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5.28.17                             Ship Wrecked – Faith Intact  Acts 27.9-44 

Douglas Scalise, Brewster Baptist Church 

 Acts 27:9-44 (NRSV) Since much time had been lost and sailing was now 

dangerous, because even the Fast had already gone by, Paul advised them, 

saying, “Sirs, I can see that the voyage will be with danger and much heavy loss, 

not only of the cargo and the ship, but also of our lives.” But the centurion paid 

more attention to the pilot and to the owner of the ship than to what Paul said. 

Since the harbor was not suitable for spending the winter, the majority was in 

favor of putting to sea from there, on the chance that somehow they could reach 

Phoenix, where they could spend the winter. It was a harbor of Crete, facing 

southwest and northwest.  

When a moderate south wind began to blow, they thought they could achieve 

their purpose; so they weighed anchor and began to sail past Crete, close to the 

shore. But soon a violent wind, called the northeaster, rushed down from Crete. 

Since the ship was caught and could not be turned head-on into the wind, we 

gave way to it and were driven. By running under the lee of a small island called 

Cauda we were scarcely able to get the ship’s boat under control. After hoisting it 

up they took measures to undergird the ship; then, fearing that they would run on 

the Syrtis, they lowered the sea anchor and so were driven. We were being 

pounded by the storm so violently that on the next day they began to throw the 

cargo overboard, and on the third day with their own hands they threw the ship’s 

tackle overboard. When neither sun nor stars appeared for many days, and no 

small tempest raged, all hope of our being saved was at last abandoned.  

Since they had been without food for a long time, Paul then stood up among 

them and said, “Men, you should have listened to me and not have set sail from 

Crete and thereby avoided this damage and loss. I urge you now to keep up 

your courage, for there will be no loss of life among you, but only of the ship. 

For last night there stood by 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 the 

emperor; and indeed, God has granted safety to all those who are sailing with 
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you.’  So keep up your courage, men, for I have faith in God that it will be 

exactly as I have been told. But we will have to run aground on some island.”  

“When the fourteenth night had come, as we were drifting across the 

sea of Adria, about midnight the sailors took soundings and found 20 fathoms; a 

little farther on they took soundings again and found 15 fathoms. Fearing that we 

might run on the rocks they let down four anchors from the stern and prayed for 

day to come. But when the sailors tried to escape from the ship and had lowered 

the boat into the sea, on the pretext of putting out anchors from the bow, Paul 

said to the centurion and the soldiers, “Unless these men stay in the ship, you 

cannot be saved.” Then the soldiers cut away the ropes of the boat and set it 

adrift.   

Just before daybreak, Paul urged all of them to take some food, saying,  

“Today is the fourteenth day that you have been in suspense and remaining 

without food, having eaten nothing. Therefore I urge you to take some food, for it 

will help you survive; for none of you will lose a hair from your heads.” After he 

had said this, he took bread; and giving thanks to God in the presence of all, 

he broke it and began to eat. Then all of them were encouraged and took 

food for themselves. We were in all 276 persons in the ship. After they had 

satisfied their hunger, they lightened the ship by throwing the wheat into the sea.   

 In the morning they did not recognize the land, but they noticed a bay 

with a beach, on which they planned to run the ship ashore, if they could. So 

they cast off the anchors and left them in the sea. At the same time they 

loosened the ropes that tied the steering-oars; then hoisting the foresail to the 

wind, they made for the beach. But striking a reef, they ran the ship aground; the 

bow stuck and remained immovable, but the stern was being broken up by the 

force of the waves. The soldiers’ plan was to kill the prisoners, so that none might 

swim away and escape; 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, and the rest to follow, some on planks and others on 

pieces of the ship. And so it was that all were brought safely to land.”   
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Human imagination has always been gripped by sea stories such as the 

legendary exploits of Odysseus on the wine-dark sea in Homer’s classic, The 

Odyssey or Moby Dick, The Perfect Storm, In the Heart of the Sea, The Finest 

Hours: The True Story of the U.S. Coast Guard's Most Daring Sea Rescue,  – 

there are so many stories. In the Bible, we have Noah and the flood, Jonah 

swallowed by the great fish, and the disciples crying out to Jesus in the midst of 

a storm on the Sea of Galilee. The adventure, courage, danger, risks, trials and 

perils of such stories fascinate us. We wonder how we would act in similar 

circumstances and we admire those who overcome the storms. In many ways we 

are all voyagers on the uncharted seas of life being tested by storms and seeking 

to trust God in the midst of the winds and the waves.  

