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SESSION 3

The Shipwreck

Summary and Goal 

Paul had defended himself before Felix, Festus, and Agrippa with complete confidence in Christ. 
Then the apostle expressed confidence in the midst of a storm and shipwreck. Paul’s confidence was 
anchored in the gospel and the promises Christ had made to him, which gave Paul the hope he needed 
to press on in his mission through the storm. Doldrums rarely test a Christian’s faith. But as Paul 
discovered, when we trust that Jesus is with us in the boat, the storm strengthens our faith, proves 
God’s promises, and gives us opportunities to introduce others to Jesus Christ.

Main Passages
Acts 27:13-44; 28:11-16

Session Outline
1.  Cling to God’s promises when the mission seems threatened (Acts 27:13-32). 
2.  See the mission go forward through faithfulness in the storm (Acts 27:33-44). 
3.  Take courage in the fulfillment of God’s Word (Acts 28:11-16). 

Theological Theme
God’s mission goes forward in mysterious ways.

Christ Connection
Paul made it clear that the only way to be rescued would be to stay on the ship as it endured the storm. 
This story echoes other events in which salvation came through judgment (Noah on the ark, the 
children of Israel walking through the Red Sea, etc.). Because Jesus endured judgment in our place, we 
cling to Him and His promises, trusting that He is able to carry us through the storm.

Missional Application
God calls us to continue to live on mission, even when our work seems futile and the future unsure.
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Introduction
Share the facts regarding the R.M.S. Titanic and how quickly it sank 
(leader p. 34; personal study guide [PSG] p. 28). 

How have you, or someone you know, experienced 
life-change in the blink of an eye? 

Connect the story of the Titanic to the “icebergs” of life. Then summarize this 
session on Paul’s own experience of a shipwreck (leader pp. 34-35; PSG p. 29). 

1.  Cling to God’s promises when the mission 
seems threatened (Acts 27:13-32). 

Using Pack Item 4: Paul’s Voyage to Rome Map, show that Paul was 
traveling by ship to Rome in order to defend himself before Caesar. Then read 
Acts 27:13-32 (leader pp. 35-36; PSG pp. 29-30). 

Paul was able to look to God’s promises and not the storm 
raging around him. What are some ways we can keep 
our focus on God and not the difficult situations we find 
ourselves in? 

Share that “iceberg” moments in our lives help to reveal where we place our 
trust. Let’s cling to something—or rather, Someone—who clung to the cross 
at Calvary, who descended into the depths, and who rose again on the third 
day (leader p. 36; PSG p. 30). 

When have you clung to a promise of God even when it 
didn’t make sense or when it felt like the world around you 
was falling apart? 

What one thing might be keeping you from total surrender 
to God? If God took it from you, how might your character, 
relationships, ambitions, and attitudes change? 

Point 1 Option
Ask groups of 3-4 to 
compare and contrast 
Paul’s experience of a 
storm while on a boat 
with the prophet Jonah’s 
experience (Jonah 1). After 
a couple of minutes, ask 
groups to share some 
of their responses. Use 
the leader-only content 
(leader p. 36) to help fill in 
any gaps left by the groups.

Pack Item 4: 
Paul’s Voyage 
to Rome Map
Trace Paul’s voyage 
throughout this session with 
this map, which references:

• Crete 
• Malta 
• Puteoli 
• Rome

The Shipwreck
Session Plan

Session 3
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2.  See the mission go forward through 
faithfulness in the storm (Acts 27:33-44). 

Ask a volunteer to read Acts 27:33-38. Explain Paul’s confidence in reaching 
Rome and sharing that news with the others onboard (leader p. 37; PSG p. 31). 

Whom have you recently encouraged with the promises of 
God? Who has encouraged you? 

Emphasize that belief in Christ generates actions for Christ. Believing God 
chooses to use us, we act according to our purpose to glorify God 
(leader pp. 37-38; PSG p. 32). If needed, use the leader-only content to help 
explain the intersection of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility 
(leader p. 38). 

Ask another volunteer to read Acts 27:39-44. Show how God’s faithfulness 
here connects to our lives, evangelism, and ministry (leader pp. 38-39; 
PSG pp. 32-33).  

Which spiritual disciplines do you need to cultivate in order 
to better fulfill the mission God has given you? 

