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To the Ends of the Earth: The ACTS of the Disciple-Making Church 
#39 – The Gospel Advances – Acts 28:17-31 + 27:1-28:16 

 
Mixed feelings are normal when coming to the end of a long journey.  Trips 
are adventures – they give us the opportunity to meet new people, discover new places 
and experience new cultures.  On the other hand, it’s a lot of work to travel and it isn’t 
always easy to get from point A to point B.  Sometimes, the journey is even downright 
scary.  So when we finally have reached the end of our trip, part of us is often happy 
and part of us is often sad.  That’s how I feel today as we have reached the end of our 
journey through the book of Acts: I feel we’ve learned so much and it’s been so good 
for us to see the beginnings of Jesus’ disciple making mission to the ends of the earth.  
I also think it is likely how Paul felt as the main character in the latter part of the book.  
Beginning with his conversion on the road to Damascus, Paul has been a “rambling 
man,” traveling under the Lord’s direction, sharing the Gospel and planting churches 
throughout the Roman world.  But now he’s on his last leg, and he knows it.  Today we 
see him start in Israel and end in Italy, but it’s not an easy journey… 
 
So turn to Acts 28, and as you get there, let me first catch you up on what’s 
happened as I’ve done before.  We last left Paul on the witness stand, defending 
himself by telling his story to Governor Festus and King Herod Agrippa II.  Remember 
that Paul had appealed to Caesar, and Festus was going to honor his request.  So when 
the time came, Paul, at least one teammate Aristarchus, and several other prisoners set 
sail for Italy, under the custody of a Roman officer named Julius.  The journey started 
peacefully enough, but they soon encountered strong headwinds that made it difficult 
to keep the ship on course, so they landed at a port off their intended route and 
switched ships.  The weather was becoming dangerous for sea travel because it was so 
late in the fall, so Paul, concerned for their safety, expressed his belief that they would 
be shipwrecked if they continued.  He may have been truly prophesying, or he may 
simply have been giving his opinion as someone who had already been shipwrecked 
three times before, but for either reason he said: 
 
Acts 27:10 
“Men,” he said, “I believe there is trouble ahead if we go on – shipwreck, loss of cargo, 
and danger to our lives as well.” 
 
Unfortunately, the Roman officer listened more to the ship’s captain and the 
owner than to Paul, so he decided to press on.  Should he have listened to Paul?  
I doubt I would have.  He had orders to get Paul to Rome and it was some random 
prisoner’s thoughts, who had every expected motive to delay the trip, versus the ship’s 
captain.  I certainly don’t blame the officer for continuing. 
 
Anyhow, it initially seemed a good decision as they made good headway due 
to a gentle southerly wind, but the weather changed abruptly and a typhoon-
strength gale caught the ship and blew it out to sea.  It was terrible!  They couldn’t 
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steer.  The ship was weakening under the pounding so they bound ropes around the 
hull to strengthen it.  They dropped the sea anchor to slow them down and they threw 
their cargo overboard to lighten the ship.  The storm continued to rage on.  When 
things looked most dire, Paul gathered the crew together and predicted the ship would 
sink and they would be shipwrecked on an island, but that no one would die.  Sure 
enough, the next day, after two weeks of fighting the storm, the ship hit a shoal and 
began to break apart by the waves: 
 
Acts 27:42-44 
The soldiers wanted to kill the prisoners to make sure they didn’t swim ashore and 
escape.  But the commanding officer wanted to spare Paul, so he didn’t let them carry 
out their plan.  Then he ordered all who could swim to jump overboard first and make 
for land.  The others held on to planks or debris from the broken ship.  So everyone 
escaped safely to shore. 
 
Once on shore, they learned they were on the island of Malta.  The people on 
the island were very kind to the group and welcomed them.  As Paul was gathering 
some sticks for a fire they had prepared, a poisonous snake bit him on the hand.  As 
superstitious people often think when something bad happens to someone, they 
concluded that Paul must have been a murderer…you know, God is judging him.  But 
when he didn’t swell up and drop dead, they changed their minds and decided he was a 
god!  Make up your minds, people! 
 
 
God did use the shipwreck in one amazing way.  Near the shore where they 
landed, the chief official of the island, welcomed them and treated them kindly for a 
few days.  His father was ill with fever and dysentery and so Paul went in to his room 
and prayed for him, laying his hands on him, and he was healed.  Other sick people on 
the island came and were healed as well.  As a result they were showered with honors 
and supplies for the remainder of their journey. 
 