Paul was so gripped by a yearning to share God’s transforming love in 

Jesus Christ with other people that he was willing to put to sea, taking all the 

risks that involved in the days before the benefits of modern navigation and he 

went on a number of missionary voyages. What would you be willing to venture 

or risk for the sake of the good news about Jesus?   

Paul is not sailing on a modern luxury cruise line. His ship is tossed for 

two weeks at sea in a storm – much longer than anything the disciples 

experienced, perhaps more like Noah’s experience. Being in a storm for a night 

or two is one thing – coping with huge waves, the wind, and fear for two weeks 

without food is something far worse. Many of us would probably have difficulty 

with a lot less out on the water. Imagining two weeks on rolling seas, no sun, no 

stars, hemmed in by the gray sky, the deck heaving up and down until you felt 

like doing so yourself.  

Acts 27:9 tells us, “the Fast (Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement) had 

already gone by” so it’s mid to late September or even early October. The storm 

that hit the ship was “a violent wind called the northeaster (v. 14)” we on the 

Cape can relate to that. We always know in winter when we have a nor’easter 

because the wet snow gets plastered right up the northeast side of the trees.   

Thinking of Paul’s experience it struck me that it is both similar and 

strikingly different from Jonah’s. Jonah was a reluctant prophet whose 
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disobedience endangered the lives of everyone on the ship he took. Paul is no 

reluctant messenger of God, he’s determined to go where the Lord wants him to 

go and as a result his presence is the means of saving everyone else on board. 

When Jonah refused to go to Nineveh to share a message from the Lord, he 

almost died. Paul obeys the divine command to go preach in Rome (Acts 23:11), 

so things will go differently for him and his fellow travelers in the midst of the 

storm at sea. It’s still true that human disobedience or even evil can cause 

harm to other people and put them in jeopardy or even cause their deaths – 

we see this in the news every day as we did tragically in Manchester, England 

and Portland. Oregon where US Army veteran Taliesin Myrddin Namkai-Meche 

Rick Best exemplified what is best about America and sadly they were killed by 

someone dishonoring the name Christian (the killer’s last name) who represents 

the worst in America. It’s still true that our obedience and faithfulness to God 

can be the means of God saving, helping, encouraging, and transforming 

human lives.  

Like the sailors in Jonah, those on Paul’s ship do all they know how to do 

and prayed for deliverance. Unlike the sailors in Jonah who courageously stayed 

at their posts and tried to save Jonah and the ship even after he confessed his 

guilt, the sailors on Paul’s ship attempt to escape, abandoning the ship and its 

hundreds of passengers. However, Paul knows they’re all in it together, and he 

tells Julius the centurion that the crew can’t leave the ship because the fate of 

everyone on board is linked.   

Julius is a key person in this story. He treats Paul kindly (v.3 NIV, 

“Julius, in kindness to Paul, allowed him to go to his friends so they might provide 

for his needs.”), in verse 11 Julius listened to the Pilot and Owner and not Paul; 

which is what you’d expect a soldier to do. However, when Paul was proved 

right, the centurion listened to him the next time (v. 31) and Julius acted to 

prevent the sailors from abandoning ship. Luke often presents characters who 

are not believers in very positive ways which is something we can learn from.   

The longer a storm rages, the longer it is before we see the sun and 

stars again the harder it can be to hold onto faith and hope. But hold on we 
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must. Verse 20, “when neither sun nor stars appeared for many days (their only 

means of navigating), and no small tempest raged, all hope of our being 

saved was at last abandoned.”   

When all our hope seems lost, that’s when our faith needs a boost of 

courage. Twice Paul tells his shipmates to keep up their courage. Verses 22, 25, 

“I urge you now to keep up your courage, for their will be no loss of life, but only 

of the ship.” Paul tells them of the angel who spoke to him words of assurance 

and repeats, “So keep up your courage.”   