3.  Take courage in the fulfillment of God’s Word 
(Acts 28:11-16). 

Read Acts 28:11-16. Note that finally God’s promise and Paul’s hope 
were fulfilled as he reached Rome. God is faithful (leader pp. 39-40; 
PSG pp. 33-34). 

How have you seen God’s faithfulness recently? 

Where has God’s faithfulness led you to share the gospel? 

Reinforce the importance of encouragement and fellowship for the apostle 
Paul as he headed to Rome for trial. Paul needed the church, and so do we 
(leader pp. 40-41; PSG pp. 34-35). 

Just as the apostle Paul needed encouragement, so do 
your church’s leaders. How can you encourage your pastor, 
ministry staff, and other leaders this week? 

Conclusion 
Clarify that salvation from God does not mean freedom from hardship, at 
least not in this life. Until the day we no longer need rescue, we hold on to 
God’s promises and continue our mission with courage because of God’s 
faithfulness (leader p. 41; PSG p. 35). Apply the truths of this session with 
“His Mission, Your Mission” (PSG p. 36). 

 For Further 
Discussion
How do God’s sovereignty 
and human responsibility, 
both truths of Scripture, 
encourage and 
comfort you? 

Pack Item 5: No 
More Sea Handout
Pass out copies of this 
handout to group members. 
Ask groups of 3-4 to 
discuss the quote from 
Charles Spurgeon and the 
questions. After a couple 
of minutes, call for some 
responses for the benefit 
of the whole group.

Christ Connection: Paul 
made it clear that the only 
way to be rescued would 
be to stay on the ship as 
it endured the storm. This 
story echoes other events 
in which salvation came 
through judgment (Noah 
on the ark, the children of 
Israel walking through the 
Red Sea, etc.). Because 
Jesus endured judgment in 
our place, we cling to Him 
and His promises, trusting 
that He is able to carry us 
through the storm.

....................................................

Missional Application: God 
calls us to continue to live 
on mission, even when our 
work seems futile and the 
future unsure.
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Introduction 
On March 31, 1909, construction began on a ship so large—so Titanic—

that God Himself, it was thought, could not sink it. After three years of 
construction, the Irish achieved a colossal feat of engineering: an 800-foot-
long, 26,000-ton monster held together by three million rivets. Twenty-four 
steam boilers generated energy in the ship’s belly to propel it from 
Southampton to New York City in what would be record-breaking time. 

But another enormous object was forming in the waters off Greenland 
at the same time. At 11:40 p.m. on April 14, 1912, the ship collided with 
a one-mile-long iceberg (mostly concealed underwater). Two and a half 
hours later, the R.M.S. Titanic was on the ocean floor. 

Isn’t it interesting how quickly our lives can come undone the same 
way? One minute, our lives are smooth sailing, like glass. The next minute, 
we collide full force with an iceberg of some form, and we find ourselves 
plunging into the murky depths wondering what happened. 

How have you, or someone you know, experienced 
life-change in the blink of an eye? 

While the “icebergs” of life often bring adversity and pain out of 
nowhere, they also have a way of exposing what we value. Difficulties 
reveal our faith far better than doldrums do. 

Jesus had visited Paul in prison in Jerusalem and promised the apostle 
he would not stay there. “Take courage,” Jesus told him, “for as you have 
testified to the facts about me in Jerusalem, so you must testify also in 
Rome” (Acts 23:11). And now, Jesus’ words were about to be proven true. 
Having appealed to Caesar, Paul boarded a cargo ship under the care of a 
centurion and they set sail for Rome. 

But the apostle wasn’t out of the woods. God had rescued Paul from 
prison in Jerusalem and Caesarea, but when a violent wind blew his ship 
off course, Paul found himself in a very different cell—a sinking cell. It’s 
one thing to trust Jesus on dry land, but another when the water levels 
begin to rise rapidly. Jesus had proven He was the true all-powerful God 
before, but would Paul remember that and continue to trust in Him? 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
85. Mission of the Church

The church is a sign and 
instrument of the kingdom 
of God, a people united 
by faith in the gospel 
announcement of the 
crucified and risen King 
Jesus. The mission of the 
church is to go into the 
world in the power of the 
Spirit and make disciples 
by proclaiming this gospel, 
calling people to respond 
in ongoing repentance and 
faith, and demonstrating 
the truth and power of the 
gospel by living under the 
lordship of Christ for the 
glory of God and the good 
of the world.

