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While there have probably been very few times in my life when I could identify with the situation of Jesus’ apostles, I experienced one of those times two summers ago.  Kirby, one of her friends, my stepfather and myself were on Sardis Lake fishing for crappie.  We love to fish and look forward to these outings with my stepfather.  This day began just like every other time we had been on the lake.  We loaded everything onto the pontoon, moved out to the place where we felt the fish would be, put out ten poles with three hooks each, and began to troll.  We had been on the lake a couple of hours when I noticed an eerie black cloud on the horizon to the west just above the dam.  I asked my stepfather, who is a very cautious on the water, if he thought we should take up the poles and head for the bank.  He said that we should certainly keep an eye on it.  Then, just minutes later, I noticed more black clouds, not in the west, but in the east, north, and south.  In moments we were literally surrounded by clouds.  And then the winds and the rains came, unlike anything I had ever seen.  We were literally in the middle of the lake and it was raining so hard you could not see either bank.  We had the motor going wide open in reverse in hopes of maintaining our position.  The waves were intense, bringing water into the boat from all angles.  I did not know you could have six-foot waves on a lake!  I could tell that my stepfather was concerned.  I was more than concerned – I was frightened.  We both kept our composure so the girls would remain calm.  They fortunately did not seem to understand the predicament we were in.  


During those 30 minutes or so, which seemed like an eternity, I found myself thinking of our story this morning in the gospel of Mark.  I silently prayed more than once, “Lord, please calm the waters!”  Jesus’ disciples found themselves in a similar, though more intense, situation on this occasion.  What we learn from this story is that Jesus will take us wherever we need to go to both know more of Him and depend more on Him.

There are three things we notice in this text surrounding one word in the Greek, megas, which means “great.”  If you did not notice, I read from the ESV translation this morning because it is a more accurate translation of the Greek.  The three things we see are 1) a great storm, 2) a great calm, and 3) a great fear.

I.  A Great Storm (4:35-38a)


The disciples found themselves in a situation not unlike what we experienced on the lake that day.  They had departed the city of Capernaum in a boat on the Sea of Galilee.  Their boat would not have been like the pontoon that we were on, but nothing more than a wooden boat with no motor, which held 12-14 people.  The Sea of Galilee is located in the north part of the valley of Jordan.  It is not large as seas go, only about thirteen miles in length and seven and one-half miles wide.  We would probably call it a lake.  The sea is known for its torrential rainstorms.  It lies approximately six hundred eighty feet below the level of the Mediterranean Sea in a depression surrounded by hills.  When the cool air from Mount Hermon, which stands at 9,200 feet at the north of the Sea of Galilee, rushes down through this narrow passage and meets the warm air of the sea in this basin, you have a scenario right for furious storms.  


This is the situation in which the disciples and Jesus found themselves.  Our text says, “A great windstorm arose, and the waves were breaking into the boat, so that the boat was already filling.”  The word for “windstorm” in the Greek has been translated “hurricane.”  Matthew uses the word seismos, or “earthquake” to describe the storm.  This helps give us an idea of how intense this storm was.  The disciples found themselves in quite a predicament.  At any moment they might be plunged into a watery grave.

1.  Jesus led them into the storm (v. 35)


Mark is very clear.  This little trip that they were on was prompted by Jesus Himself.  Mark says, “On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, ‘Let us go across to the other side.’”  The disciples were in the boat with Jesus at His request.


There are a couple of things to note concerning Jesus’ request.  First, it was simply practical.  As we have seen in the past, the crowds that were ever present in Jesus’ ministry were often overbearing.  That was the case on this day.  You remember that the day started all the way back with the accusations by the Pharisees that Jesus was controlled by Beelzebub in chapter 3.  There are other incidents that took place on this day as given by Matthew and Luke.  It had been a long day, the crowds were great, and Jesus needed to get away.  Even this was difficult as Mark tells us in v. 36 that other boats were with them.  Everywhere that Jesus went, even in a boat, the crowds tried to follow.


