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Last week we looked at the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000.  We saw the great compassion that our Lord had for the people and His omnipotence in multiplying five loaves and two fish to feed so great a number, leaving them fully satisfied—with leftovers!  One would think that all of those present that day would have recognized Jesus, not only in His humanity but in His deity as well.  However, as we will see this morning, they only saw and heard what they wanted to about Jesus.  They drew their own conclusions based on what they presumed Jesus to be.  Or, more to the point, what they wanted Jesus to be.  They failed to see the big picture of Jesus purpose in the miracle.


We often do the same when we come together and hear the Word of God proclaimed.  While we might be attentive to the teaching and preaching when we gather here with the body, the words we hear often do not go beyond these four walls.  Geoff Thomas was straightforward in exhorting his flock in this regard.  His words serve as a challenge to all of us in hearing and doing the Word of God.

Last Sunday I spoke to you from this chapter on the Son of God multiplying five loaves and two fishes and feeding at least five thousand men. How did that knowledge of that mighty work of Christ affect how you’ve lived during this past week? Were you a more contented Christian? Did you trust the Lord more? When difficulties came into your life did you go to God with deeper faith and greater confidence? Did it cause you to love the Lord Jesus more since you learned that he is so compassionate and powerful? Did it serve to make you cast your cares on him? If not, why not? God speaks to you by his word each Sunday morning, and what are you doing about it? Are you becoming better disciples of Christ by the truth? More holy, hating sin more, more prayerful, more patient and loving, more evangelistic? Are you growing Christians? If not why not? Is this some sort of traditional ritual we are going through on Sunday mornings without any divine life in it? We are not playing games with God in being here, are we? Man cannot live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. Are you living on the words you hear week by week?


This is our calling as believers, to live by the words we hear.  This is why we come together and hear the Word proclaimed.  But if the words you hear are like water off a duck’s back, you cannot expect to grow in your faith.  However, we are often like the disciples, who heard and saw Jesus do great things in their midst, but their hearts were hardened like stone (v. 52).  What we learn from this text is that Jesus often takes the initiative in our lives by placing us in times of trial and tribulation to grow our faith.  He puts us in a position where we have to hear Him, to see Him, to obey Him, to depend on Him, and ultimately trust in Him alone.


As we look at this text today, I ask that you be honest with yourself.  Are you seeking to live according to God’s Word in your life, allowing it to shape and mold you into conformity with Christ?  Or are you much like the disciples in this story, who witnessed these miraculous events and yet whose “heart was hardened”?
I.  The Occasion for the Storm (6:45-46, 52)


We might call these verses the uncalm before the storm.  We are familiar with the phrase “the calm before the storm,” but what we see in the verses that precede the storm, all was not calm with the disciples, or with the crowds, or with Jesus.  When we consider how the state of each of these prior to the storm we see the purpose of Jesus initiating the event that follows.

1.  Sanctification for the disciples (vv. 45, 52) 


The first thing we notice is that the Lord made His disciples get in a boat and go before Him to Bethsaida.  “Immediately Jesus made His disciples get into the boat and go ahead of Him to the other side to Bethsaida, while He Himself was sending the crowd away.”  Some versions say that Jesus literally “constrained” or “forced” His disciples into the boat.  The wording is such that we see the disciples’ unwillingness to go ahead of Jesus.  He had to make them get in the boat.  Perhaps the disciples recalled another time that Jesus demanded that they get into the boat at what was to them an inopportune time.  On that occasion a great storm had come and they were all frightened while Jesus, who was with them in the boat on that occasion, slept peacefully in the bow (4:35-41).  Now Jesus commands them to do a similar thing.  But this time He would not be with them in the boat.  They were “to go ahead of Him to the other side.”  


We sense the fear in the hearts of the disciples.  Their fear caused them to miss the urgency in Jesus’ command.  “Immediately” following the feeding of the 5,000 Jesus sternly tells them to leave.  They were accustomed to this sort of action when Jesus needed to flee from the Pharisees or some obstinate crowd.  But these people were satisfied.  This perhaps led them to question Jesus’ wisdom in commanding the journey.  Perhaps they even thought, “Jesus, didn’t you learn anything before?  This is not the proper time for us to go out on the lake.  The waves will swell before we make it to the other side.”  The disciples failed to recognize that maybe, just maybe, Jesus was again testing their trust in Him as the sovereign God and ruler of all things.  Why this test?  Because we read in v. 52, “Their heart was hardened.”  They of all people should have known that Jesus could and would protect them on their journey whether He was with them in the boat or not.  He is the omnipotent God who had demonstrated Himself to them over and over again.  All He had to do was speak and all of His creation would obey His commands!  But they feared.  Why the fear?  Because “their heart was hardened.”


