Lessons from the Sea
Gages Lake Bible Church 

Divine Intervention Series

John 6:16-21

Intro 1: 
A little over a week ago, I was flying back from Dallas. Dallas is the area my wife is from and also the area where my good friend, Ben Kottwitz and his wife Ashli and their two young children live. 

Most of you know and have been praying for Ben’s situation. Ben is a young man in his thirties. He’s a believer. He’s a good father and a good husband. In a world of bad guys and bad men, Ben is a good one, I dare say, a great one. 

A few years ago, Ben and Ashli, who had been disconnected from the church, decided to go back to church and raise their family in the Lord. They got really involved, started really learning about God and about theology. They began to order their lives around the Word of God. 

And God was beginning to do some incredible things thru them. But suddenly, about a year ago, Ben noticed a few lumps on the back of his head. They got them checked out at the doctor. Ben was a healthy guy, rarely saw the doctor. He played hockey, played golf, hunted, fished, camped out, RV’d. 

It turns out those lumps were the beginning stages of Hodgkin’s Lymphoma. Well, over the past year, Ben and Ashli have been thru a storm they never anticipated. 

Ben has been thru countless treatments and stem cell therapies. They’ve had victories where they thought the cancer was gone. Only to find out a few weeks later it came roaring back. 

He has had surgery on his brain. He has a port in his head and in his chest for treatments. He’s lost weight, changed his diet, and missed much work. He’s endured the terrible experiences of chemotherapy and radiation and stem cell treatments. 

Now Ben sits at the edge of death. His last stem cell treatment was the last resort for him. The treatment came from a person overseas. 

Here sits Ashli, his wife. She grew up without a father figure in her life. She’s never known security and love and stability—until God brought Ben into her life. Now he’s taking her away. 

As I sat in that plane, the enormity of their trial hit me. That could be me instead of Ben. I cried out to God and pled with God. Why would He do this to Ashli? Why leave them without a father and a husband? 

Intro 2: I shared the story of Ben and Ashli, because it hits home so deeply with Angela and I. And because I feel strongly that God brought us and brought me to John chapter 6 and this incredible story. 

Perhaps this is a story we all know too well. Jesus walking on the water. Even those who have never cracked a Bible know Jesus walked on the water. It is joked about politicians and presidents, “Well, they think he walks on water.” Because we know only one person can walk on water. 
But I want each of you to transport yourselves back in time. I want you to put yourself in the dirty sandals of the disciples for a moment. 

The Setting

If you want to get the full picture of this dramatic narrative, you really have to read Mark’s account in Mark 6 and Mathew’s account in Matthew 14. Together with John they form a wonderful eyewitness account of a dramatic miracle on the high seas. 
Let’s remember that Jesus had just finished feeding the 5,000 or rather, the 30,000 or more multitude on the hillside. From this we know Jesus was working on the faith of the disciples. The message to them was this: bring to me what little gifts and talents you have and see what I will do thru you to change the lives of people. The disciples wouldn’t realize this and understand this until after Jesus rose again and after the Holy Spirit visited them on Pentecost. 
We know from all the gospel accounts that Jesus was at the height of his popularity here. In fact, the men wanted to take him by force and make him king. But, as Jesus had said before, “My Kingdom is not of this world.” Jesus came for one mission—to save mankind from their sins. To be a Savior. One day Jesus will come again to be king, but this was not the time. 

Mark and Matthew both said strongly that Jesus commanded the disciples to get back into the boat and head across Galilee toward Capernaum. Then he also dismissed the crowds and then went into a mountain to pray. 

Let’s stop and chew on this a bit here. Imagine the disciple’s feelings. Here their Messiah was being accepted by the crowds. They wanted to make Him king. Surely this was God’s plan. And by extension-Peter would prime minister, Judas the treasurer, etc. This was their moment to shine. 
But Jesus sends them away. Jesus deliberately stops this movement. Why? It was going so well. 

Jesus wasn’t here just to satisfy man’s physical needs of bread. 

Jesus wasn’t here just to satisfy man’s desire for peace and freedom from Rome. 

Jesus had a much more important mission: to save that which was lost. 

There are a few things we need to understand about the setting and the place and what is happening if we want to get the full impact of this narrative upon our lives. 

I believe Jesus as God deliberately provoked this trial to build their faith. His purpose then and his purpose now was to increase their faith in Him. To trust Him completely in all areas of life. By the way, that’s God desire for us today as believers. Hebrews tells us that “without faith it’s impossible to please God.” So therefore, the very thing that pleases and brings glory to the Father is our faith. And what is faith? Believing God when circumstances and logic and life doesn’t add up. 
The Jesus that went up to the mountain was the Jesus that is the Creator. So there is no disconnect between his praying and the storm that ensued. It’s not like Jesus was up there praying and then realized, “What was I thinking? I shouldn’t have sent these guys out in that storm. My bad.” 
We also need to realize that the disciples were committed and obeyed Him. This week I read and listened to countless sermons on this passage. I read probably 10-12 commentaries. Almost every single one chastises the disciples for their lack of faith. But I don’t get this. The disciples did follow Jesus. They were committed. They didn’t stay back and try to stoke the flames of revolution that would have made Jesus King. They got into that boat and went as He said. 