But when we look at this story in its context, we see that Jesus’ request, while practical, was also providential.  Jesus, from a human vantage point, certainly knew of the danger that might overtake them in traveling during this hour on the sea.  But more importantly, from a divine vantage point, Jesus also knew His purpose for taking these men on this journey.  Jesus had a divine lesson in store for them.  As we will see, this entire incident was a test of the disciples’ faith.  Jesus led them into the storm.  This was no accident on His part.  He had a purpose.  Kent Hughes notes,

They had no way at that terrible moment of knowing it, but that miserable storm was a vehicle for teaching them about God and his power in their lives. The storm was essential to their spiritual development… Without difficulties, trials, stresses, and even failures, we would never grow to be what we should become. Storms are part of the process of spiritual growth.


This is difficult for many believers to accept.  They are led to believe that storms come only because of sin in their life and that it is never God’s will for them to suffer trials or tribulation in their life.  However, Scripture does not bear this out.  It is true that storms might come because of sin.  The story of Jonah bears this out.  Jonah was running from God in disobedience to His command and God sends a great storm of judgment upon Jonah.  When we sin, we can certainly expect God’s divine discipline.


But that is not the case in this storm.  This is where it is important that we recognize that Jesus led them into the storm.  They were in the storm while obeying Jesus, not as a result of sin.  This was not a time of judgment, but a time of testing.  It is at best fatalistic, and at worst plain heresy, to suggest that suffering is never the hand of God apart from sin.  One need look no further than the life of Job to understand that God sends storms, whatever form they might be, into the life of His child to help him to grow.  As J. C. Ryle rightly attested,


If you are a believer, you must reckon on having your share of sickness and pain, of sorrow and tears, of losses and crosses, of deaths and bereavements, of partings and separations, of vexations and disappointments, so long as you are in the body. Christ never undertakes that you shall get to heaven without these. He has undertaken that all who come to him shall have all things pertaining to life and godliness; but he has never undertaken that he will make them prosperous, or rich, or healthy, and that death and sorrow shall never come to their family.


Imagine what our spiritual lives would be like if everything just rocked along according to our plans.  In a real sense, we would be commanders of our own little universe, never seeking Jesus as Master and Commander.  If we were always comfortable, why would we ever seek God?  Kent Hughes picks up on this thought, “The fact is, we would be spiritual pygmies, insufferably self-centered, proud, and empty people, without adversity.”


Jesus sometimes leads us into storms.

2.  Jesus slept during the storm (v. 38)


Given the response of the disciples to the storm, we might have expected Jesus to be somewhat concerned Himself.  But that is not the case at all.  In v. 38 we find Him “in the stern, asleep on the cushion.”  In the Greek, the word “sleeping” is at the very end of the sentence for emphasis.  “Was sleeping” gives the idea the Jesus was sleeping peacefully.  From Luke’s account, we get the impression that Jesus went to sleep shortly after the boat left the shore (8:23).  There are two things of note concerning Jesus’ sleep on this occasion, which is the only place in the gospels we read of Him sleeping.


First, it shows His humanity in a striking way.  As we noted earlier, Jesus had experienced a long day of ministry.  His dealings with the Pharisees and his family, not to mention the crowds, and His counsel to the disciples must have drained Him.  Mark tells us that the disciples took Jesus in the boat “just as he was” (v. 37b).  This seems to be in reference to His exhaustion.  And Jesus fell fast asleep.  And He remained asleep, even with the howling winds and the waves crashing in all around Him.


Second, also in relation to His humanity, we get a glimpse of Jesus’ trust in His Father.  He had great confidence in God.  Jesus had no fear in the eye of the storm.  Jesus’ calmness on this occasion shows His remarkable faith, a faith that we will see is in stark contrast to that of the disciples.  Even in the midst of this frightening storm, Jesus had full and complete peace because of His trust and confidence in His Father.


