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STO R M STOR I ES
Storm stories are exciting, whether they are literary fiction or fact. 
William Shakespeare’s The Tempest tells of a storm and shipwreck 
conjured up by the sorcerer Prospero. Sebastian Junger’s The Perfect 
Storm, which recounts an actual 1991 October storm off the coast of 
Nova Scotia, was made into a movie. The monster hurricane called 
“Katrina” that struck the Gulf Coast in 2005 killed more than 1,800 
people and caused $100 billion in property damage. It is still talked 
about by those who lived through it and others who joined the massive 
cleanup afterward.

Almost everyone has a “storm story” to tell. You have one, don’t you? 
It may be the remembrance of riding out a tornado in a storm cellar 
in Kansas or being pulled from a submerged vehicle in a flash flood in 
Texas. This author lived through a snow and ice storm in December 2008 
that paralyzed the Pacific Northwest and cancelled Christmas services 
that year. Our reminiscences are often woven through with the realization 
of God’s mysterious working. The insurance industry even calls such 
things “acts of God.”

The Bible records the granddaddy of all storms, the Flood, which 
destroyed everyone except Noah’s family and an ark full of animals. It 
also recounts a sudden, violent storm that forced rebellious Jonah to 
make a mid-course correction to Nineveh. Many of us remember hearing 
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in Sunday school the story of the great storm 
on the Sea of Galilee with Jesus asleep on 
a cushion, the frantic cries of the disciples, 
and the majestic “Peace! Be still!” (Mark 
4:35–41) that brought a great calm.

Paul’s voyage to Rome in AD 60 was 
attended by a great storm, and he and all the 
passengers survived the ensuing shipwreck. 
Like all the other Bible stories of storms, this 
one too reminds us of God’s presence and 
purposes, even when the wild winds blow 
and things look hopeless.

SET T I NG SA I L W I T H JU LIUS 
acts 27:1–8
“We” (v. 1) indicates that Luke has now 
rejoined Paul after his imprisonment in 
Caesarea and accompanies him on the 
trip. Also in the company is Aristarchus, a 
traveling companion from Macedonia who 
was with Paul earlier in Ephesus (19:29) 
and will later be called a “fellow prisoner” 
in Rome (Col. 4:10). William Barclay thinks 
the only way Aristarchus could have 
accompanied Paul was by enrolling as his 
servant, but this seems unnecessary in light 
of the many privileges Paul enjoyed in spite 
of his prisoner status.

This whole chapter fascinates with its 
detail! Richard Longenecker observes that 
Luke’s account of Paul’s voyage to Rome 
“stands out as one of the most vivid pieces 
of descriptive writing in the whole Bible.” 
Ernst Haenchen shares the view of many 
when he says that Luke “certainly possessed 
a journal of this voyage,” which explains 
the precise description of first-century 
seamanship and the almost tangible feel of 
the weather conditions.

Once again we meet a “good” centurion, this 
one named Julius, a commander stationed 
in Syria with the so-called Augustan Cohort 
(cf. 10:1). Among the kindnesses he extends 
to Paul is permission for shore leave to visit 
fellow Christians in Sidon (v. 3). It is possible 
that, given Paul’s long imprisonment in 
Caesarea, Roman officers stationed in or 
near Judea had shared his story with one 
another, and that could explain the respectful 
treatment they afforded him.

The voyage’s initial going was slow because 
of unfavorable winds (vv. 4, 7). At Myra 
the soldiers and prisoners changed ships 
and boarded an Alexandrian vessel bound 
for Rome — a grain ship with a cargo of 
corn or wheat (see v. 38). Egypt was the 
breadbasket of Rome, and a steady stream 
of ships made the circuit from Rome to 
Alexandria and back. These vessels were 
generally 140 feet long and 35 feet wide. 
They bore a single mast with great square 
sail, the drawback of which was an inability 
to “tack” into the wind. Instead of a regular 
single rudder, the grain ships had two great 
oars on either side of the stern.

Leaving Myra, the grain ship moved slowly 
along the peninsula to Cnidus, the last port 
of call before ships headed west across the 
wider Aegean to Greece. But the prevailing 
winds pushed the ship off course. Instead of 
west to Greece, they ran southwest toward 
Crete, the 160-mile long island toward the 
middle of the Great Sea. The ship had lost 
valuable time, and it was obvious there was 
no hope of reaching Italy before winter. They 
stopped at Fair Havens, which had a less-
than-adequate harbor (see v. 12). Spend the 
winter here or push on a bit further?
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PAU L’S W ISE A DV ICE 
acts 27:9–12
Paul may have been only a prisoner, but he was one of more experienced passengers aboard. 
Already he had been “shipwrecked” three times and adrift at sea a night and a day (2 Cor. 
11:25). This voyage, Paul knew, was going to be dangerous at best because “the Fast was 
already over” (v. 9). “The Fast” was connected with Yom Kippur (The Day of Atonement or “Day 
of Fasting”), which that year fell in early October. Any voyage undertaken after September 15, 
the Romans liked to say, was doubtful; after November 11, it was suicidal! That’s why the sea 
was “closed to shipping” (Latin mare clausum) from November 10 to March 10.

