SERMON 30TH AUGUST 2026 – A DANGEROUS VOYAGE

The title of this sermon is ‘A dangerous voyage’ and is the last in our sermon series entitled ‘Our journeys with God’, where we have been looking at several Bible characters who walked in the company of God, and see how their lives, and the lives of those involved, were changed. And this gives us an opportunity to reflect on our lives and our own faith journeys. 
A prayer to start: Heavenly Father, may these words be your words, to your glory.

Summer time is when, traditionally, people in this country take some holiday. These days the trend is for a Coolcation, going somewhere where you won’t roast in the hot sunlight of climate change. Although a change in our weather causes us quickly to forget.

But if you’ve had a break, if you’ve taken something to read, what have you chosen?
Hands up if your holiday reading is:
1. A crime novel.
2. A biography or autobiography.
3. St. Paul’s missionary journeys in Acts Chapters13 – 20.
No-one? Well, give it a try, as I did this summer, and I can assure you it’s a cracking read! The distances Paul travelled were extraordinary, all by sail and at peril from storms, and he was in danger, either from the sea or from Jewish death threats, for most of the time. 

A pause for a moment to add my welcome to Bowie and Jimmy, their family, Godparents and friends. There’s a common theme of water between baptism and this talk, but today’s baptism could not be described as a shipwreck!

Paul was a pioneer in his work for God’s Mission. At the end of Paul’s Third Missionary Journey, Paul said in his farewell speech to the Elders of Ephesus as he left for Jerusalem and huge risk to his life (Acts 20:24): ‘However, I consider my life nothing to me; my only aim is to finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me – the task of testifying to the good news of God’s grace’.
Paul knew with crystal clarity, after his conversion on the Road to Damascus, what he had been born for and he understood the immensity and personal danger of the task. But Paul considered his life as nothing compared to completion of the task of spreading the Gospel. In terms of a ‘Mission Impossible’ assignment, Paul accepted the impossible challenge because he knew that with God all things are possible.  

Back to today’s theme… Paul returned to Jerusalem after he and his fellow believers had started a network of churches in the Eastern Mediterranean. The Early Church. And it was to those churches – in Corinth, in Ephesus, in Philippi, in Collossae, in Thessalonica – and to his fellow believers that Paul wrote his many letters that speak of his faith, his love of the Lord, his human frailty, and the task that he knew he had been given to spread the Gospel. Lessons and teaching about how to live as a follower of Christ. Such rich writings that have encouraged and guided and prompted much commentary, discussion and debate over the 2000 years since Paul lived.

Paul returned to Jerusalem against the advice of many of his friends because the Jews there were constantly plotting against Paul and against the growth of the early church.
And Paul was indeed arrested by the Jewish authorities, and at the intervention of the Roman Commander appeared before the Chief Priests and the whole Council of the Jews. The Council was split and violence ensued; the Roman Commander gave Paul protection from the Jews.
Paul was then sent to the Roman Governor Felix, who kept Paul in prison for two years in Caesarea, to curry favour with the Jews. 
Festus then took over as Roman Governor, and he also wanted to gain favour with the Jews. When Festus suggested that Paul go to Jerusalem to be tried, Paul appealed to the Roman Emperor, as was his right as a Roman citizen. The ship on which Paul and other prisoners to be taken to Rome left from Caesarea for the sea ports of Asia Minor, and then to Crete. 
And passing Crete to the South of the island is where a ‘North-Easter’ blew down threateningly from the island, with such ferocity that, as is reported in Acts Chapter 27 verse 20, ‘We finally gave up all hope of being saved’.

And this is where our reading today that Marian brought us begins. Please forgive such a prolonged scene setting, but it’s such a gripping one and one where through extraordinary danger, Paul knows that God is journeying with him. And Paul considers his life nothing; to recap, his ‘only aim is to finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given him – the task of testifying to the good news of God’s grace’.
We should pause a moment to reflect on our aims in life and whether they need some re-aligning with how God is calling us or suggesting to us, as we follow him. Hold that thought as we continue.

