Believing Is Seeing #16

“Safe in the Storm”

John 6:16-21

As a child I was never fond of storms.  I didn’t like the thunder (I didn’t realize at the time that the real danger was the lightning, not the thunder), nor did I like the strong winds that blew.  One of my early memories took place at my grandparents house in West Virginia.  A storm had blown up, and I crawled behind the couch to get away from the howling wind and crashing thunder.  Eventually I fell asleep, and long after the storm had passed I was still lying behind that couch!

You would think that, having lived the vast majority of my life in the Midwest, I would have gotten used to violent storms by now, but I haven’t.  I still don’t like powerful winds that can uproot trees and damage property.  To me there’s something unsettling about it all.

Such storms, though, are very illustrative of our experience in life.  Every one of us goes through “storms” of disappointment, frustration, uncertainty, pressure, and conflict.  Often we respond in fear—particularly when we are uncertain of the outcome.  We feel threatened, and most of us don’t respond well to threats (either real or perceived).  Yet sometimes we are safe in the storm when we realize that our Lord is near.

The Disciple’s Dilemma

As we pick up the account in the sixth chapter of John, we need to remind ourselves of what has happened before.  At the beginning of this chapter, Jesus had suggested to His disciples that they should take some time off and rest.  Of course, this plan never materialized, as the crowds found them and followed them.  The first fifteen verses of this chapter chronicle the feeding of the multitudes with a boy’s small lunch.

So as we read our text for this morning, remember that the disciples are still in need of rest!  They have been exhausted by their ministry; their energy is sapped.  John records in verses 16-17,  

When evening came, his disciples went down to the lake, where they got into a boat and set off across the lake for Capernaum. By now it was dark, and Jesus had not yet joined them. 

Bruce Milne writes in his commentary, “There is a mood of discouragement underlined by John’s observation that it was dark (17).”  He goes on to explain,  

Here is discipleship without the discerned presence of the Lord, and, recalling the traditional image of the church as a boat, it is not difficult to make application…. Here is a small handful of people, seemingly remote from the land where most people live their lives, apparently irrelevant to the great issues confronting the world. It is tossed by the winds of secularism without and controversy and uncertainty within, out of touch with its point of departure, unsure of its whereabouts, and with no clear destination ahead. All the while its members, like the disciples in the story, strain at the oars of good works and ministry, making no apparent headway in the process. Crucially, they have no manifest conviction that Jesus, the Head and Lord of the church, is anywhere in sight. ‘It is dark.’

Not only is it dark, but verse 18 informs us, “A strong wind was blowing and the waters grew rough.”  A storm was brewing.  This was not uncommon on the Sea of Galilee, which lies about six hundred feet below sea level. Cool air from the southeastern tablelands can rush in to displace the warm moist air over the lake, churning up the water in a violent squall.


This was nothing new to the disciples, at least half of whom made their living as fishermen on this very body of water before they followed Jesus.  They knew what to do, and the next verse tells us that they had rowed three or three and a half miles.  But remember the context: they were already exhausted and in need of rest!  This storm was exacting a physical, mental, and psychological toll on them.  This can be seen in the terror they experienced in verse 19.


We might be surprised to find the disciples so susceptible to fear and depression at this time.  After all, hadn’t they just returned from a highly successful ministry?  Hadn’t they just witnessed a major miracle from the hand of their Lord?  Yes, but these things actually led them toward the dilemma of depression and fear.  As D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones writes in his classic book, Spiritual Depression,
Another frequent cause of spiritual depression is what we may describe as a reaction—a reaction after a great blessing, a reaction after some unusual and exceptional experience. I hope to call attention sometime to the case of Elijah under the juniper tree. There is no doubt in my mind that his main trouble was that he was suffering from a reaction, a reaction after what had happened on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 19). Abraham had the same experience (Genesis 15). For that reason when people come to me and describe some remarkable experience which they have had, while I rejoice with them and thank God, I always watch them carefully afterwards and am always on the look out and apprehensive on their behalf lest a reaction set in.


What he calls a “reaction” I would call a “letdown.”  When we are busily engaged—physically, mentally, emotionally, or all of the above—our bodies run on adrenaline to get us through.  Our senses are heightened, we have a lot of energy, and (if it is a good experience) we feed off of the positive feelings and feedback.  But when the event passes and our bodies return to normal levels of energy and activity, we can experience a letdown.


When that happens, the devil is quick to move in.  Lloyd-Jones continues, 

Then, we come to the next cause. In a sense, and in the last analysis, that is the one and only cause of spiritual depression—it is the devil, the adversary of our souls. He can use our temperaments and our physical condition. He so deals with us that we allow our temperament to control and govern us, instead of keeping temperament where it should be kept. There is no end to the ways in which the devil produces spiritual depression.


