Last week, 


with our time at sea, 



we saw how chaos could not over rule the work of the Kingdom of God.  

How even in the midst of chaos, 


Jesus' calling on Paul's life prevails.  

That is not all that the Luke wanted to reassure us of.  


In addition to chaos being unable to overcome not just Jesus' life, 


but his followers lives, 



Luke wants us to know about another force we do not need to worry about.  

At Easter, 


we sing about “death has lost its sting,” 


“death could not keep its prey,” 


“the iron bars are broken,” 


and “Christ has conquered death and hell.”  

As we tell the Easter story, 


there is the acknowledgement 



that God's enemy used everything in its arsenal against Jesus, 




including crucifixion, 




murdering him on a cross in the most prolonged way known.  



Letting pain compete with the instinct to breath, 




until exhaustion wins 




and one can not lift themselves up anymore 





and suffocates.

So in this first part of chapter 28, 


as Paul is trying to help everyone survive 


and throws some more wood on the bonfire to help his brothers survive, 



a snake bite should be heard as more than just a snake bite.  

Malta has much to bring harm to a person.  


On the walk out of the waves, 



a man of war, 



great white shark, 



barracuda, 



and the puffer fish, 




which has enough venom to kill 30 humans in it 





all could of occurred.  


On land, 



the recluse spider, 



Mediterranean Yellow Scorpion, 



and venomous Cat Snake are all available 




to cause tremendous pain and swelling.  

However, the greek word of what bit Paul is Echidna, 


or adder, cobra, and viper. 

Commentaries and scholars sometimes get hung up on taxonomy, 


saying that no vipers or cobras exist on Malta.  



This is using a system of naming developed in 1758.  

Our situation is 1700 years before that, 


on an island where justice is believed to eventually get their man.  

A place where a snake bite often meant death, 


or at least localized swelling.  

A world where two puncture wounds 


could easily get infected 


and cause their own course of suffering.  

The viper had throughout the course Israelite history 


also carried its own connotation.  

There is of course the garden of Eden, 


where Adam and Eve face evil personified in the snake.  

The snake tempts them in such a way 


that eternal life in the garden is no longer an option 



after eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  

In the time of Moses, 


God sent snakes as judgement of the people.  

Everyone who was bitten would die, 


until Moses held up the staff with the serpent on it, 



a sign the world of medicine still uses today, 


and everyone who looked upon it lived.  

Paul is working for the good of all after surviving 14 days at sea and a shipwreck, when a snake leaps out of the bundle he is putting on the fire and fastens itself to his hand.  As in Jonah's story, the immediate conclusion is, if something bad is happening, someone must have done something bad.  We have walked away from our reformed position of all are sinners and fall short of the glory of God and instead ask the perplexing question, “Why do bad things happen to good people?”  The view of people was not as elevated, so when Paul is bit after surviving the shipwreck, they did not wonder, “Did he not pay his taxes or forget his prayers today?”  They thought, “He must be a murderer.”  He escaped the sea, but justice does not give up so easily.  She will hunt you down with all forces necessary.

Paul is recorded as reacting as someone who these kind of attacks are common.  He shakes the snake off back into the fire and goes about his tasks.  Now, let's be realistic, there was probably a yelp at least, because everyone saw it happen.  There was some time of shaking the hand back and forth, before flinging it into the fire.  There were bite marks on the hand.  There was a probably a wide berth around Paul for some time, as everyone waited for him to fall over dead or at least for his hand to swell up.  When none of these things happened, a new conclusion was needed.  “Paul was a God.”

They are half correct.  Paul was not a God.  He is a child of God. Paul is a citizen of the Kingdom of God and living into this reality.  Just as on Easter morning, everyone was trying to figure out what has changed, so on this mirrored story, people are realizing that life is not the same.  The world is not the same, death does not have the same tight control over the world it once did.  The people of Malta are experiencing this now and figuring out what this means.

Part of what Luke is reminding us is, justice is not an abstract force.  The living God, the one who created and rules over all the forces of the world, also controls the realm of justice.  We have a God of Justice.  We have been watching the forces of evil and chaos skirt the concept of Justice for some time.  Paul being arrested for people being upset and starting a riot over him.  Of false accusations and accusations without people being present to be held up holding him in jail.  Of being a prisoner for over 2 years, because a ruler was afraid to upset the wrong people.  Of shipowners valuing money over human life, and not taking common precautions when sailing.  Of the ships crew trying to sneak off in a lifeboat and leaving everyone else to die.  In everyone of these situations, our God of Justice has stepped in and taken steps to make things right.  This is what the Kingdom of God is about.  This is what Jesus came to establish.  A world where all the sin, the saddness, the brokenness, the wrongs are set right.  The process is underway, but not fully here.  The world is changing, but often not fast enough for us.  If we look around, as we will hear next week, if we have eyes to see and ears to hear, we will see the Kingdom of God breaking in.  We will see, as we have seen in this congregation time and again, death not having the grip it once had.  From finding cancer cells early on to using stem cells for treatment, to surgery's bringing life back to hips and knees.  Life has more power than death in our world.  

As those who will be marching in black in the parade tomorrow will be reminding us, the Kingdom is not fully here.  The world is not perfect and there are many wrongs and ills that still exist.  But we serve a God, we are children of a God, who is working to make all things right and centered on his love.  It is an uphill climb, because we have, since the garden, had a tendency to run away from this love, because we think we can do better on our own.  That we know better than God.  When we trust God and his timing, things tend to come together much better than we could ever plan out on our own.


The people of Malta had eyes and ears, 


they let the people of God influence their lives 


and found their island changed.  

The leader of the island took Paul and the centurion into his house, 


and soon found Paul healing his father through the power of Jesus.  

The rest of the island opened their lives to this resurrection power 


and found themselves healed of every ailment.  

When it came time to leave, 


they were more than happy to send Paul on with the supplies necessary 


and their love.  

They were made aware of a new way of life 


and received it with joy.  

Paul's journey is starting to sound like Peter's and Jesus, 


and hopefully yours as well.  

They have all faced many trials, 

many attacks from the evil one, 


but have trusted in the redeemed one 



and perservered.  

May the same be said for us.  


May we lean into the Kingdom of God more and more.  

Knowing that as we do so, 


shipwrecks and snake bites will come our way.  

They can't over power our God, 


if we trust in God to lead us through them.