 Voices from 
the Church
“We are energized by the 
thought that we’ve been 
deployed by our King 
to a specific network of 
friends and relationships 
into which we can speak 
truth that has seldom 
been heard.” 1 

–Sebastian Traeger  
and Greg Gilbert

The Shipwreck
Expanded Session Content

Session 3
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Session Summary  
Paul had defended himself before Felix, Festus, and Agrippa with 

complete confidence in Christ. Now, in this session, we will explore the 
apostle’s confidence in the midst of a storm and shipwreck. We will see 
that Paul’s confidence was anchored in the gospel and the promises Christ 
had made to him, which gave Paul the hope he needed to press on in his 
mission through the storm. Doldrums rarely test a Christian’s faith. But as 
Paul discovered, when we trust that Jesus is with us in the boat, the storm 
strengthens our faith, proves God’s promises, and gives us opportunities to 
introduce others to Jesus Christ. 

1.  Cling to God’s promises when the mission 
seems threatened (Acts 27:13-32).     
Seeing the problems they had encountered and knowing it was past 

the sailing season, Paul warned Julius, the centurion tasked with 
supervising the voyage, that they were headed to disaster. Julius, however, 
listened to the ship’s owner and captain, and they set sail for Phoenix 
because Fair Havens was unsuitable to winter in. The decision was 
rewarded with a gentle tailwind, but would it last? 

13 Now when the south wind blew gently, supposing that they had 
obtained their purpose, they weighed anchor and sailed along Crete, 
close to the shore. 14 But soon a tempestuous wind, called the northeaster, 
struck down from the land. 15 And when the ship was caught and could 
not face the wind, we gave way to it and were driven along. 16 Running 
under the lee of a small island called Cauda, we managed with difficulty 
to secure the ship’s boat. 17 After hoisting it up, they used supports to 
undergird the ship. Then, fearing that they would run aground on the 
Syrtis, they lowered the gear, and thus they were driven along. 18 Since we 
were violently storm-tossed, they began the next day to jettison the cargo. 
19 And on the third day they threw the ship’s tackle overboard with their 
own hands. 20 When neither sun nor stars appeared for many days, and no 
small tempest lay on us, all hope of our being saved was at last abandoned.

21 Since they had been without food for a long time, Paul stood up 
among them and said, “Men, you should have listened to me and not have 
set sail from Crete and incurred this injury and loss. 22 Yet now I urge 
you to take heart, for there will be no loss of life among you, but only of 
the ship. 23 For this very night there stood before me an angel of the God 
to whom I belong and whom I worship, 24 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.’ 25 So take heart, men, for I have faith in God 
that it will be exactly as I have been told. 26 But we must run aground on 
some island.”

 Voices from 
Church History
“If God be our God, he will 
do more for us than all the 
world besides can…He will 
give us peace in trouble: 
when a storm without, he 
will make music within. The 
world can create trouble in 
peace, but God can create 
peace in trouble.” 2 

–Thomas Watson  
(circa 1620-1686)

 Further 
Commentary
“At first the plan seemed 
solid. With a gentle south 
wind the ship edged along 
the coast making its way 
west to Phoenix. ‘Before 
very long a “northeaster” ’ 
hit them from over the top 
of the island and simply 
took over the ship. Different 
places call such storm 
winds different things. In 
Texas we keep an eye on 
the northwest sky for a ‘blue 
norther’ during which the 
skies turn a frightening dark 
purple and the temperature 
can plummet fifty degrees 
in an hour or two. In the 
Pacific it’s a typhoon; in the 
Atlantic or Gulf of Mexico, 
a hurricane. Here it was 
Euroquilo, derived from the 
Greek word for ‘east wind’ 
and the Latin word for ‘north 
wind.’ They intended to head 
ever so carefully northwest, 
but with Euroquilo behind 
them they could only let the 
ship drift southwest toward 
the African coastal city of 
Cyrene. Though we cannot 
be sure, by his words ‘we 
gave way to it,’ Luke may 
mean they trimmed all sails 
but the foresail which would 
have been essential to steer 
the boat away from the 
coast of Africa.” 3 

–Kenneth O. Gangel
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27 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. 28 So they took a sounding and found twenty 
fathoms. A little farther on they took a sounding again and found fifteen 
fathoms. 29 And fearing that we might run on the rocks, they let down 
four anchors from the stern and prayed for day to come. 30 And as the 
sailors were seeking to escape from the ship, and had lowered the ship’s 
boat into the sea under pretense of laying out anchors from the bow, 
31 Paul said to the centurion and the soldiers, “Unless these men stay in 
the ship, you cannot be saved.” 32 Then the soldiers cut away the ropes of 
the ship’s boat and let it go.

