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Paul in a Storm on the way to Rome 

Acts 27:1-44 
Introduction 

I wonder are you a sea-farer or a land-lubber? 
Do you like to have your feet firmly on dry land, or do you not mind a trip by sea? 
I have to admit I like to keep sea-crossings as short as possible. 
- Seventeen hours on a boat from Rosslare to Cherbourg one time was like prison! 
- I can still remember one particular sea crossing from Stranraer to Larne that 
Judith and I were on many years ago. The Seacat had just been introduced, and 
the sailors from the competitors, P&O, were calling it “The Vomit Comet!”  
So faith in the new Seacat at that time wasn’t very high.  
We got on board the Seacat in Stranraer. It was a late crossing, and we learned 
that all the other sailings that day had been cancelled because of storms at sea. 
This was the first one that was being allowed to sail that day!  
That didn’t help our confidence much! 
 
It was OK as we made our way up Loch Ryan, but as soon as we turned at the top 
of the Loch to head out across the open sea to Larne the swell really started up. 
I can remember lying down across 2 or 3 seats and trying to get to sleep, hoping 
that would speed up the journey. But the Seacat began to roll from side to side.  
It felt as if it was going across the sea side-ways like a crab, and with every dip in 
the waves another wave was crashing right up the side of the Seacat and slapping 
against the windows over our heads! 
 
Judith, sitting in the seat in front of me, turned round and said to me those 
immortal words, “Do you think we’re going to make it?”  
I’m sure she wanted me to be brave and reassure her, but I answered her question 
in all honesty, “I don’t know!” I really wondered if we would ever see dry land.  
I’ve never been on a Seacat since. I’m glad to say they’re now taken out of 
service! 
 
That journey was probably over in a matter of hours. But can you imagine going 
through that, and far worse, day after day after day, week after week after week. 
Because that’s exactly what Paul went through on his way to Rome in Acts ch.27. 
 
It’s very interesting that in the Old Testament book of Jonah you have the story of 
an unwilling preacher being ship-wrecked in this very same stretch of water, 
because he refused to go to preach to the enemies of the Jews – The Assyrians 
in the city of Nineveh, but instead went down to Joppa and boarded a boat that 
was going the opposite direction across the Mediterranean to Tarshish in Spain. 
 
We know from the closing chapters of the Book of Romans that Paul had long held 
the desire to visit Rome as a preacher, and then have the Church in Rome send 
him on his way to Spain to preach the Gospel to those who had never heard it in 

the regions beyond. Paul was very much a willing preacher of the Gospel to those 
who had never heard of Christ. He was a willing preacher to Jews as well as to 
Gentiles of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. He was the exact opposite of Jonah - and 
yet here he’s going through the exact same thing - being ship-wrecked at sea!  
 
Why was that? 
 
Well it reminds us that Christians go through the same storms in life as non-
Christians. Believers have to cope with the same struggles as unbelievers, even 
obedient, willing preachers have to face the same as disobedient, unwilling ones. 
 
I’m sure as Paul began his voyage, he began to wonder if someone wasn’t doing 
all in their power to keep him from getting to Rome even as a prisoner, in case 
once there he would still be an effective preacher of the Gospel and a powerful 
witness for Jesus right at the heart of the Empire. It just seems that nothing was 
going well for Paul from almost as soon as he set foot on the ship.  
Everything seemed to be against them! 
 
1. The Sailing (vs.1-12) 
 
In vs.1-4 we’re told that the decision had been taken, obviously by Governor 
Festus, that it was time for Paul and some other prisoners to sail for Italy.  
They were entrusted to a Centurion called Julius from the Imperial Regiment,  
and it would have been his responsibility to guard these prisoners with his life.  
If he lost any of those prisoners, he would lose his life – it was as simple as that. 
 
It says in v.2 that “WE” boarded a ship and “WE” put out to sea, so the author of 
Acts – Dr Luke is on board the ship with Paul – probably as his personal doctor. 
We’re also told that Aristarchus, a believer from Thessalonica is with them.  
He probably had given up his freedom voluntarily in order to travel with Paul  
on this prison ship. 
 
It seems that straight away Paul has made a good impression on Julius the 
centurion, because when they stopped off in the port of Sidon, ‘out of kindness for 
Paul’, Julius allows him to go off the ship and visit some of his friends in the port.  
 