We also need to realize that these were experienced, hardened sailors. I don’t know how many of you have sailed or traveled on the open water. As a kid I spent every summer in northern Minnesota as a dockboy. I drove boats, I cleaned boats. I fished, I did a lot of stuff. I loved the water. I’ve also spent time on the ocean in California and in Florida. I’m not an experienced sailor by any means, but I love the water. 
These guys had made a living in a ship. They knew the water. They knew its unique currents. They understood the tides and the patterns of the Sea of Galilee. Some info on the Sea of Galilee. It is really a lake. Lake Genesseret. But because it has high mountains around it, because it is well below sea level. Because it is very shallow, it behaves like a Sea. 

This lake gets rough. It can be scary with high waves and it can flip ships in a hurry. But the disciples had seen all that before. They were no stranger to this. 
What I’m trying to say is this. We read this and say, “Gosh, they shouldn’t have been so scared. Didn’t they trust the Lord?” Yeah, let’s put you out in a storm on the ocean. Let’s sea how you react. Especially a storm that scares even sea-hardened sailors. 

I have a friend named Kyle. And Kyle is a real daredevil, much more than me. And so I have a rule of thumb when it comes to dangerous things. This is the guy who told me to learn rollerblading by rolling down the biggest hill I could find. 

My Kyle rule is this. If Kyle is scared, we’re in trouble. And I venture to say that in this storm, Kyle would have been scared. 

The Five Lessons of the Sea

So Jesus sends them away. They get into the boat and they head across the Sea of Galilee toward Capernaum. I’m not sure how they planned to meet Jesus over there. Maybe they thought he would take a boat. Maybe they just trusted that being God, He could find a way. I don’t think they thought of Him walking on the water. And you wouldn’t have thought of it either. 
So they begin to sail across the sea and they encounter a storm like they’ve never encountered before. And they are fearful. They are afraid. They are worried. 

But why did Jesus allow this to happen or cause this to happen? Well, I think he had five lessons in mind for these disciples and for you and me. I call them the five lesson of the sea. 

1) First Lesson – Before God can work thru you, He must work on you.  
Here they were, fresh off of a wonderful miracle. Jesus had taken a small boy’s lunch and fed probably 30,000 people. Today we would say he took a Happy Meal and fed all of Gurnee. 

It was a dramatic metaphor – a picture – of what God wanted to do thru them. He would take what little they had to offer, multiply it, and thru them offer the Bread of Life to the World. The idea of this ragtag group turning the world upside down with a new movement is more laughable than feeding a stadium of people with a sack lunch. 

But now Jesus says to them. Don’t build a kingdom. Don’t try to make me king. No, get in a boat and go across the sea. And on that boat you’re going to encounter a rough, rough storm. 

I love what Matthew says about this. The King James version says that the wind was “contrary” to them. Jesus Christ, the king of Universe, send a wind that kept them from where they felt Jesus wanted them to go. 

Do you ever feel like that? Do you ever feel the contrary winds? 

The wind of culture that fights your attempts to raise a godly family? 

The wind of church politics that fights your attempt to reach the community? 

The wind of your boss who seems to nitpick at everything you do? 

Did you know that sometimes God sends those things to bolster your faith? It was A.W. Tozer who said, “Before God can use us, God has to break us.” 
It was Jesus himself, later in speaking to the disciples, who said that he would “prune them” like a gardener prunes His vines. Why? So they would bear more fruit. 
It was James who wrote in his letter to the church and said not to be surprised by fiery trials. It is those trials, Peter said, that work in us the fruits of the Spirit. 

It is a myth, a false teaching,  that says “come to Christ and life will be one unending series of happy moments.” All beaches and sunsets and rainbows and now clouds and no storms and no tempests. 
Which leads me to our next lesson of the sea. 

Lesson 2 – God wants to work on you, so He can have all of you. 
Let’s review here. These were battle-hardened sailors. If there was one area of life they knew it was the sea. It was their bread-and-butter. And yet don’t you find the least bit ironic that every time they stepped into a boat after following Jesus, they encountered difficulty? Its true, read the Gospel accounts. 

Veterans of the sea encountered storms they couldn’t handle. 

Commercial fishermen suddenly couldn’t catch fish. 

Do you think there is a lesson here? I do. It’s a powerful one. God says that even in your area of strength, where you think you’ve got life mastered, you need God. 