Paul was able to look to God’s promises and not the storm 
raging around him. What are some ways we can keep 
our focus on God and not the difficult situations we find 
ourselves in? 

Reading about Paul being tossed around in a ship in a violent storm 
may bring the Old Testament prophet Jonah to mind. Both were sent on 
a mission by God. Both boarded ships that set sail from the same coast. 
Both wanted to end up in Spain (see Rom. 15:24). And both encountered 
storms that battered the ships they were on. 

But here’s the difference: Paul sought to spread the gospel while Jonah 
fled from sharing the gospel. When the storm came, Paul was already in a 
posture of trusting in Christ, and his faithful obedience carried him 
through the storm. Jonah, on the other hand, was in a posture of rebellion 
and had to learn to trust God in the storm. That’s what storms do. They 
can drive us to cling to Christ, like Paul, or they can drive us to despair, 
like Jonah. Unlike the ministry-fleeing prophet, Paul remained on the ship 
and trusted that God would protect him and everyone else on board. God 
promised it! Look at what the prisoner told the battle-hardened Roman 
soldier and salty ship’s crew: “Take heart, men, for I have faith in God that 
it will be exactly as I have been told.” 

Think about the last time you encountered an “iceberg” in your life, 
the last time your smooth sailing was turned upside down in a heartbeat. 
When your world fell apart, what did you cling to? How durable is your 
trust in God’s promise to help you fulfill your mission in this world? Can 
your Christian convictions withstand mockery from professors, criticism 
from colleagues, and slander that comes from trusting in Someone unseen 
by the naked eye? 

God’s arm can reach us no matter how far away from Him we travel. 
But instead of repeating Jonah’s stomach-churning narrative, let’s cling to 
something—or rather, Someone—who clung to the cross at Calvary, who 
descended into the depths, and who rose again on the third day. 

 Further 
Commentary
“Refraining from eating 
was apparently due either 
to seasickness or to fear. 
Rather than reprimanding 
the crew for failure to take 
his advice (v. 21), Paul 
related his encounter with 
an ‘angel’ who revealed 
that Paul had a greater 
destiny than death by 
shipwreck. He was destined 
to ‘appear before Caesar,’ 
the world’s premier power. 
The divine plan would not 
be thwarted, especially 
by those who had acted 
so foolishly.” 4 

–Stanley E. Porter

 Voices from 
Church History
“God moves in a 
mysterious way His 
wonders to perform; He 
plants His footsteps in 
the sea And rides upon 
the storm. You fearful 
saints, fresh courage 
take; The clouds you so 
much dread Are big with 
mercy, and shall break In 
blessings on your head. 
Judge not the Lord by 
feeble sense, But trust 
Him for His grace; Behind 
a frowning providence He 
hides a smiling face. Blind 
unbelief is sure to err And 
scan His work in vain; God 
is His own interpreter, And 
He will make it plain.” 5 

–William Cowper  
(1731-1800)  
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When have you clung to a promise of God even when it 
didn’t make sense or when it felt like the world around you 
was falling apart? 

What one thing might be keeping you from total surrender 
to God? If God took it from you, how might your character, 
relationships, ambitions, and attitudes change? 

2.  See the mission go forward through 
faithfulness in the storm (Acts 27:33-44). 
33 As day was about to dawn, Paul urged them all to take some food, 

saying, “Today is the fourteenth day that you have continued in suspense 
and without food, having taken nothing. 34 Therefore I urge you to take 
some food. For it will give you strength, for not a hair is to perish from the 
head of any of you.” 35 And when he had said these things, he took bread, 
and giving thanks to God in the presence of all he broke it and began 
to eat. 36 Then they all were encouraged and ate some food themselves. 
37 (We were in all 276 persons in the ship.) 38 And when they had eaten 
enough, they lightened the ship, throwing out the wheat into the sea.