Their reaction describes the hearts of all men who live by fear rather than by faith.  We too are prone to focus on past events in our lives, assuming that things will always turn out the same way given the same conditions.  We live in bondage to our fears rather than casting our burdens upon the One who promises to be there with us in the midst of turmoil.  The uncertainties of this life cause us to focus on the uncertain things of this earth rather than on the certain promises of our Savior and Lord.  So we cast our cares upon the circumstance rather than on Jesus.  In doing so we show our dependence is on the things of this world, on ourselves, rather than on God.


I am reminded of the testimony of the Groce family in Hoover over the past week.  This is the family who lost everything they owned in a house fire that was caused by some faulty work on a gas line in their home.  I was told that when Will came to school following the fire, he did not even have his textbooks because his backpack was lost in the fire.  They literally escaped with nothing but the clothes on their bodies.  And yet their testimony remains, “The things of this world can be replaced.  We thank God that He protected us.”  That is what it is to acknowledge God in all things, to cast your burdens upon Him.  Currently, they are not letting this horrible circumstance keep them in bondage.  They are trusting God.


2.  Protection from the crowds

Jesus not only told His disciples to get in the boat, but He sent the crowds away.  This would be the 5,000 plus that the disciples had just fed from the hand of Jesus.  There must have been great tension at the moment Jesus dismissed them.  They were eagerly looking to Jesus; they had taken a military posture.  John 6:14-15 reveals the source of their eagerness, “Therefore when the people saw the sign which He had performed, they said, ‘This is truly the Prophet who is to come into the world.’”  And Jesus perceived “that they were intending to come and take Him by force to make Him king.”  These had a revolution in mind.  They wanted to take Jesus by force and make Him king of Israel.  They perceived Him to be the Messiah, not the Deliverer from their sins, but the political messiah that would deliver them from the rule and oppression of Rome.  Geoff Thomas remarks, “We are looking at the beginnings of another messianic uprising.  For nine months these people had had powerful preaching and miracles throughout their entire region and they were stirred as never before.  ‘This must be the Messiah,’ they were saying, ‘the promised prophet.’  Let Jesus of Nazareth give them a word and 5,000 swords would flash under the Galilean sun.”
  That is why Jesus “immediately made His disciples get into the boat.”  He was protecting them from the mob.  These people wanted to revolt against Rome with Jesus leading the charge.  Jesus did not want His disciples to be influenced by these revolutionaries.  


Again, it is often difficult for us to understand why Jesus puts us in certain situations when and where He does.  We are often unable to see the big picture.  But Jesus sometimes puts us in a storm for our own protection.  We should have the attitude in Christ that when life brings us a bunch of lemons, make lemonade.  We should seek to understand what Jesus is doing, what He is trying to teach us in the midst of adversity.  Remember, the adversity had not hit the disciples yet.  The storm had not yet thundered in upon them.  But when we seek to trust God in all things, even when He tells us to get into the boat of uncertainty, then when the storm hits, we are able to faithfully and joyfully persevere to the end.  What was James’ exhortation?

James 1:2-6 – 2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. 4 And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 5 But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him. 6 But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind.

3.  Solitude for our Lord (v. 46)


“After bidding them farewell, He left for the mountain to pray.”  Mark records these private sessions of prayer in the life of Christ on just three occasions: at the commencement of His public ministry (1:35), here in this text, and again in the Garden of Gethsemane (14:35).  Each time it was night and the location was away from everyone in a solitary place.  Each time Jesus was facing an important decision.  While Jesus was always at prayer, He needed these times of special communion with the Father to gain insight into His work.  We are not told what Jesus prayed on this occasion but it surely involved seeking strategy for His ministry.  Perhaps He needed to know if this was the time.  Jesus might have also needed to be comforted because He was distraught over the actions of the crowd who had totally missed His person and work.  In his commentary on the gospel of Mark, John Broadus noted, “He must have been deeply pained to find that the people could not be lifted up to spiritual views of the Messianic reign, and that with all this enthusiasm to attend his ministry they were mere presumptuous fanatics.”
  Jesus was at a crossroads.  The people did not understand Him and His disciples had at best a weak faith.   So Jesus goes up on the mountain to pray, to seek solitude and communion with the Father. 