We can take great confidence in this truth.  Jesus experienced the trials and tribulations of this life just as we do.  His response should be the response of all who believe in Christ and have God as their Father.  If He put us in the storm, we can trust that regardless of the outcome, if we are faithful and trusting as Jesus was, then we can have peace in the midst of the storm.  James wrote, “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials” (1:2).  His counsel is not that we should wait until we are in the midst of these trials to consider our joy.  His counsel is that we should have the mindset beforehand that whatever comes about, whatever the trial or tribulation, we will persevere through it joyfully, knowing that our Father has placed us in the situation for our own good.  James gives us this exhortation and the reason for God’s testing, “knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance” (1:3).  That was the purpose for Jesus and His disciples.  We see that Jesus passed with flying colors.  But what about His disciples?
II.  A Great Calm (4:38b-40)


In v. 38, we see that panic and outright fear overtook the disciples.  They come to Jesus, asleep in the stern, and awaken Him, asking, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”  To them, Jesus was totally unaware of their plight.  Simply put, they were scared to death.  They were frantic.  And they questioned Jesus.  William Hendriksen remarks, “In all honesty, such a stinging rebuke cannot even be justly called “mild” reproach.  There was nothing mild about it.  It meant, ‘Do we mean so little to you?  With death staring us in the face, how can you sleep?  Don’t you care whether we’re swallowed up by the angry deep?”


However, before we are too quick to judge these men, we should consider the circumstance in which they found themselves.  In the height of panic, people often say things that they later regret.  They react instead of thoughtfully acting.  These men were in a panic, and perhaps were grasping at straws.  After all, Jesus was the one who suggested that they go to the other side on that night.  They were thoughtlessly trying to cast the blame somewhere. 


Further, we cannot neglect the fact that they came to Jesus.  Some of these men were experienced fishermen.  They had been on this lake many times and found themselves in similar situations, though not this intense.  If anyone had the answer as to what they should do, it would be these fishermen.  But they come to Jesus, a carpenter by trade.  Even though their response is inadequate, it at least shows that they had some faith in Jesus, little though it was.  In a real sense, they were crying out, lashing out, to Christ as their only hope.  They were helpless.  Which is right where Jesus wanted them to be.  J. C. Ryle sums this up well:

The apostles believed in Christ, loved Christ, and gave up all to follow Christ, and yet you see in this storm the apostles were afraid. Learn to be charitable in your judgment of them. Learn to be moderate in your expectations from your own heart. Contend to the death for the truth that no man is a true Christian who is not converted, and is not a holy man. But allow that a man may be converted, have a new heart, and be a holy man, and yet be liable to infirmity, doubts and fears.


1.  Jesus’ rebuke of the storm (v. 39)


Jesus does not deal with their thoughtless reaction during the storm, but first delivers them from the storm.  He awakens and speaks those words that are most familiar to us from this story, “Peace!  Be still!”  If by His sleep we see the humanity of Christ, in these words we see His deity.  He who created the waters and the deep, He who commands the winds to blow, from where, we know not how or when, stands and rebukes the wind and commands the sea, “Peace!  Be still!”  


What was the result?  “And the wind ceased, and there was a great calm.”  This is an astounding miracle.  The winds and the sea obey the words of their Master and Creator.  They can do nothing less!  Here, Jesus asserts His authority over nature, and there was a great calm.


This is our great Savior!  In the midst of our trials, we can rest assured that Jesus is in absolute control.  He is sovereign over all things, even in those things that from our perspective seem uncontrollable.  I remember hearing R. C. Sproul comment that there are no maverick molecules with God.  A molecule of water cannot rebel because it is under the constant oversight of our all-powerful God and Christ.  In this storm, every molecule of water and every gust of wind were right where God placed them.  They were under His sovereign direction.  And He is in control of everything that happens in our lives as well.  In a very real way, Christ is in the boat with us.


2.  Jesus’ rebuke of the disciples (vv. 38b, 40)


While we see that there was a great calm with the storm, such was not the case with the disciples.  Their lack of faith caused them to focus on the storm rather than on Jesus and His word.  Their focus on the wind and the waves led them to quickly forget what Jesus had said.  “Let us go across to the other side” (v. 35).  That is where they were going, not into the depths of the sea.  


Jesus, having calmed the storm, now deals with the disciples.  “He said to them, ‘Why are you so afraid?  Have you still no faith?’”  The other writers have Jesus calling their faith “little.”  It was not that they had no faith at all, but they lacked faith on this occasion.  After all that they had heard and seen, both the message of the kingdom and the miracles that verified the message, they still exhibited a timid faith that lacked understanding of and trust in the power of Jesus Christ.  