Before ever setting foot on the ship, Paul knew he would survive the 
journey no matter what because of Jesus’ words. God also sent an angel to 
tell Paul that not only would he survive the trip but so would every other 
person onboard. Paul did not keep that good news to himself. He cared too 
much about the others on the ship and did not want them to fear the storm 
around them and miss out on the hope found in God’s sovereign hand of 
protection. At the same time, Paul never wanted to miss the opportunity to 
make much of Jesus. What better opportunity than to tell others that God 
would see them through what seemed to be a hopeless situation! 

So Paul put into action his faith in Christ’s promise and encouraged 
his fellow travelers to eat. They could join him in casting fear and 
uncertainty aside and rest in the promises of God.

Whom have you recently encouraged with the promises of 
God? Who has encouraged you? 

We can’t miss this: Belief in Christ generates actions for Christ. When 
you and I act on God’s promises, we prove to ourselves, our friends, our 
culture, and our King that we believe God will live up to His word. It’s 
true that God could fulfill His redemptive purposes in this world without 
our assistance, but He has chosen otherwise. God equips us, positions us, 
and calls us to live out our faith in Him as we invest the time, energy, and 
resources He has given us to make Him known. That is why we exist. 
That is why we walk on this earth and why God gives us our every breath. 
We are here to glorify God in our loving, gratitude-filled obedience. 

 Further 
Commentary
“At the height of the 
storm, when spirits were 
at their lowest ebb, Paul 
had spoken words of 
reassurance (vv. 21-26). 
With the thwarted attempt 
of the sailors, a ship badly 
battered by the storm, and 
no assurance they could 
get it safely to shore, Paul 
again rose to encourage 
the shaky voyagers. It was 
just before the break of 
day, and daylight would 
bring the rescue attempt. 
Everyone needed all the 
physical stamina they 
could muster. ‘For fourteen 
days you haven’t had a 
square meal,’ he said; ‘it’s 
time now to take some 
food in order to survive’ 
(author’s paraphrase). 
A literal translation of 
the latter phrase would 
be ‘this is necessary for 
your salvation’ (sōtērias). 
There may be a veiled 
symbolism in the use of 
this word, a reminder to a 
Christian reader that the 
same God who delivered 
the storm-tossed voyagers 
from physical harm is 
the God who in Christ 
brings ultimate salvation 
and true eternal life. The 
theme is not developed in 
Luke’s narrative, however, 
and remains implicit at 
most. There is in fact 
no explicit reference to 
Paul’s witnessing in the 
entire voyage narrative 
of 27:1–28:16, though one 
cannot imagine Paul 
bypassing the opportunity. 
The emphasis at this point 
is the physical rescue. 
Paul underlined this by 
assuring everyone with the 
biblical phrase that not 
a hair would be lost from 
anyone’s head.” 6 

–John B. Polhill
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Humbling, isn’t it? God uses us! Jesus did not surround Himself with 
twelve rabbis or top members of the Sanhedrin. He called misfits and 
regular people to follow Him. Fishermen. A zealot. A tax collector. And 
later even the murderer Saul of Tarsus. Jesus does the same today. Sure, the 
influencers of our culture can be used by Him, but by His grace and for His 
glory, God more often uses the ordinary to advance His mission. God is 
good at transforming messes into gospel masterpieces. He did it with a 
ragtag group of disciples. He did it with Paul. And He does it with us. 

You may have noticed a tension in this account. Paul acted on God’s 
promise that not a single person on the ship would perish and not even a 
single hair on their heads would be lost (27:24,34). But notice what Paul 
told the centurion and soldiers when some of the sailors tried to escape the 
ship on the skiff: “Unless these men stay in the ship, you cannot be saved” 
(27:31). Which was it? Did Paul believe God’s promise or not? 

In Paul’s warning we see the beautiful yet often mysterious intersection 
of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility. God had promised all 
aboard would be saved. This was true and undeniable. However, Paul also 
knew that the sailors leaving the ship would leave it short-handed. They 
needed to stay on the ship to guide it to safety. For Paul, then, there was no 
disconnect between believing in God’s promise and the warning he gave to 
the soldiers. He knew that God promised salvation to him and the rest 
onboard, and he understood that God’s plan to bring that salvation to pass 
was through the actions of the sailors. God’s faithful hand and the sailor’s 
effort would work together to guide the ship to safety. 