It was three months after the shipwreck that they set sail from Malta on 
another ship headed for Rome.  And after finally arriving in Rome, the brothers and 
sisters who had heard Paul was coming welcomed and encouraged him.  While there, 
Paul was permitted to have his own private lodging, though he was guarded by a 
soldier.  Don’t you think he just have had mixed feelings?  He had made it as the Lord 
told him he would, but he knows he will face trial.  Will he be able to stay strong?  Let’s 
now pick up the final section of the narrative at Acts 28.  I’ll read it, then make a few 
final overarching comments about our own journey through the book of Acts… 
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Acts 28:17-31 
Three days after Paul’s arrival, he called together the local Jewish leaders. He said to 
them, “Brothers, I was arrested in Jerusalem and handed over to the Roman 
government, even though I had done nothing against our people or the customs of our 
ancestors.  The Romans tried me and wanted to release me, because they found no 
cause for the death sentence.  But when the Jewish leaders protested the decision, I 
felt it necessary to appeal to Caesar, even though I had no desire to press charges 
against my own people. /// I asked you to come here today so we could get acquainted 
and so I could explain to you that I am bound with this chain because I believe that the 
hope of Israel—the Messiah—has already come.” 
They replied, “We have had no letters from Judea or reports against you from anyone 
who has come here.  But we want to hear what you believe, for the only thing we know 
about this movement is that it is denounced everywhere.”  /// 
 
 
So a time was set, and on that day a large number of people came to Paul’s lodging.  
He explained and testified about the Kingdom of God and tried to persuade them about 
Jesus from the Scriptures.  Using the law of Moses and the books of the prophets, he 
spoke to them from morning until evening.  Some were persuaded by the things he 
said, but others did not believe.  And after they had argued back and forth among 
themselves, they left with this final word from Paul: “The Holy Spirit was right when he 
said to your ancestors through Isaiah the prophet,  /// 
 
‘Go and say to this people: 
When you hear what I say, 
    you will not understand. 
When you see what I do, 
    you will not comprehend. 
For the hearts of these people are hardened, 
    and their ears cannot hear, 
    and they have closed their eyes— 
so their eyes cannot see, 
    and their ears cannot hear, 
    and their hearts cannot understand, 
and they cannot turn to me 
    and let me heal them.’  /// 
 
So I want you to know that this salvation from God has also been offered to the 
Gentiles, and they will accept it.” 
For the next two years, Paul lived in Rome at his own expense.  He welcomed all who 
visited him, boldly proclaiming the Kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  And no one tried to stop him. 
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When in Rome, do as the Romans do, right?  Paul’s desire to share the Good 
News about Christ meets with an equal open-mindedness from these Roman Jews.  
They’ve heard stories about him, so when he came, they were willing to listen and not 
immediately oppose him, so he shared his story.  Many came to believe, praise the 
Lord!  Unfortunately, many chose to reject.  Paul’s final quoting of Scripture wasn’t so 
much a prediction but an ongoing warning to those who refused to believe.  Be careful!  
Like Pharaoh, who hardened his own heart, God eventually agrees to it, so that it 
becomes very difficult for a person to return to God. 
The same warning gets extended to all.  If you hear the voice of God, if you sense 
his invitation, then be very careful about your response.  God’s offer is in one sense 
always available, but if you reject him, soon enough your rejection of God will bring 
about his rejection of you and He will hold you accountable to your choice.  This rings 
not only as a warning to those Roman Jews, but to all who hear his voice everywhere 
and for all time. 
 
In the end, though, it’s the end of the journey for Paul.  “For the next two years, 
Paul lived in Rome at his own expense.  He welcomed all who visited him, boldly 
proclaiming the Kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ.  And no one 
tried to stop him.”  It has this sense of both finality and future, of that which is ending, 
but which is also ongoing.  Though under house arrest awaiting trial, Paul was free – 
free for the one thing that gave meaning to his life, proclaiming the Gospel.  He was 
even thankful for how his imprisonment enabled him to witness.  Listen to what he says 
in Philippians, written during this time: 
 
Philippians 1:12-14 
And I want you to know, my dear brothers and sisters, that everything that has 
happened to me here has helped to spread the Good News.  For everyone here, 
including the whole palace guard, knows that I am in chains because of Christ.  And 
because of my imprisonment, most of the believers here have gained confidence and 
boldly speak God’s message without fear. 
 