And so, back to our reading. You may have noted that the narrative is written in the first person:
Verse 27 of Acts Chapter 27, the first verse that Marian read, says:
‘It was the fourteenth night, and we were being driven about in the Mediterranean by the storm…’
Luke, the Gospel writer and the author of the Book ‘The Acts of the Apostles’ is on the ship with Paul, accompanying him on his journey to Rome to appeal to the Emperor. 
And Luke takes us through the frantic action of the sailors measuring the depth and finding they were nearing land, dropping four anchors, and then trying to escape in a small boat. 

But Paul persuaded the army officer and soldiers guarding him and the other prisoners on board to cut the ropes supporting the small boat and so all stayed on board. Paul persuaded everyone to have some food. He assured everyone on board that ‘Not one of you will lose a single hair from his head’. How could Paul give such an assurance without the Lord being there on the ship, journeying with them through the storm? 
Significantly, Luke reports that, after giving this extraordinary assurance, Paul took some bread, gave thanks to God before them all, broke it and began to eat. They were all encouraged and ate some food themselves. Altogether there were 276 of us on board. When they had eaten as much as they wanted , they lightened the ship by throwing the grain into the sea’. Verses 35 to 38 of Chapter 27.

So here are echoes of the miraculous feeding of the 5,000 by Jesus and echoes of Jesus breaking bread with his Disciples at the Last Supper. Luke is stating that the Lord was there with all 276 – sailors, soldiers, prisoners, Jews, Gentiles - the Lord was there with everyone. Just as He is here now for everyone.

And when day came, the sailors did not recognise the coast, which turned out in the end to be Malta; the ship had been blown nearly 600 miles west from Crete.

And when it came to running the ship ashore, that didn’t go smoothly. The ship got stuck on a sandbank and broke up. The Centurion wanted to spare Paul’s life – the soldiers had planned to kill all the prisoners to stop them escaping, but the Centurion stopped them. The Centurion ordered all who could swim to swim ashore and everyone else could float ashore with a piece of wood from the broken ship.
And everyone reached land safely.
What an extraordinary story. But the Lord was there, in the storm, with all 276 on board, providing food for them all and safety at the end. Just as our Lord walks with us through the storms of our lives, to comfort us, to eat with us, to nourish us if we open the doors of our lives to him.
Our reading from the end of Matthew’s Gospel, is Jesus’s Great Commission – Jesus sends out his disciples to make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. (Just as Bowie and Jimmy have been baptised today as part of the fulfilment of Jesus’s command). 
And, vitally, the statement Jesus makes is wonderfully reassuring: ‘And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age’. 
Always, through the storms of life, through the hard times, and celebrating with us in the good times.
And with us always as a church, God’s people in this part of Beckenham, through the challenge and opportunity we have as we await the start of the heating works, the disruption it will bring for a while, but the opportunity to play our part in building God’s Kingdom here in new and exciting ways. With God’s grace abounding.
So the key point to take away is that, whatever life brings, whatever storms, God will be with us in those storms. He will be with us always, to the very end of the age. In God we can trust.

And as I conclude, our next hymn came out of a tragedy of immense proportion. When Rachel asked me if the hymn would work with what I had to say, and she assumed I knew the back story to it, I rapidly consulted Mister Google, and replied to Rachel that I didn’t know the back story but now did! 
The hymn ‘When peace like a river…’ was written by Horatio Spalford, a Christian Chicago lawyer, who suffered enormous personal and financial disasters, most notably losing his four young daughters in a devastating shipwreck in 1873 when the vessel they and their mother were on collided with another vessel in the Atlantic. His wife survived and when Spalford travelled to join his wife and passed the spot where his daughters drowned, he was inspired to write the famous lyrics:
‘When peace like a river, attendeth my way, when sorrows like sea billows roll…’
Spalford and his wife went on to do great Christian philanthropic work.

This extraordinary story shows how the Lord holds us in tragedy and is an example of accepting with grace events that confront us. And this applies to us as a church confronted with our heating challenge. We can be assured that God walks with us through it all. We are all here to play our part in God’s mission, and we can look upon the heating challenge as a gateway to playing our part fully and helping to build God’s Kingdom here. 
I pray that it may indeed be so.
Amen