39 Now when it was day, 
they did not recognize the 
land, but they noticed a bay 
with a beach, on which they 
planned if possible to run the 
ship ashore. 40 So they cast off 
the anchors and left them in the 
sea, at the same time loosening 
the ropes that tied the rudders. 
Then hoisting the foresail to the 
wind they made for the beach. 
41 But striking a reef, they ran 
the vessel aground. The bow 

stuck and remained immovable, and the stern was being broken up by the 
surf. 42 The soldiers’ plan was to kill the prisoners, lest any should swim 
away and escape. 43 But the centurion, wishing to save Paul, kept them 
from carrying out their plan. He ordered those who could swim to jump 
overboard first and make for the land, 44 and the rest on planks or on 
pieces of the ship. And so it was that all were brought safely to land.

 Further 
Commentary
“Paul advised everyone to 
eat in order to gain some 
strength. They had not eaten 
properly for the past two 
weeks. He reassured them 
that they would all survive, 
but would need strength for 
the ordeal ahead (27:33-34). 
Then Paul set them an 
example by taking some 
bread, giving thanks to 
God for it, breaking it and 
beginning to eat…[I]t is worth 
noting how much the way 
it is recorded echoes the 
Last Supper of Jesus with 
his disciples. Perhaps this 
simple action reminded Paul 
and the other Christians on 
board of how Jesus broke 
bread with his disciples and 
continues to be present in 
the lives of his people. The 
meal thus had a meaning 
for them it could not have 
had for the non-believers 
who were with them. But all 
of the 276 people on board 
were encouraged and ate 
well (27:35-37).” 7 

–Babu Immanuel 
Venkataraman

 Voices from 
the Church
“Indeed, Christ can still 
every storm, but he does 
not immunize Christians 
from problems that others 
in the world also face. 
Sometimes he miraculously 
delivers Christians from 
such situations, while 
at other times he gives 
Christians courage to 
endure natural and other 
disasters. We thank him for 
performing miracles but 
also for his sufficient grace 
that provides endurance 
in the midst of storms 
(2 Cor. 12:7-10).” 8 

–Ajith Fernando 
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The same omnipotent and omniscient God who is sovereign over our 
lives invites us in to be part of His eternal kingdom work. Almighty God 
charts a course for our lives and calls us to follow Him in obedience to the 
mission He has given us. This is a great comfort for us. 

We can follow Christ each day knowing He is in control—knowing 
He will not fail us and that the results of our evangelism and ministry 
are ultimately up to Him. It’s liberating when we live under God’s 
sovereignty. But at the same time, we acknowledge that we do have 
responsibility. We are to obey. We are to practice spiritual disciplines 
and grow in our faith. We are to share our faith. We are not passengers 
but sailors with work to do. 

Which spiritual disciplines do you need to cultivate in order 
to better fulfill the mission God has given you? 

3.  Take courage in the fulfillment of God’s Word 
(Acts 28:11-16). 
The ship crashed on a sandbar and all 276 people abandoned ship and 

swam or floated to shore on the island of Malta. When winter was over, it 
was time to continue the voyage to Rome. 

11 After three months we set sail in a ship that had wintered in 
the island, a ship of Alexandria, with the twin gods as a figurehead. 
12 Putting in at Syracuse, we stayed there for three days. 13 And from there 
we made a circuit and arrived at Rhegium. And after one day a south 
wind sprang up, and on the second day we came to Puteoli. 14 There we 
found brothers and were invited to stay with them for seven days. And so 
we came to Rome. 15 And the brothers there, when they heard about us, 
came as far as the Forum of Appius and Three Taverns to meet us. On 
seeing them, Paul thanked God and took courage. 16 And when we came 
into Rome, Paul was allowed to stay by himself, with the soldier who 
guarded him.

The final leg of the journey brought Paul to Puteoli, a prominent 
Roman port on the western coast of Italy. As the ship docked in the Bay 
of Naples, the apostle might have seen Mount Vesuvius towering in the 
distance. Merely a decade later, in AD 79, Vesuvius would erupt. In its 
path was the city of Pompeii, a city of two thousand people who were 
instantly frozen in time. 