Bear in mind that Paul has not yet been charged or convicted of any crime. He 
was simply a Roman Citizen who had exercised his right to appeal to the highest 
court in the Empire – he had appealed to Caesar – so to Caesar he must go.  
So in that sense he was different from all the other prisoners. They had already 
been found guilty, and were probably on their way to Rome to be fed to the lions, 
or to be executed. But Julius treats Paul very differently from them. So far so good. 
 
But in the very next verse as the ship sets out from Sidon, we read that they sailed 
under the Lee of Cyprus – “because the winds were against us.” (v.4). 



Then they sailed across the open sea off the coast of Cilicia and Pamphylia 
landing at Myra in Lycia. There they changed ships, boarding an Alexandrian ship 
– a ship from Egypt probably loaded with grain on its way to Rome. 
And everything is still against them: 
 
(v.7) “We sailed slowly for a number of days arriving with difficulty off Cnidus” 
 – the South West corner of Turkey. 
(v.7) “As the wind did not allow us to go farther we sailed under the lee of 
 Crete, off Salmone.” 
(v.8) “Coasting along it with difficulty, we came to a place called Fair Havens,  

near which was the city of Lasea.”  
(v.9) “Since much time had passed, and the voyage was now dangerous  

because even the Fast was already over, Paul advised them…” 
 
These verses read almost like an excerpt from the “Captain’s Log” that would have 
been filled in each day on board the ship. It certainly shows that right from the 
beginning of the voyage, nothing was going right for them - and now it was after 
the Fast. This refers to the Jewish Day of Atonement, which usually was held in 
late September. All seafarers in those days knew that sailing after that time got 
very difficult, and by November it was impossible – it just didn’t happen. Ships 
would lay up in harbour for at least 3 months until the better weather would come 
in February or March. 
 
Paul was an experienced traveller by now around the Mediterranean. Don’t forget 
he’s already been on 3 Missionary Journeys. He had already experienced 3 ship-
wrecks according to 2 Corinthians 11:25-26. So since he has a good relationship 
with the Centurion Julius he speaks up for the first time in this chapter to say (v.10) 
 

“Sirs, I perceive that the voyage will be with injury and much loss, 
not only of the cargo and the ship, but also of our lives.” 

 
That sounds a bit like me telling Judith on the Seacat, “I don’t think we’re going to 
make it!” The phrase “Job’s comforter” springs to mind! 
 
Obviously Paul was suggesting that they should stay where they were and put in 
for the winter, but as we read on, the centurion chose not to listen to Paul, but 
instead followed the advice of the pilot and the owner of the ship.  
 
They thought the harbour in Fair Havens wasn’t suitable to winter in, so they took 
a majority decision to sail on, hoping to reach the harbour at Phoenix, also on the 
island of Crete, and spend the winter there. 
 
Paul was in the minority. He was out-voted. But he turned out to be right!  
We need to bear in mind sometimes that the majority isn’t always right! 
For example in the recent referendum in the South – the majority isn’t right! 

2. The Storm (vs.13-26) 
 
I’m sure as they put out to sea again, the Pilot and the ship’s owner were sitting 
with smug grins on their faces because in v.13 we read that ‘a south wind blew 
gently’. It was exactly what they wanted. So I’m sure they thought to themselves: 
‘Who does Paul think he is – we’re the sailors – he should stick to the preaching!’ 
 
But it wasn’t long until Paul could have been justified in saying “I told you so!” 
(v.14) “But soon a tempestuous wind, called the northeaster, struck down from the 
land” - and that was the beginning of a storm that didn’t just last hours, or even 
days, but for weeks on end! Rather them than me! Listen to how Luke describes it: 
 
(Read vs.15-20).  
 
It seems that even Dr. Luke himself had ‘given up all hope of being saved’ by v.20. 
If I hadn’t seen the sun or the stars for many days because of a raging storm I 
think I would have felt the same, wouldn’t you!? 
 
The next verse (v.21) says,  
“Since they had been without food for a long time, Paul stood up among them….” 

and basically said, “I told you so; you should have listened to me!” 
 
I think if that was all he had said, they would have lynched him there and then. 
But it wasn’t all he had to say. He had a message from God to pass on to them. 
 
 “Men, you should have listened to me and not have set sail from Crete 
 and incurred this injury and loss. 

Yet now I urge you to take heart, for there will be no loss of life among 
you, but only of the ship.” 