One of my favorite American novelists Herman Melville wrote about 

courage in Moby Dick. Starbuck, the chief mate of the whaling ship the Pequod, 

addresses the crew saying, “‘I will have no man in my boat who is not afraid of a 

whale.’  By this, he seemed to mean, not only that the most reliable and useful 

courage was that which arises from the fair estimation of the encountered 

peril, but that an utterly fearless man is far more dangerous comrade than a 

coward.” On the ship being driven by the storm, Paul knew they were in a very 

dangerous situation, but his faith in God, calm presence, clear thinking, and 

positive attitude clearly helped those around him. Those who are fearful or 

lacking in confidence may yet be swayed by the power of a courageous faithful 

example, whether that is Paul or you.   

After 14 days without eating, in a storm at sea (the TV show Survivor has 

nothing on what these folks went through), Paul urges them to eat, to strengthen 

themselves, and speaks words of hope. Then reminiscent of Jesus, “he took 

bread; and giving thanks to God in the presence of them all, he broke it and 

began to eat.” Paul’s dependence on God must have been obvious to the crew.  

The witness of a person of faith in the midst of a storm, how we handle 

ourselves will impact whether others want to share our faith. The result was 

that “All of them were encouraged” (v. 36) by Paul’s words and example.   

The late Cathie Kroeger shared the following story with me that was told to 

her and her sisters when they were children in Brewster. Allen Bragg was born in 

North Carolina and ran away to sea when he was sixteen. His time before the 

mast earned him a wealth of experience by the time he reached adulthood. He 
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attended church faithfully every Sunday he was in town. On the way home from 

worship one Sunday, he heard someone say, “Isn’t it too bad about the Mary 

Tyler?” 

The Mary Tyler was a fine old sailing vessel that had served her time and 

was soon to be scrapped, for she could not compete with the swifter steam ships 

that now commanded deep sea trade. But Allen liked the shape of the old ship 

and went to see her owners. They were delighted to hear that he had learned 

about her plight on his way back from church and were ready to make an 

arrangement with the ambitious young man. He might sail as captain if he could 

manage to operate the Mary Tyler at a profit. Allen maintained that he was the 

youngest captain, at age 21, ever to sail out of New York harbor. His strategy 

was quite simple: sail her smart, sail her fast, and sail her hard - & take the risks. 

One of his first voyages led him to Maine, where he took on a large cargo 

of newsprint. In those days, before television, radio, and the Internet everyone 

depended on newspapers; and newsprint was in short supply by spring. The New 

York papers would pay premium prices for the rolls that were coming out of the 

paper mills of Maine after the winter’s logging. As Allen headed south, he saw 

storm warnings off Marblehead. This was the time to crowd on as much canvas 

as he dared. He needed to outrun the more cautious steam ships. The first ship 

into New York could command the best price. He rounded the tip of Cape Cod 

and started down the backside of the Cape, known as the Ships’ Graveyard. 

That’s where he was on November 17 when the Great Hurricane of 1898 broke 

with all its fury. A large number of ships would be lost. It didn’t take Allen long to 

realize that he couldn’t contend with the overwhelming strength of the waves and 

wind; and he turned and fled for the safety of Provincetown Harbor. Once safely 

inside, he dropped four anchors and reminded himself of the story in the book of 

Acts where the sailors dropped four anchors and prayed for daylight. He thanked 

the Lord for deliverance and dropped exhausted into his bunk. 

About two o’clock in the morning the first mate came into his cabin and 

announced, “Sir, we’re dragging anchor!” Allen rushed on deck and saw the 

lights of Provincetown disappearing as their ship was dragged inexorably out of 
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the harbor and into Cape Cod Bay. The storm was far too wild for anyone to 

attempt a rescue, and Allen realized that ultimately the ship would break in 

pieces in the enormous waves that were crashing into Wellfleet. 

He returned to his cabin and fell on his knees beside his bunk. As he knelt 

there in prayer, he opened up his Bible and read again the story of the shipwreck 

of the Apostle Paul. An angel had promised that not one life would be lost even 

though the ship itself would not survive. The boat ran aground at a place where 

two currents meet, on a build- up of sand, where a stream entered the sea. There 

the ship broke apart on a sand bar. Battered by the furious waves, the bow split 

apart from the stern. On broken spars and pieces of wood, the crew all escaped 

to safety through the raging sea. On the shore, local people had already built a 

fire and waited to assist them. 