We often fail to see the purpose of a trial from our perspective.  But more to the point, we fail to see the purpose of the trial from God’s perspective.  Everything that happens to us in this life is for our own good and ultimately for the glory of the Lord.  Jesus sent the disciples and the crowds away because He needed time to be alone with the Father.  On the surface, this might seem rather selfish of Jesus, sending the disciples into harms way for His own benefit.  But here we must remember two things.  First, as we have already seen, His sending them away was for their benefit.  It was to grow their faith in Him to sanctify them, and further to protect them from the influence of the crowd.  Secondly, Jesus was in total control.  He knew exactly what was going to happen on the lake that day.  

II.  The Responses in the Storm (6:47-51)


Then the storm hits.  As we noted in the previous storm in chapter 4, this would have been a storm that was practically impossible for even an experienced fishermen to navigate.  There were mountains on both sides of the lake and there was a fierce northern wind that would swirl down into the lake, which sat in a basin.  Mark emphasizes, “When it was evening, the boat was in the middle of the sea.”  This is a geographical clue that shows that the disciples had been blown completely off course.  They began on the northeast side of the lake heading for a point northwesterly side.  Either they were not very good navigators or they were in a mess.  “The wind was against them” and the disciples are doing all that they could to keep the water out of the boat, “straining at the oars,” fighting the billowing waves.  They were literally being tortured physically and mentally.  Edmund Hiebert remarks, “Efforts almost beyond their strength were demanded to keep the boat facing the wind and waves.”
  But that is the point!  They needed supernatural strength that only Jesus could provide.  To heighten the drama, Mark reminds us that Jesus “was alone on the land.”  

 


1.  The response of Jesus


First, Jesus saw them (v. 48a).  This is a supernatural act in and of itself.  I recall one day at Sardis Lake in Mississippi with our family.  We arrived at the lake to meet my mother and stepfather who were out on the lake fishing.  We timed our arrival in hopes of catching them just as they were coming in.  We sat on a swing overlooking the lake and gazed as far as we could looking for their boat.  I quickly realized the impossibility of recognizing them past a certain point, and that point was not very far onto the lake.  Even if they had been the only ones on the lake it would have been difficult to clearly identify an object beyond a certain point.  


Now consider our text.  It was well into the night.  Even if there was a full moon to brighten the lake it would be impossible for a mere man to clearly identify an object in the middle of the lake.  Couple that with the storm and the gale force winds.  But Jesus saw them.  This truly was a supernatural gaze, a gaze that saw and understood the predicament of the disciples.  The disciples were in a helpless mess but they were never outside of His gaze and understanding.


Having seen them, Mark notes next, “about the fourth watch of the night He came to them” (v. 48b).  The language here seems to indicate that Jesus might not have come to them immediately upon seeing them.  Geoff Thomas remarks that Jesus left them to struggle for some time.  The fourth watch would have been between 3:00 am and 6:00 am according to the Roman clock.  The disciples had been battling the storm for hours.  Jesus sees them, and He comes to them.


Of course, it is how He came to them that is the point that we most remember about this story.  It was a supernatural act as well.  Jesus did not commandeer a boat.  He came to them “walking on the sea.”  Liberal scholarship writes this off as Jesus wading “through” or “by” the waters to get to them.  To that I simply ask, “Why then the struggles of the disciples?  If they were in waist-deep water, then why the panic?”  And it is here that Matthew interjects the narrative of Peter walking on the water.  There, in Matthew 14:30, we read that Peter, “beginning to sink,” cries out, “Lord, save me!”  If the water was only waist deep, then why Peter’s concern?   I think you see the absurdity.  Jesus actually, physically and supernaturally, walked on the water to them.  This was a purposeful action on the part of Jesus.  Remember, His purpose in all of this is that the disciples might understand Him more.  Job 9:8 and 38:16 picture God as one who walks on water.  So Jesus here offers them another glimpse of His divinity as He approaches them walking on water.  This was no mere prophet coming to them on the water as the crowds had seen Him.  This was God of very God!


But notice we are told, “He intended to pass by them.”  This might seem a bit perplexing to us.  We might think that Jesus intended to simply keep right on going across the lake.  But this phrase is again charged with Old Testament meaning.  It refers to those times where God showed Himself in a special way to His people.  It carries the idea of “passing beside them” or “before them,” literally coming up close to them and revealing Himself.  That is what Jesus did on this occasion.  He intended to come along beside them in hopes that they would recognize Him and call out to Him.  