More often than not, Satan will turn our fatigue into fear and frustration.  Even the most familiar challenges will seem greater—even insurmountable—when our perspective is clouded by physical, mental, or emotional exhaustion.

The Dramatic Display


In this setting we see the dramatic display by the Lord:

When they had rowed three or three and a half miles, they saw Jesus approaching the boat, walking on the water; and they were terrified. But he said to them, “It is I; don’t be afraid.”  Then they were willing to take him into the boat, and immediately the boat reached the shore where they were heading.

This incident is recounted also in Matthew 14:22-33 and Mark 6:45-52. In both cases the account is somewhat fuller than here (some think these are two different miracles, but the evidence does not indicate this).
  Jesus performs no less than three miracles on this occasion.

First we see the miracle of power.  He walked on the water.  While the disciples struggled to maintain control of their boat in the wind and the waves, Jesus simply strolled on top of the water’s surface.  This is a vivid exhibition that He is indeed Lord of nature.

Second we see the miracle of peace.  While John does not spell this out, the other two accounts of this incident record that Jesus calmed the storm, and the disciples were amazed that even the wind and the waves obeyed His voice!  But Jesus did more than quiet the howling storm—as impressive as that is.  Jesus calms their fears by identifying himself: It is I. The Greek behind this expression is egō eimi (literally, ‘I am’).
  This was, of course, the Hebrew name of God we know of as YHWH.  Several times John records Jesus using this phrase to introduce some truth about Himself (“I am the good shepherd”; “I am the vine”; etc.)  It is no less than a claim of deity.  Jesus announces that He is God in human form.

Thirdly we see the miracle of presence – He brought them where they were going immediately.  John may wish us to think of another miracle, as brought out in Moffatt’s version: “so they agreed to take him on board, and the boat instantly reached the land they were making for.”

John may also have been thinking about the words of Psalm 107:23-30, particularly relevant to one who spent so much time in the water:

Others went out on the sea in ships; they were merchants on the mighty waters.  They saw the works of the Lord, his wonderful deeds in the deep.  For he spoke and stirred up a tempest that lifted high the waves.  They mounted up to the heavens and went down to the depths; in their peril their courage melted away.  They reeled and staggered like drunken men; they were at their wits' end.  Then they cried out to the Lord in their trouble, and he brought them out of their distress.  He stilled the storm to a whisper; the waves of the sea were hushed.  They were glad when it grew calm, and he guided them to their desired haven. 
This wording in John’s account indicates that another miracle occurred besides walking on the water, namely that the boat miraculously and instantly arrived at its precise destination as soon as Jesus stepped into the boat.
  There was no more battle against the elements; the storm was over and the disciples reached their destination.

The Divine Demonstration


What does this miracle tell us about Jesus?  First of all, Christ demonstrated His power over gravity (walking on the water), over nature (stilling the winds), and over space (bringing the ship to land).
  This was yet another indication that Jesus was indeed divine.  The disciples recognized this, as recorded in Matthew 14:33, “Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God.’”  

But I think there is more revealed that just the divine power of Jesus.  We also see something of the compassion Jesus has on His followers.  As Milne writes, “They have never been out of his sight, even if he may have been out of theirs (Mark 6:48). His commitment is unconditional; the church, whatever its limitations, will never be abandoned.”


This account takes place in a literal storm.  But the lessons learned here can apply to any “stormy” situation of our lives.  Jesus assured His followers in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” 


The Christian life is not without storms.  There are times when we experience stormy times because of our disobedience to God (think about Jonah), but there are other times (like this one here) when we wind up in a tempest because we have obeyed the voice of the Lord!  Just because the circumstances around us might seem unfavorable does not mean that God has abandoned us.


Nor can we always expect a miraculous delivery out of the storm.  I was reminded this past week of a song recorded by Scott Krippayne entitled, “Sometimes He Calms The Storm.”  The chorus goes like this:

Sometimes He calms the storm with a whisper, “Peace, be still,”

He could settle any sea—but it doesn’t mean He will.

Sometimes He holds us close and lets the winds and waves blow wild;

Sometimes He calms the storm and other times He calms His child.

Either way—whether God takes us out or through—we are safe in the storm.  We are not abandoned, we are not hopeless.  God seeks to strengthen our faith in Him, our resolve against unfavorable circumstances, and our witness to the world by allowing us to encounter the storms of life.  As A. W. Tozer writes,

In the midst of all the turmoil on earth, there is One walking through the storm. His name is Jesus. He is Christ the Lord. We ought never be frightened—even for a moment—because Jesus is the sovereign Lord.


Perhaps you find yourself in a storm this morning.  Maybe it has to do with your health, or the health of someone close to you.  Perhaps it is financial, and you don’t know when it will end or how you will survive.  It may be your home life, your job, or someone you counted as a close friend who has let you down.  Be assured that the Lord is in control, the Lord cares, and the Lord will ultimately deliver you.
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