 (How did Paul know that?) 
 “For this very night there stood before me an angel of the God  

to whom I belong and whom I worship, and he said,  
 ‘Do not be afraid, Paul; You must stand before Caesar;  
 And behold, God has granted you all those who sail with you.’ 
 So take heart, men, for I have faith in God that it will be exactly as  

I have been told. But we must run aground on some island.” 

 
I don’t know about you, but I can’t help but hear so many echoes from the story of 
Jonah here: 

- If Jonah had listened to God and not sailed from Joppa for Tarshish he 
would have saved himself from such damage and loss. 
 

- But if Jonah had stayed on the ship, once he had been found out by the 
sailors, the whole ship and all the sailors would have perished.  
They had to throw him overboard if they wanted to be saved. 



- Paul isn’t afraid to confess that he had been spoken to by an angel  
“of the God to whom I belong and whom I worship.”  

- Jonah was very slow to tell his travelling companions about his God, the 
God of the Hebrews. They had to ask him what God he worshipped, and 
what terrible thing he had done against his God, that he was now the 
cause of this terrible storm that they were in. 

- Paul was an obedient, willing, courageous preacher not afraid to speak up 
for Jesus at any time in any circumstances and in any company… 

- But Jonah was a disobedient, unwilling, cowardly preacher when asked to 
go and take the Gospel to his country’s enemies, and so he was an 
ineffective witness wherever he happened to find himself. He had lost his 
voice for God! 

- Jonah had to be swallowed by a great fish and had to spend three days 
and three nights in its belly before being vomited up onto the beach, and 
then had to be called by God a second time to go to Nineveh, before he 
was willing to go. 

- But Paul just kept getting the same reassuring message from God every 
step of the way. Just as in Acts 23:11…  
     

The following night the Lord stood by him and said, 
“Take Courage! As you have testified to the facts about me in Jerusalem, 

so you must testify also in Rome.” 
 

…So here in Acts 27:24,  
 
 “Do not be afraid Paul. You must stand before Caesar; 

And (what’s more) God has granted you all those who sail with you. 
So take heart, men, for I have faith in God that it will be exactly as I 
have been told.” 

 
- Paul wasn’t afraid to testify to these hardened sea-farers, roman soldiers 

and condemned criminals of his faith in God, because he was an obedient 
believer. 

- Jonah was the opposite. He was speechless as far as witnessing to his 
faith in God in the middle of his storm at sea, because he had blatantly 
disobeyed God. 

 
I wonder is there anything here for us to learn this morning:  

- Are we sometimes silent in our witness for God, because of some 
disobedience to God in some other area of our lives? 

- Is it that we know if we opened our mouths to speak for God that we would 
be the biggest hypocrites that ever walked in shoe leather. Is that why we 
stay quiet? 

 
Certainly disobedience to the Lord affects our witness for the Lord. 

3. The Shipwreck (vs.27-44) 
 
We have to keep reminding ourselves that Paul was saying these things in the 
middle of a storm that had now gone on for weeks. They haven’t seen the light of 
day for weeks now, and they haven’t eaten much either. Can you imagine how 
sea-sick you would be in the middle of a storm like that – you wouldn’t eat much 
either. So they’ve been running on adrenalin all this time! (See v.27 onwards) 
 
 “When the fourteenth night had come, as we were being driven across the  

Adriatic Sea, about midnight the sailors suspected that they were nearing 
land.” (They could probably hear the waves crashing on the rocks nearby.) 

 So they took a sounding and found 20 fathoms (it was c.120 feet deep). 
A little farther on they took a sounding again and found 15 fathoms (90 
feet deep). And fearing that we might run on the rocks, they let down four 
anchors from the stern and prayed for day to come.” 

 
There’s another comparison with the story of Jonah. The sailors in his case began 
to pray to his God as well – (See Jonah 1:12-16).  
Here Paul’s companions were learning to do the same. What a witness he had 
been to faith in the midst of a storm.  
Jonah had failed to be a good witness, but almost in spite of him the sailors began 
to pray to the living and true God, nevertheless. I hope it’s because of us, and not 
in spite of us, that people around us come to believe in God, don’t you? 
 
But then some of the sailors made an attempt to escape in the lifeboat (v.30).  
But Paul told the centurion and the soldiers: 
 “Unless these men stay in the ship, you cannot be saved.” 
That was part of what God had told Paul in his vision. God had graciously given 
him the lives of all those who sailed with him (v.24). All of their lives would be 
spared, only the ship would be lost. But they had to stay with the ship to be saved. 
 
