 verses 17 and 18: “These signs will accompany those who believe…they will pick up snakes in their hands”, although I do not think that this is a mandate for the Christian snake-handling sects which exist in certain parts of the United States of America and perhaps elsewhere also.

They are obliged into another false conclusion – that he is a god. This is a better outcome than the experience of Paul and Barnabas back in Acts 14 where in Lystra they are welcomed as gods but later were stoned and dragged out of the city as dead men.

The amazing events on the beach are soon relayed to the Roman governor of the province, a man called Publius. He too shows great hospitality and kindness to the shipwrecked seafarers. It turns out that a member of his household, his father, is seriously ill with dysentery. Paul is able to reward his host by laying his hands on the sick man and praying for his healing, a prayer which must have answered since many other people come from the surrounding area to be healed of their diseases.
Here we are seeing what we have seen so often in Acts and in the life of Paul in particular. The ministry of the Apostles of Jesus follows closely that of Jesus himself. Remember how very early on in his ministry in Capernaum, Jesus is able to heal the mother-in-law of Simon Peter. And another promise of Jesus is fulfilled at verse 10 where we are told that “They bestowed many honours on us, and when we were about to sail, they put on board all the provisions we needed”. Paul and his companions had suffered the loss of all things. Now everything was being restored to them and in greater measure as Jesus had promised that “Everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold” (Matthew 19 verse 29).
And so, once again, the road to Rome stands open for Paul and his companions. Having wintered in Malta, they pick up another Alexandrian grain ship called “The Twin Brothers” (Castor and Pollux) sailing north. It stops off at Syracuse in Sicily and then makes Italian landfall at Rhegium before sailing on to Puteoli on the west coast. It would seem that Julius, the officer in charge of the Roman guard which has accompanied Paul and the other prisoners, decides to disembark there, perhaps to ensure that his men and his prisoners have regained their land-legs before entering Rome. 

This brings great encouragement to Paul because they are greeted in Puteoli by the Christian believers there. They are not alone in this strange, sophisticated land of Italy. The Lord has gone before them. He has prepared the way. For many long days and weeks, Paul has had to be the strong one, ministering to his many companions, Christian and non-Christian. He has had to be the strong one, proving himself to be “the angel unawares” to so many along the way. Now he can let that burden go for there are others ready to minister to him, to open their homes to him, to invite him to sit at their tables, to sleep in their comfortable beds. 
And the same thing happens in Rome and, in fact, before they reach Rome. The Christian believers in Rome come out on the road to meet Paul and his party at the Forum of Appius, a full 43 miles from Rome and again at The Three taverns, still 33 miles away from the city. All of this serves as confirmation in the heart of Paul. We are told at verse 15 that “On seeing them, Paul thanked God and took courage”. Further encouragement awaits him in the city. He is allowed to live under house arrest. He is not imprisoned. He is under guard but his life is made as normal and as comfortable as possible.
It has been a long journey, taking the better part of a year. It has been fraught with many trials, temptations and dangers. There must have been times when his faith was tested. Why is this happening to me? Why am I being held a prisoner still? What can I accomplish in these chains? Why am I obliged to travel so far from home? What use am I, one person amidst the masses who have filled the many seaports and cities through which I have passed? To be so warmly and kindly welcomed, first in Malta and then at Puteoli and finally in Rome itself must have given Paul and assurance of God’s will for him and the guidance he had been given. He is not alone. Not only is the Lord with him but He is going before him to prepare the way. May we have that same reassurance today as we trust ourselves afresh to his power.

The believers from there, when they heard of us, came as far as the Forum of Appius and Three Taverns to meet us. On seeing them, Paul thanked God and took courage”.