But the disciples fail to recognize Him.  So Jesus spoke, “Take courage; it is I, do not be afraid” (v. 50).  What words of encouragement!  What wonderful words of assurance!  “Take courage, do not be afraid” Jesus says.  Why?  Because, “The great I am” is here!  “It is I” reflects the name of God in Christ.  Sinclair Ferguson comments,

Jesus had identified himself with words which must have sounded like an echo in the ears of the disciples: ‘It is I,’ or ‘I am he,’ ‘Do not fear’. Where had they heard those words before? Later they would remember that this was the way the Lord characteristically introduced himself to his needy people in the Old Testament. He was ‘I Am,” the Lord who banished his people’s fears.


That is why they should “Take courage.”  God was there with them in the storm.


Then we should cherish verse 51, “Then He got into the boat with them, and the wind stopped.”  He saw, He came, He spoke, and now He offers the greatest comfort and assurance He could have given.  He gets into the boat with them.  It is a picture of the shepherd protecting His sheep.  He will guide them safely home.  And the winds stop.  What a beautiful picture we have of the great assurance we have that God is with us!


2.  The response of the disciples 


First, notice what they saw.  “But when they saw Him walking on the sea, they supposed that it was a ghost” (v. 49).  Why did the disciples perceive the figure to be a phantom?  Again, because “their heart was hardened.”  Jesus Himself had sent them out in the boat.  And when the storm hits, they immediately try to fight the storm in their own power.  Because of their hardened hearts they forgot to even think about Jesus.


The same thing happens in our lives when we hear the Word of God and fail to live as if it truly is sufficient.  Our hearts become hardened towards the things of God and when we face turmoil we often forget to cry out to God first.  The disciples had seen Jesus perform miracle after miracle, even experiencing miracles themselves.  They had heard Jesus proclaim the truth day after day.  And yet, they had become callous to the person and work of Jesus.  So on this occasion, when they should have plainly recognized that it was God walking on the water, that the great “I am” was in their midst, they only saw Him partially.  They did not see Jesus as He really is.  He was merely a figment of their imagination, a ghost, a phantom.


Second notice how they reacted.  They “cried out; for they all saw Him and were terrified.”  They reacted in fear because they did not see Jesus as He really was.  


Then we note that they were “astonished.”  This is somewhat difficult to reconcile with the accounts of John and Matthew.  John says that “they were willing to receive Him into the boat” (Jn. 6:21).  Matthew says that they “worshipped Him, saying, ‘You are certainly God’s Son!” (Mt. 14:33).  How are we take these statements with Mark’s account?  I believe that the astonishment was not so much with the miracle itself but with themselves.  They were astonished “for they had not gained any insight from the incident of the loaves.”  They were amazed with themselves, that they had just seen the miracle of the loaves and yet failed to comprehend it.  Suddenly their minds and hearts are flooded with the truth and they invite Jesus into the boat with them, they worshipped Him.


We need to grasp this in our lives.  We often think of those with hardened hearts as being unbelievers.  And that is certainly true.  But here we see that it was the disciples hearts, followers of Christ, whose hearts were hardened.  Why?  Because they had seen and heard and not heeded.  The same happens in the life of a believer when they hear the Word and do not heed it.  Their hearts become cold to the things of God.  And the more they hear and do not heed, the harder their heart becomes.  

Conclusion

1.  Are you living according to the Word of God, according to what you hear and what you know?  You will never count it joy in the midst of the storm if you are not hungering and thirsting for the Word of God, allowing it to shape and mold you.  Are you longing for the pure milk of the Word?

2.  Are you really willing to go where and do what God has told you?  Are you willing to get into the boat of inconvenience?  Are you willing to be uncomfortable for the gospel?  God might be calling you to a position of leadership in the church.  Are you willing to be inconvenienced?  He might be calling you to lead a bible study at work.  Are you willing to get in the boat?  Remember Jonah!  God will get your attention.

3.  Remember Jesus response in the midst of the storm.  He saw – He sees your struggles.  He knows your storms.  He knows your battle at work.  He sees you difficulty in a relationship.  Nothing escapes the almighty gaze of Jesus.  He came.  He spoke.  He comforted.  Dear friend, cast your burden upon Him!  He is sufficient to bear the load.  
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