Persevering faith is important in the Christian’s life.  Faith casts out fear.  Faith casts all of its burdens upon Christ.  That is why we are to walk by faith, not by sight.  Faith casts out fear in the midst of a storm.  Sight of the immediate circumstances of a storm enhances fear.  Remember Peter walked on water, and then he sank.  He by faith got out of the boat and walked on the water towards Jesus.  But the moment he took his eyes off of Jesus and focused on the storm, his faith was distracted, and he sank.  What was Jesus response to Peter?  “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Matt. 14:31).

III.  A Great Fear (4:41)


Their fear is no longer the storm. Their fear is not now that they might perish.  Now their fear stemmed from an awareness of who was in the boat with them.  Mark notes, “They were filled with great fear.”  This is interesting because we would have expected great relief when the storm had subsided and they had survived.  Their fear of the storm had been conquered.  They had weathered the storm but they still had this great fear.  After witnessing the almighty power of Jesus, the disciples ask, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”


Why the great fear?  Here we would do well to remember that these men did not have the inspired, inerrant, infallible word of God that we have today.  They did not have Colossians 1:16-17 where we read that Jesus is the Creator, “For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities-- all things have been created through Him” (1:16a).  He is Sustainer, “He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together (1:17).  And He is the Goal of all of creation, “All things have been created through Him and for Him (1:16b).  Further, the death, burial, resurrection, and ascension of Christ had not yet taken place.  And they did not have the work of the early church fathers and the early church that grappled with the person of Christ in His deity and in His humanity.  Why did they fear?  Put yourself in their shoes!  They were simple men, ordinary men, who though they had seen Christ at work were still unable to understand totally who He was.  And yet, these men of “little faith,” who here demonstrate “great fear,” would be some of the very ones to give us the Scriptures from God, but they were not yet ready.  Their faith was too small.  But their faith would grow amazingly because of situations just like this one.  For now, they were unable to grasp the calm of the storm.  


But we must also ask not only why the great fear, but what type of fear did they have?  We have made the distinction of different types of fear in our study on Sunday nights on the doctrine of God.  When we are told to “fear God” in Scripture, we are not to be scared of God.  We are to honor Him, revere Him, stand in awe of Him.  The disciples feared during the storm.  They were scared.  But here, having witnessed the glory of Christ firsthand, they were amazed and awed by this man.  Perhaps in their hearts they thought, “It was one thing for Jesus to rule over the demons and sickness.   But even over nature?  Who is this man?”  This incident in their lives helped them to truly see Jesus as God, and “they were filled with great fear.”  They were awed by His glory!  We see the same response at the Transfiguration and at His resurrection.  When man gets a glimpse of the glory of God, he can respond in no other way than with awe and reverence.

Conclusion

1.  We should expect storms in the Christian life.

A Prayer Answered by Crosses? 

By John Newton 

I ask’d the Lord, that I might grow 
Yea more, with his own hand he seem’d

In faith, and love, and ev’ry grace, 
Intent to aggravate my woe

Might more of his salvation know, 
Cross’d all the fair designs I schem’d,

And seek more earnestly his face. 
Blasted my gourds, and laid me low.

’Twas he who taught me thus to pray, 
Lord, why is this, I trembling cry’d,

And he, I trust has answer’d pray’r; 
Wilt thou pursue thy worm to death?

But it has been in such a way, 
‘Tis in this way,’ the Lord reply’d,

As almost drove me to despair. 
‘I answer pray’r for grace and faith.

I hop’d that in some favour’d hour, 
These inward trials I employ,

At once he’d answer my request: 
From self and pride to set thee free;

And by his love’s constraining pow’r, 
And break thy schemes of earthly joy,

Subdue my sins, and give me rest. 
That thou mayst seek thy all in me.’

Instead of this he made me feel

The hidden evils of my heart; 

And let the angry pow’rs of hell

Assault my soul in ev’ry part.; 
2.  Confusing creaturely comforts with God’s blessing.

3.  What is the purpose of your storm?  Discipline for sin or test of faith?

4.  Fear and faith cannot coexist together in the same heart.  
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