When he saw that the leaders were contemplating going further west, Paul took Julius, the 
pilot, and the owner of the ship (v. 11) aside and said, “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” (v. 10). It 
was not a revelation from God but ordinary prudence that made him say it. But they declined 
his advice and decided to push on, if possible, to Phoenix, a larger town with a satisfactory 
harbor 40 miles to the west, there to winter over. It was a fateful decision.

T H E STOR M 
acts 27:13–26
The window of opportunity appeared open for a time. There was a gentle south wind and hopes 
for smooth sailing, so they “weighed anchor and sailed along Crete, close to the shore” (v. 13). 
But at Cape Matala, where the shore of Crete turns suddenly north, they were soon struck by 
“a tempestuous wind, called the northeaster” (v. 14). The grain ship, with its single mast and 
one large square sail, had no way to tack into the wind. Straight away from the safe harbor of 
Phoenix it drove them. Rather than risking damaging the ship by fighting the wind, they “gave 
way to it,” drifting some 24 miles southwest to a small island called Cauda. There they had a 
brief respite on the island’s lee side — time enough to pull aboard the ship’s dinghy which was 
normally towed aft, then lash the ship with ropes to make it more secure against the waves.

Too soon the respite ended and the northeaster blew them into open, raging ocean again. Now 
the sailors feared that unless the storm abated, they would be blown into “the Syrtis” (v. 17), 
the vast, sandy shallows north of Libya where ships were caught on shoals and broken apart 
by waves, too far from shore for rescue. Desperate to avoid that fate, they “began the next day 
to jettison the cargo” (v. 18). Thick clouds obscured both sun and stars, making any navigation 
impossible. When it went on for days on end, the crew abandoned hope (v. 20).

The sailors’ desperation in the face of a great storm is very like what is described in the book 
of Jonah (see Jonah 1:4ff.). Some interesting parallels and contrasts between the two stories 
include the following:
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Unlike rebellious Jonah, Paul remained in close communion with God, though doubtless he 
shared the crew’s fear. In the midst of the storm’s fury, there came to him yet another vision, not 
unlike the heartening message he received in Corinth (18:9–10). In it an angel of God said, “Do 
not be afraid, Paul; you must stand before Caesar. And behold, God has granted you all those 
who sail with you” (v. 24). Not even a great storm will prevent the fulfillment of God’s plan to 
bring His Gospel to Rome, a city at “the end of the earth” (1:8).

T H E SA I LOR S’ PLOT A N D A HOPEFU L ME A L 
acts 27:27–38
The mighty storm went on and on as they were driven across “the Adriatic Sea” (v. 27). Lest we 
suppose they were east of Italy in what we today call the “Adriatic,” it is well to point out that 
the Greek actually reads “Adrian” (so the KJV translates it!). According to ancient writers Strabo 
and Josephus, this term denotes a different part of the Mediterranean far to the south between 
Greece, Italy, and Africa.

On the “fourteenth night” the sailors determined they were nearing land, probably hearing the 
pounding of the surf on a nearby shore. Depth soundings confirmed increasingly shallow water. 
To keep the ship from being wrecked, they dropped four anchors from the stern and “prayed for 
day to come” (v. 29). Richard Longenecker describes what happens next: “Contrary to the best 
tradition of the sea, the sailors schemed to save themselves by lowering the lifeboat (cf. vv. 
16–17) under cover of lowering some more anchors from the bow.” But Paul saw through this 
ruse and warned Julius and the soldiers. To try to make shore in the morning without a crew 
would be disastrous. Though Julius had not heeded Paul earlier, this time he ordered his men 
to cut the dinghy’s lines and let it fall away. Paul had earned a hearing by demonstrating his 
nautical wisdom, and his vision had doubtless encouraged many of them.