If God could do this on the island of Malta, what could he do in Cape Cod 

Bay? Spreading out his chart, Allen found on the southern edge of the bay a 

place called Brewster. There was at that point a very gradual slope from the 

shore so that at low tide there were two miles of bare sand flats behind a great 

sand bar. Could he manage to run the Mary Tyler aground there? 

At four o’clock in the morning, he woke the crew and read to them the 

story of Paul’s shipwreck and told them how everyone had escaped by floating 

on the wreckage of the ship. He explained that he had received from the Lord the 

very same message that had been given to the Apostle: not one life would be 

lost. He prayed for each man by name, committing them all to God and asking for 

their safety. The next low tide would be at one o’clock in the afternoon. 

There was nothing to do but ride out the storm as hour by hour the ship 

was dragged closer and closer to the wild breakers off Wellfleet. All morning long 

they were driven before the wind and mountainous waves, slowed in their terrible 

course by the four anchors. Just before noon, Allen gave the order that the ropes 

to the anchors should be cut. Raising one jib as a foresail as in the book of Acts, 

he guided the ship straight across the bay toward a creek that emptied into the 

sea behind the great sand bar. With the terrible force of the storm, the Mary Tyler 

pounded down upon the bar and like Paul’s ship split in two. As the stern and 
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bow separated, all the precious rolls of newsprint came tumbling out – later to be 

retrieved by Cape Cod children from all over the flats. 

Although the crew had expected dry land at low tide, the storm had 

created a surge that left the water waist deep. Mindful of the Bible story that they 

had heard, the men floated in on bits of wreckage and all made it safely to shore, 

where the kind residents of Brewster had a fire ready to warm them. In another 

parallel to the story in Acts, when he was assured that all were safe, Allen fell to 

his knees in thanksgiving to God. His next duty was to inform the owners of the 

ship of its loss and of the safety of the crew. The godly owners telegraphed back 

“Praise the Lord!” Although the ship was lost like many another in that great 

hurricane, the insurance would give them the profit that Allen had promised them, 

and they fitted him up with another command. Sixty years ago, you could still 

see the timbers of the ship under the water off Paine’s Creek when the tide 

was very low.   

Allen married a Brewster girl and spent much of his life on sea voyages. 

After his retirement he became the Sunday School superintendent at Brewster 

Baptist Church. He delighted generations of young people with his tales, always 

giving God glory.  

Paul’s experience and Allen’s demonstrates that storms can teach us 

important lessons about ourselves and God. Though the ship was wrecked, 

Paul’s faith and that of his companions remained intact and in fact was 

strengthened by their ordeal. 

Storms come in all of our lives. Some of are the result of our own behavior 

and choices. Some are not and are due to other causes beyond our control. 

Storms are difficult, unpleasant, and some of them cannot be outrun or hidden 

from. However, faith, courage, thanksgiving, and hope are still trustworthy 

“planks” to grab hold of if our ship is wrecked by a storm and we can emerge 

safely on shore with our faith intact and even matured and strengthened.   
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Questions for Discussion or Reflection 

1. Do you have a favorite story or book about the sea or a shipwreck, for 

example, The Odyssey, Moby Dick, The Perfect Storm, In the Heart of the 

Sea, The Finest Hours: The True Story of the U.S. Coast Guard's Most 

Daring Sea Rescue, Noah, Jonah, Jesus calming the storm? What do you 

appreciate about that particular story?  

2. Paul was so gripped by a yearning to share God’s transforming love in 

Christ that he was willing to accept the risks involved in taking numerous 

missionary voyages. What are you willing to venture or risk for the sake of 

telling others about Christ?   

3. Have you ever had the experience of being caught in boat in the midst of a 

storm? What was that like?  

4. What do we learn about how to treat and regard others with different 

beliefs than our own from how Luke portrays Julius the centurion (see 

Acts 27:3, 11, and 31).  

5. “The longer a storm rages, the longer it is before we see the sun and stars 

again, the harder it can be to hold onto faith and hope.”  Do agree with this 

statement? Why or why not?  

6. When all our hope seems lost, that’s when we need to have courage. 

Twice Paul tells his shipmates to keep up their courage (see verses 22, 

25). What do you do to “keep up your courage” when you find yourself in a 

storm?  

7. How we handle ourselves in the midst of a storm will impact whether 

others want to share our faith. “All of them were encouraged” (v. 36) by 

Paul’s words and example. How can you help encourage yourself and 

others during the storms of life? 

 

 

 