But when Paul arrived in Puteoli, Vesuvius was as welcoming as 
the Christians living under its shadow. Still supervised by Julius, Paul 
remained in the city a full week, fellowshiping with like-minded, Spirit-
filled believers. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Little know we what 
sorrow may be upon the 
sea at this moment…God 
help you, poor, drenched 
and wearied ones! My 
prayer goes up to the great 
Lord of sea and land, that 
he will make the storm a 
calm, and bring you to your 
desired haven!…This is not 
our rest, and the restless 
billows tell us so. There is 
a land where there is no 
more sea—our faces are 
steadfastly set towards it; 
we are going to the place 
of which the Lord hath 
spoken. Till then, we cast 
our sorrows on the Lord, 
who trod the sea of old, 
and who maketh a way 
for his people through the 
depths thereof.” 9 

–Charles H. Spurgeon  
(1834-1892) 

 Further 
Commentary
“Here once again we 
can observe how sweet 
Christian fellowship is. 
The sight of other spiritual 
brothers and sisters in 
what was once faraway 
Rome must have filled 
Paul’s heart with delight. 
Nearly two and a half 
difficult years had passed 
since Paul was given divine 
assurance in Jerusalem that 
he would reach Rome, but 
finally he made it. Though 
Paul was a prisoner, 
he had some freedom 
to minister.” 10 

–Tony Merida



40 Leader Guide  

What encouragement Paul must have found in his conversations with 
those coastal Christians! Imagine the stories Paul must have shared with 
them: his trial at the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem; his defenses before Felix, 
Festus, and Agrippa in Caesarea; his miraculous survival of the shipwreck.  

Imagine also the countless gospel moments Julius must have 
experienced. Wouldn’t you have loved to have been handcuffed to the 
apostle Paul? To hear the former Pharisee unpack the Hebrew Scriptures 
and muse about God, “who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places” (Eph. 1:3)? To hear him ruminate on “the 
mystery of his will” (1:9) that fused Jews and Gentiles into one faith? 

When the week was over, Paul set out for his intended destination—
Rome, where Festus had sent him but more importantly where God 
wanted to bring him. What joy and anticipation he must have felt when 
he arrived, knowing he was right where God wanted him and was about 
to do what God wanted him to do: proclaim the gospel in the seat of the 
Roman Empire! This is the hope that had sustained Paul through the 
perilous trials in Jerusalem and Caesarea and on the sea. And now, this 
hope was fully realized. God had kept His promise and proven once again 
to be faithful. 

How have you seen God’s faithfulness recently? 

Where has God’s faithfulness led you to share the gospel? 

Paul found courage not only in the places God brought him but also 
in the faces God sent him. While Paul was encouraged in experiencing 
the fulfillment of God’s promise by stepping foot in Rome, he also found 
courage from the Christians he met on the Appian Way (Acts 28:15). 
Once again, as He had in Puteoli, God was kind to provide other 
believers to encourage the apostle. For much of Paul’s life, he was the 
one nourishing and encouraging the church. He had traveled around the 
Mediterranean region planting churches and then revisiting them, praying 
for them, and writing letters to them. Now he was the one who needed 
encouragement from other brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Paul needed encouragement for what lay ahead. Yes, he was exactly 
where God wanted him to be. And yes, he knew exactly what God wanted 
him to do. But being where you are supposed to be and doing what you 
are supposed to do doesn’t mean it won’t be difficult. 

We cannot forget that Paul was in Rome as a prisoner. While he 
was allowed to live by himself in a rented house (28:30), he was still 
under guard (28:16), in chains (28:20), and restricted from moving freely 
(28:23,30). And he was still in Rome waiting for the day when Caesar 
would hear his case—a hearing that could end with his execution. 

 Further 
Commentary
“The statement ‘when we 
entered Rome’ is thought 
by some to be redundant 
of v. 14: ‘And so we came 
to Rome.’ There is the 
possibility that v. 14 refers 
to entering the general 
region of Rome, and v. 16 
to Rome proper. There is 
also the possibility that 
v. 14 is to be understood 
as ‘in this way we came to 
Rome,’ with v. 16 indicating 
the actual arrival. While 
in Roman custody, Paul 
appears to have been 
staying on his own and 
at his own expense 
(vv. 23,30), guarded only 
by a common soldier. This 
may reflect the fact that 
Paul’s case was already 
at this stage—perhaps 
because of the description 
of the case provided by 
Festus—considered of 
little importance, and 
Paul of little danger. We 
know nothing more of 
Paul’s contact with the 
Roman government or the 
disposition of his case from 
the book of Acts.” 11 

–Stanley E. Porter



41Session 3

Paul’s trust in God and desire to share the gospel did not mean he was 
not prone to moments of weakness. He was not immune from doubt. He 
was not numb to fear and worry. He was not exempt from temptation and 
sin. Like all of us, Paul needed the church around him. He needed other 
believers to remind him of God’s promises and warn him of the dangers 
of disobedience. 