Jesus would say to them later, “Without me, you can do nothing.” You’re helpless and you’re hopeless. 
There were a lot of contexts in which Peter and Andrew and John would be afraid. But the sea wasn’t one of them. They were masters of that domain. Except they weren’t. And Jesus was showing them this truth. He is the Master of every domain. 

He is the creator. He can cause wind currents and he can stop them. 

What about your world? Is there a place that you have so mastered that you’ve not let Jesus in? Be careful, because He may just demonstrate how powerful you are without him. 

The other gospels say that Jesus stood on the shore and watched them struggle. He watched them row and row and try and try hard and fail. 
Why didn’t they pray? Why didn’t they cry out to Him? Why didn’t they give up and say, Lord, we can’t do it in our own strength? 

The same reasons that we don’t. We have pride. We say to ourselves. I know how to get thru this. I’ve done this before. This is what I’m good at. 

I’ve raised kids before—so I can raise this troubled child. 

I’ve have marriage difficulties, so I don’t need God’s help, I don’t need any of that counseling mumbo-jumbo. 

I’ve been jobless before. I don’t need anyone praying for me. I know how to get thru this. 

So you row and you row and you row thru your storm and Jesus stands on the shore saying, “Hey, I want to help you, but you don’t ask.” 

Did you know that Jesus won’t force Himself on you? Did you know that the Holy Spirit is like a dove, not like an elephant? 

My daughter Grace is famously self-reliant. Often she’ll find herself struggling with something. Maybe she’s trying to put a toy together. Maybe she’s trying to pen a package. So I will offer to help her. And she says, “No Daddy, I can do it myself.” 

So what I do is I just say, “Okay, Grace, that’s fine. Do it yourself.” And I wait, probably five minutes until she is totally frustrated and then she says in desperation, “Daddy, can you help me?” Did you know those are the sweetest words a Father wants to hear? 

Did you know that those are the sweetest words your Heavenly Father wants to hear? John’s account here in chapter 6 makes a point of saying that Jesus entered in only after they asked him to. Many people chide Peter for getting out of the boat. But Peter had it right. He was the most desperate and therefore go to Jesus faster. You can’t run to Jesus faster with your problems, thru your storms. 
Lesson 3 – The God of the Mountain is the God of the Valley 

Lynda Randle sings a song with that title. The God of the Mountain is the God of the Valley. Let me read a few words from it: 

Life is easy when your up on the mountain
And you’ve got peace of mind like you’ve never known
But then things change and you’re down in the valley
Don’t lose faith for you’re never alone

For the God of the mountain is still God in the valley
When things go wrong, He’ll make them right
And the God of the good time is still God in the bad times
The God of the day is still God in the night

You talk of faith when you’re up on the mountain
But the talk comes easy when life’s at it’s best
But it is down in the valley of trials and temptation
That’s when faith is really put to the test

The disciples faith was really being put to the test. But Jesus wanted them to see that the God who had performed those miracles of healing and providing bread, was also the God of the storm. 
Here they were, out in the eerie, pitch-black darkness of the sea. Jesus was nowhere to be found. And yet, here He appears on the sea. 

Now it is interesting how Mark’s gospel writes it. Let me quote from the English Standard Version: 

48 And he saw that they were making headway painfully, for the wind was against them. And about the fourth watch of the night he came to them, walking on the sea. He meant to pass by them, 49 but when they saw him walking on the sea they thought it was a ghost, and cried out, 50 for they all saw him and were terrified. But immediately he spoke to them and said, “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” Mark 6:48-50 (ESV) 
Notice Mark says, “Jesus intended to pass by.” But Matthew wrote in his Gospel that Jesus came straight toward them. John indicates that Jesus came right to the boat in the midst of their struggle. 

Most of us read this and think, How could Jesus just pass by when they are so needy? But in truth, what Mark is saying is this. In Old Testament language, they used a particular phrase to describe a visit by God. They would say, “God will pass by.” When he visited Moses on Mt. Sinai, the Scriptures say that God “passed by.” It is a theophany, a visit by God. 

I’m also intrigued by their response. The gospels say that they saw Jesus and were still fearful. Why? 

First of all, it was the fourth watch, around 3 am and they were tired. Here comes this man walking on the sea, against the currents, against the wind. That’s enough to produce a little shock and awe. 

Secondly, they said, “is that a spirit?” Why would they say that if they knew it was Jesus? I have a theory that is all my own. I take Mark’s rich description of passing by combined with the disciples fear after seeing Jesus and I wonder if Jesus didn’t unveil some of his glory out there on the sea. 