Isn’t that amazing?  During this time he also wrote the letters to the Ephesians and 
Colossians.  Scholars are divided as to whether he was ever set free.  Some believe he 
made it to Spain, as he hoped, but we’re not sure.  We do know that he penned his last 
letter, 2 Timothy, anticipating his pending execution in Rome.  He wrote these 
foreboding words, 
 
2 Timothy 4:7 
“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, and I have remained faithful.” 
 
Tradition has it that he was condemned to death and executed in Rome 
between AD 64 and 68.  Each of us would do well to have even a smidge of his love 
for Christ and his devotion to the mission of the church.  May his memory and example 
live long among us... 
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*** 

Now with that all said, I’d like to spend the remainder of our time reflecting on what 
we’ve learned from our journey through the full book of Acts.  In order to do so, I want 
first to ask you for your thoughts: 
 

What are some lessons from Acts that stick out to you? 
 
There are many that stick out to me! 
 

- The beauty of the Christian community 
- Numerous helpful indicators of how the Church should operate 
- The opportunity to proclaim Jesus to people of all stations in life 
- The idea that God will scatter his people to get the Good News out 
- The power of a conversion to Jesus Christ 

 
But here are four takeaways (I think) we should particularly remember: 
 
First, since the very beginning of the book, we’ve seen that 

“To the ends of the earth” leaves no boundary untouched.  It is undefined in 

that you can find no “end place,” so to speak, and it is unlimited in the sense that there 
are always more generations to which the witness must go.  It is an ongoing command 
of Christ until he returns.  Remember that key Scripture at the beginning of the book: 
 
Acts 1:8 
But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you. And you will be my 
witnesses, telling people about me everywhere—in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 
 
So sure enough, we’ve seen our journey start in Jerusalem, the capital of 
Judaism and cradle of this new faith called The Way, and we’ve also now seen it end in 
Rome, the Gentile capital of the world. It will continue to propagate for the course of 
the next two millennia from there.  Jerusalem has never ceased to be the Holy City, 
reverenced by three monotheistic religions, and God continues his work with the Jewish 
people.  But the Gospel travels.  It is always going, advancing. 
 
Second, like the early church, we are also called to make disciples who make 
disciples.  From Peter to Paul, and from the Apostles to the ones they discipled, those 
early believers had a sense of urgency about sharing their faith!  They sacrificed for the 
ministry, giving their all so the Gospel might be told to their countrymen Jews as well as 
the foreign Gentiles.  They continually focused on this goal, doing whatever it took to 
make it happen.  They preached boldly to crowds and they shared the gospel with their 
families.  Many died for their witness.  Whenever we take serious the call to be Christ’s 
witnesses to the ends of the earth, amazing things happen. 
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Third, the gospel properly proclaimed often causes division.  It’s easy to think 
that we have such a good deal for people that everyone will love it.  But we’ve seen 
that’s very much not the case.  Many are enemies of God and they are double enemies 
of his Jesus Christ, his Son.  They do not care what you have to say about him and they 
are strongly against you because you side with the Lord.  Some will accept Christ and 
praise the Lord, but others will reject him, and you will take the personal hit for it.  
Proclaiming Christ may cost you dearly, as it did so many of them like Stephen and 
James and more.  Proclaiming Jesus is likely to cost you something. 
 

Finally, the Holy Spirit propels and enables the mission.  Since the day of 

Pentecost in Acts 2, we have seen this to be the case.  God’s Spirit: 
 

- Empowered Peter, Paul and others to boldly share the Gospel 
- Directed the believers on where to take the Gospel 
- Provided the power that healed many of sickness and injury 
- Revealed the truth and pronounced judgement 
- Assured them of his will and intentions 

 
In all of this, what I want you to remember for the book of Acts is that: 
 

Life Truth: The gospel will advance without hindrance. 
 

May God grant us His grace… 
 
 
Put it into action: Some thoughts to help connect today’s message to your 
life… What have you learned from our long journey through the book of Acts?  Are you 
willing to lend your part in participating in what God continues to do to carry his Good 
News “to the ends of the earth”?  Ask God to help you put your heart into his mission! 