Paul needed the church, and so do we. God has not intended for any 
of us, not even Paul, to live in isolation from gospel community. He has 
given us the church and us to the church so that we can spur one another 
on in love to fulfill the mission He has laid before us. We are not alone; we 
are never alone. Christ is always with us, and our loving Father delights in 
providing other believers in our time of need. 

Just as the apostle Paul needed encouragement, so do 
your church’s leaders. How can you encourage your pastor, 
ministry staff, and other leaders this week? 

Conclusion 
During Paul’s shipwreck, Jesus promised to save his life, but He didn’t 

promise to save his ship. Like the Titanic, it sank to the ocean floor. Paul 
was saved, but he still got wet.

Sometimes God puts us in the water so we will have nothing to cling 
to but Him. We are better off for it, and so are others. Christ often shines 
more through our suffering than He shines through our safety. Our 
testimonies are forged by rough weather more than by calm waters. 

But a day is coming when we will no longer be in need of rescue; 
we will have been rescued. Fully and finally. Yes, we are secure in our 
salvation today, but we still experience trials. We still hurt. We still weep. 
We still need to cling to Christ in faith, hoping for the day when the 
storms are no more. And when that day comes, Christ “will wipe away 
every tear” (Rev. 21:4), and as Paul reminded the Christians in Corinth, 
we will see Him “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12). Until that day, we cling 
to God’s promises and find courage to continue our mission in God’s 
unending faithfulness to us and in the encouragement we receive from 
one another. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Paul made it clear that the only way to 
be rescued would be to stay on the ship as it endured the storm. 
This story echoes other events in which salvation came through 
judgment (Noah on the ark, the children of Israel walking through 
the Red Sea, etc.). Because Jesus endured judgment in our place, 
we cling to Him and His promises, trusting that He is able to carry 
us through the storm.

 Voices from 
Church History
“Bear up the hands that 
hang down; by faith 
and prayer support the 
tottering knee; reprove, 
encourage…Storm the 
throne of grace, and 
persevere therein, and 
mercy will come down.” 12

–John Wesley (1703-1791) 

 Voices from 
Church History
“God has never said that 
you will not go through the 
valley of the shadow of 
death, but He has said that 
He will go with you.” 13 

–R. C. Sproul 
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “Choosing to Trust God”—Chapter 13 from Trusting God by 
Jerry Bridges

 - “God Will Bring You Through”—Article by Chad Ashby; find a link to 
this article at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “Roman Ships and 
Fleets,” can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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The Shipwreck

Tip of the Week
Hospitality

Whether group meetings are in your home, in public, or in a church 
setting, your actions along three lines of hospitality will set the tone for 
your group:
•  The Role of Chores in Hospitality. The “chores” of preparation for a 

group meeting should be approached with an attitude of service and 
self-sacrifice.

•  The Role of Prayer in Hospitality. Make it a point to pray for group 
members everyday in order to prepare the way spiritually for the Holy 
Spirit to work in their lives and yours.

•  The Necessary Element of Fun. Including an element of fun in your group 
meetings—whether at the beginning, at the end, or during—will help 
create an atmosphere that blesses others and leads to spiritual growth. 14

Sermon

J. D. Greear: “And So We Came to Rome” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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Unit 2: 
Robert Smith Jr. (sessions 7-9) is a professor of Christian 
preaching and holds the Charles T. Carter Baptist Chair of 
Divinity at Beeson Divinity School in Birmingham, Alabama. 
He is the author of Doctrine That Dances and The Oasis of God. 
He is married to Dr. Wanda Taylor-Smith, and they have four 
adult children with one in heaven.

Brandon D. Smith (sessions 10-13) works with the Christian 
Standard Bible and co-hosts the Word Matters podcast. 
He is the author of Rooted: Theology for Growing Christians 
and They Spoke of Me: How Jesus Unlocks the Old Testament. 
He and his wife live near Nashville, Tennessee, with their 
two daughters.
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