Could it be that Jesus Christ was making a powerful and divine statement about Himself out there? He was saying, you wanted me to be King of Israel, but I really am so much more than that. I’m the Creator God. Jehovah. Yawheh. I own the seas. I control the climate. 
What a powerful statement. The late Dr. Henry Morris says this about this miracle, “In this instance, Christ evidently created an anti-gravitational force of some kind, enabling Him to set aside the most basic of all scientific laws. The law of conservation of energy stipulates that energy (the capacity to accomplish work, moving forces through distances) be neither created nor annihilated. Jesus, as the Creator, alone can supersede or extend this law.” 

Jesus Christ is Lord over everything. Lord over Creation. Lord over the sea. Lord over your situation and mine. 

He is Lord over your cancer.

He is Lord over your job situation.

He is Lord over your rebellious children.

He is Lord over your unbelieving spouse

Lesson 4 – God wants to replace your fear with faith
The six most important words in the world are the words Jesus spoke in John 6. It is I, Be Not Afraid.  
This was more than just a statement clarifying who Jesus was. No, it was a bold statement of His deity. It is the same language he used in the garden, that caused the arresting soldiers to fall back in fright. It is the same language God told Moses to use when approaching Pharaoh. I Am. 

Fear dissipates when you see Jesus in your situation. I remember back when Angela and I were going thru some very dark periods in our lives. It seemed that God was distant. It seemed that God wasn’t very near. 

But when we began to see Jesus in our situation, our fear dissipated. When we got to the end of our rope, God made himself know in a powerful way. 

I know some of you are in those choppy waters right now. I’ve talked to you. 

Some of you are trying to row thru a storm of marriage.

Some are trying to row thru a storm of cancer or other health issues.

Some of you are experiencing pain in your most important relationships, maybe your children are disappointing you. 

Some of you young people feel like nobody cares for you. Nobody loves you. Nobody wants to see you make it. 
It is in the midst of that struggle, that Jesus whispers to you and says, “It is I, Be Not Afraid.” 
I’ll be that years later, when Peter was locked in jail for his faith, he had courage, because he remembered that near-death experience on the sea and how God preserved them and got them thru it. 

When John was exiled to a desert island of Patmos, he undoubtedly recalled this time on the sea. 
Lesson 5 – The God Who got you in the storm is the God who will get you thru the storm.  

John closes his section by saying that as soon as Jesus got into the boat, they immediately got to the shore. The other gospels elaborate a bit and say that Jesus calmed the sea and they arrived safely. But what John is saying is this: as soon as Jesus got in our boat, it seems like we got right to the shore. 

In other words, that storm that nearly killed us was nothing to Jesus. We got right home. Those are the words of faith and not fear. 
I find myself doing that often when describing trials we’ve been thru. We look back and kind of summarize it and say, “yeah, and then we just got thru it.” 

Because after you see Jesus in your situation, your situation doesn’t seem so fearful anymore. 

This is God’s promise. He won’t leave you hanging. He’ll get you thru. I love the words of the ancient prophet Isaiah, speaking the Lord’s words, “When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee.” Isaiah 43:2 (KJV)
David wrote in the psalms, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous: but the LORD delivereth him out of them all.” Psalm 34:19 (KJV) 

Some of you are going thru those rough waters now. Waters you’ve never experienced before. It’s like a kick in the gut and it seems God is absent. 
Some are facing divorce and you don’t really know what’s on the other side. 

Some are facing the loss of a spouse or loved one. 

Some are facing health issues. 

I can’t stand here and say that I know how you feel or what you feel, but I do know this. Jesus Christ, God Almighty, the Creator of the Heavens and Earth is right there in the midst of your pain. He’s standing there and he wants to get you thru. 

And someday, on the other side of your trial, whether its here on earth or on the shores of Heaven, you’ll stand there and you’ll be amazed and you’ll say, “Somehow, God got me thru.” 

I cry when I think of my friend Ben and his wife Ashli and their two children. I cringe at the idea of them growing up without a father. But I do know that there is a God of the Storm. A God who will see them thru to the other side. 
I want to say this too. We’re better people after our trials. They give us a kind of humble wisdom. After they fed the multitudes, they needed a storm. They would have been cocky and brash. God does this to us, doesn’t he? 

I talk to you, especially those of you who’ve been whipped a bit by the winds of life. I see in your eyes a steely determination and a kind of rugged faith. That’s good. God uses those events to soften us. 

Gospel
And to those who don’t know Jesus I want to say loudly and clearly. You’re out on the storm. You’re rowing thru life, but getting nowhere. Jesus Christ, the Savior of the World, stands ready to climb into your boat and steer your ship home. 

All you have to do is this. Put down your oars. Stop trying to work your way into His favor. Just embrace Him, by putting your full faith and trust in the work He did as Your Savior on the Cross. Trust Him completely as the payment for your sin. 

And if you do so, God promises you a safe trip to the shores of Heaven. 