That is true of salvation today too. Unless we stay with Christ we cannot be saved. 
Only those who were in the ark in Noah’s day were saved, the rest perished. 
Only those who were in the houses with the blood sprinkled on the door-posts in 
Egypt were saved, the rest were killed by the destroying angel. 
Only those who stayed with Paul in the ship could be saved. God said so! 
 
Likewise, even though we live in a day and age when we’re told that all roads lead 
to God, they don’t. Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and his finished work for us on 
the cross is the only way we can be saved. Unless you stay with the ship,  
you cannot be saved. God only has one way of salvation, so stick with it!  
 
So in an act of faith (v.32) the soldiers cut the ropes to the lifeboat and it was 
gone.  
 



They’re now trusting in God’s way alone for their salvation, just like we have to do. 
(v.33) Paul knows they will soon run aground on some island. And he knows his 
companions haven’t eaten for days, so in a compassionate move, he tells them to 
eat now to keep their strength up. But before they do so, yet again he is unafraid to 
witness to his faith in God before them. He prays before he eats.  
He gives thanks for his food (v.35). 
 
Now I’m not one for making a big show of it in a restaurant when I’m out for a 
meal, but we should never be afraid or embarrassed just to bow our heads for a 
moment and give thanks to God for providing for our daily needs – you don’t know 
who’s watching, and what a witness it can be just to stop and give thanks before 
you eat. 
 
So after they had eaten, daylight appears for the first time in about two weeks 
(v.39). And Luke records how Paul and his companions finally run aground on the 
island of Malta. (Read Acts 27:39-28:1). 
 
Again it was only the Centurion’s high regard and respect for Paul, after all they 
had been through, that prevented him being killed by the soldiers in the final dash 
to shore. And so, just as the Lord had told Paul, all 276 passengers and crew were 
saved and reached dry land safely. That was nothing short of a miracle in itself! 
 
Conclusion 
 
So why is this chapter in our Bibles? Why couldn’t Luke have condensed it a bit?  
Well he was writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and he wrote what he 
was supposed to write. 
 
I remember having to preach on this passage in morning prayers at Bible College 
one day and wondering what I was supposed to get out of it. There are all sorts of 
allegorical points you could bring out of it, about faith in the storms of life, but is 
that why God caused this chapter to be written? 
 
I think I have been hinting at it all along this morning. I do believe we are supposed 
to see this passage in contrast to the story of Jonah in the Old Testament.  
 
Paul’s whole emphasis in his ministry was that the Gospel was the power of God 
unto salvation for the Jew first and also for the Gentile (Romans 1:16). 
 
Well the Jews had now turned against him completely, and only he was arrested 
by the Gentile Romans and taken to Rome, he would have been killed by his own 
fellow-countrymen – The Jews.  
 
In ch.28 he will try one more time to win the Jews in Rome to the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ, but the Book of Acts will finish with Paul quoting the words of Isaiah to 

them: they would be ever hearing but never understanding, ever seeing but never 
perceiving. A people whose hearts were hardened so much that they refused to 
repent so that God could heal them and save them. So as it says in Acts 28:28…  
 

“Therefore let it be known to you that this salvation of God 
has been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen!” 

 
Jonah had been called to go to the Gentiles of his day – the enemies of his people 
Israel – The Assyrians. He refused to go and faced a storm and a ship-wreck as a 
result, to bring him to his senses.  
 
And when he finally did go in ch.4 and the people of Nineveh did respond,  
he couldn’t take it and became angry with God. It turned out he was a bigot!  
 
Likewise the Jews of Paul’s day couldn’t take it that Paul was taking the Gospel to 
the Gentiles under God’s specific instructions - and they were responding – they 
were getting saved!  
 
Paul faced a storm and a shipwreck too, but he did so as an obedient preacher to 
the Gentiles - and he did go on to preach the Gospel to the Gentiles in Rome.  
 
When the Jews back in Jerusalem would hear about Paul’s shipwreck on his 
journey to Rome, I’m sure they would make this link with Jonah, because they 
knew their Bibles well, and maybe they would see that they were still just like 
Jonah, unwilling for anybody but Jews to be saved and to get right with God.  
 

They were bigots, but sadly they were lost. 
Paul was big-hearted with the Gospel for the Gentiles, but at least he was saved, 

and he was seeing many people saved too! 
 
May we be big-hearted for the Gospel too, and go on to take it to as many people 
from as many countries and backgrounds as possible, and may we continue to see 
many getting saved as well, no matter what background they come from! Amen. 