JOnah’s VOYage

Sailed west on the Mediterranean

Jonah fleeing from God

A “great wind… a mighty tempest”

Fear — crew hurled cargo into the sea

Sailors pray, but not Jonah

Crew casts lots to discover God’s will

Jonah the source of danger

Storm quieted, ship rescued

All lived to tell the tale

God’s message delivered to Nineveh

PaUl’s VOYage

Sailed west on the Mediterranean

Paul obedient to God

“A tempestuous wind…the northeaster”

Fear — crew jettisoned cargo

Sailors and Paul both pray

God reveals will to Paul through vision

Paul a source of hope and help

Storm continued, ship wrecked

All lived to tell the tale

God’s message delivered to Rome
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There was little to do but wait till morning and then make a run for the beach 
— a risky proposition. “As day was about to dawn” (v. 33), Paul demonstrated 
his leadership by urging the men to have a meal. The violence of the storm had 
heretofore prevented the preparation of regular meals. Paul himself led the way by 
taking some bread, “and giving thanks to God in the presence of all he broke it and 
began to eat” (v. 35). It is a Christ-like act (see Luke 9:16, 22:19, and 24:30–31), 
with the result that “all were encouraged” (v. 36). The subsequent mention of the 
number of passengers at this point may reflect the necessity of knowing how many 
were to be fed. Did Luke himself help with the distribution?

Strengthened by the food, they undertook one last task before the risky journey 
ashore: “they lightened the ship, throwing out the wheat into the sea” (v. 38).

They were as ready as they could be for whatever daylight would bring.

T H E SH I PW R ECK 
acts 27:39–44
In the full light of morning it was clear they were far off course. “They did not 
recognize the land” (v. 39), but at least there was a bay with a beach where they 
hoped they might run the ship ashore. In short order they cast off the anchors that 
held them through the night, loosened the rudders, and hoisted the sail. The freed 
ship began to move toward the beach, but then with a grinding of timbers “they 
ran the vessel aground” (v. 41) on a hidden reef. With the bow pinned there and the 
breakers smashing into the stern, the ship was doomed.

Now the only option was “every man for himself” through the pounding surf to 
shore, if possible. The soldiers charged with minding the prisoners decided they 
must kill them “lest any should swim away and escape” (v. 42), which would leave 
the soldiers liable to be executed for failure in their duty (recall 12:18–19 and 
16:27). Once more, the kindness of the centurion saved Paul and the rest. Julius 
ordered all the swimmers to jump in and head for the beach and those remaining to 
grasp whatever might float and make for the beach.

“So it was that all were brought safely to land” (v. 44). The angel’s message came 
true. God’s promised help proved more powerful than the storm. All would have quite 
a story to tell!
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 28:1–31

Gracious God, as I read about Paul’s arrival in Rome, I remember how often You have brought 
me safely to my destinations. Thank You, Lord! Fill me with confidence that Your purpose for my 

life will be realized, and show me what You want me to say and do. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Review
1. Review the similarities and differences between the voyages of Jonah and Paul.

2. If you were Paul reflecting on the experience of the storm and shipwreck, how would you say God helped 
during that long ordeal?

Acts 28:1–10
3. Before Paul arrives at Rome, there are yet more kindnesses by Gentiles! What do they do for him?

4. Compare Paul’s experience in vv. 3–6 with 14:11–18. What do the islanders conclude? Why?

5. In light of the fact that God wanted Paul to get to Rome, why do you think He allowed the shipwreck and the 
snakebite? (Look at what Paul later wrote in Phil. 1:12–13.)

6. Is there some “disaster” in your life that has become a story of God’s grace?

Acts 28:11–16
7. “After three months” — sailing season began again in early March. How did they find another ship? What 

did it have in common with their wrecked vessel?

8. What additional care do Paul and companions experience at Puteoli?

9. Once in Rome, what arrangement was made for Paul’s continued imprisonment?
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10. If you were to be imprisoned, what three items would you want to have with you there?

Acts 28:17–31
11. What’s the difference between “the brothers” in v. 15, “the Jews” in v. 17, and “my brothers” in v. 17?

12. What do these Jews know, and what don’t they know about Paul and the Christian movement?

13. What was the substance of Paul’s meeting with them? How did the result compare with his experience on 
his earlier mission journeys?

14. Compare Paul’s verdict in vv. 25–28 about their response with the explanation Jesus gives his disciples 
in Matt. 13:11–17. What passage do both quote? How does it explain the difficulty the Jews had in 
understanding and accepting the Gospel?

15. What has happened to verse 29? Consult text notes and footnotes in your Bible.

16. It is probable that Paul was released from imprisonment in AD 62 and, some think, went on a mission to 
Spain thereafter. He was likely imprisoned again and finally executed by Nero in AD 67. If so, why does 
Luke end the story here?

17. In what way would you personally like to contribute to a “Chapter 29” or even to a next book entitled “The 
Acts of the Believers Today”? 

Memory Challenge

ACTS 28:30–31 “He lived there two whole years at his own expense, and welcomed all who came to him, 
proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without 
hindrance.”
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