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Mark 4:35-41.  Jesus calms the storm.

When I was a little girl I lived in a little coastal village called Minnamurra. The locals nicknamed it ‘Windymurra’ because we’d get some storms that were real dooseys!  We had huge picture windows that looked out over the river.  Sometimes the wind was so strong you could actually see the glass bow inwards. One night when I was about 10 or so, we were hit by the storm of all storms.  I went to bed with the wind howling and the rain drumming like bullets on the roof. Amazingly, I managed to drop off to sleep. Then in the wee small hours, I was savagely wrenched from my dreams by a huge ripping noise and a thunderous crash that would have woken the dead!  The wind had torn off the roof and flung it onto the riverbank!  I found myself staring up into the blackness, with the rain pelting on my face.  I was absolutely terrified…..

Storms are like that; wild, unpredictable and uncontrollable.

This story from Mark is a familiar one.  If we went to Sunday school, we’d know it well. It’s a popular children’s Bible story.  But why has Mark recorded this story in his gospel?  Is it just a factual account of an event in Jesus’ life, or does it go deeper than that?

To get the most from this story, we need to understand something of the Old Testament mindset, which would have formed part of the Jews’ fundamental worldview.

The sea! We love it, don’t we?  We play in it and under it.  We live on it.  We gain employment from it. We pay millions of dollars for real estate that rests on its borders!
But for the Jew, the sea was the opposite.  It represented chaos and evil. It was something to be feared; something God had to conquer. The story of creation is a picture of God bringing order to chaos – and the sea was part of the chaos.  Ps 74 tells us, “It was you who split open the sea by your power; you broke the heads of the monster in the waters.”  Ps 89 says, “You rule over the surging sea; when its waves mount up, you still them.”  

Another Old Testament concept familiar to the Jews would have been that storms and water represented the trials of the believer.  In psalm 69, David cries out, “Rescue me from the mire, do not let me sink; deliver me from those who hate me, from the deep waters. Do not let the floodwaters engulf me or the depths swallow me up or the pit close its mouth over me.” For David, the watery depths were a metaphor for all the trials that beset him.
So the stormy sea was something to be greatly feared – both physically and metaphorically.  

Then there was another foundational belief the Jews had that came out of the Old Testament. Every devout Jew knew that in all the trials of life, he/she could trust only in God. Isaiah gives us these encouraging words from God: “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze.” David says in Ps 46, “Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea,”
The Jews believed that God alone could conquer the sea, and that God alone could rescue them from the trials of life.

So let’s look at the story…

Jesus and his disciples went out in the boat as evening approached.  Jesus had just spent the day teaching and interacting with hundreds of people, and so would have been exhausted.  He promptly fell asleep with his head on a pillow. That would have been so easy to do, wouldn’t it? – The sun gently setting over the water, the gentle slap-slap of the waves as the boat made its way across the lake…

I remember going out with Jay and a friend in his friend’s yacht one Boxing Day, to watch the Sydney to Hobart yacht race.  It was a gorgeous day – sunny, not hot, with the sails filling gently in the breeze as we made our way towards the heads.  It was seductive – I couldn’t stop myself dozing off!  (The fact that I’d taken a seasick pill probably didn’t help…)  Despite the excitement of the race, all I wanted to do was snooze.

Lake Galilee was notorious for its sudden, fierce squalls. Jesus was fast asleep when the weather turned, and within minutes, the situation had gone from calm to critical.  The wind was howling, the sails flapping wildly, the boat was tossing, and waves were breaking over the prow filling it with water. As the men pulled in the sails, bailing frantically, Jesus continued to sleep in the stern of the boat….
Once again, a foundational Old Testament belief is relevant here. Peaceful sleep was a sign of one’s absolute trust in God. Proverbs 3:24 tells us, “when you lie down, you will not be afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet.”
I’m sure we’ve all experienced sleepless nights – whether through worries of our own, or worries about someone we love.  There’s nothing like worry to rob us of our trust in God, and one of the first casualties of worry is sleep. 
It’s interesting isn’t it, that Jesus was able to sleep in the midst of the storm? That shows us something.  It shows us that Jesus’ trust in his heavenly Father was absolute. He wasn’t worried.  I’m sure he wasn’t oblivious to the storm – he’d have been wet through for a start, but he wasn’t worried enough by the situation for it to rouse him from sleep.

The disciples on the other hand, were something else.  They were terrified!  The boat was on the verge of capsizing, and they panicked. They panicked, even though they had seen Jesus turn water into wine, deliver demoniacs, and heal the sick. They knew he was special – but their panic in this situation reveals that they hadn’t yet realised he was the son of God. Otherwise they would have had no fear of the storm…
This story reaches its climax in Jesus’ question about faith. The disciples shook Jesus awake, “Rabbi, Rabbi! Don’t you care that we’re going to drown????”  (at least help us bail, they were probably thinking….)  Jesus rebuked the wind and the waves, and the storm was gone as quickly as it had appeared."Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?" asked Jesus.
This is where we find the purpose of the story, the reason Mark included it in his gospel.

Remember worldview of the disciples? - The belief that God had power over the sea; the belief that God also had power of the trials of life; and the belief that this meant they could trust absolutely in God?  Okay.  Given that those beliefs were the background to this story, when Jesus challenged the disciples’ faith, he wasn’t just challenging an intellectual belief.  He wasn’t just challenging their acceptance of certain facts.  Jesus was challenging the whole of their lives!

He was challenging their belief in who he was.   He was saying, if you really believe that I am the son of God, it will affect the whole of your life.  Like me – you would be able to lie down in peace and sleep.  You wouldn’t be afraid of a physical storm, you wouldn’t be afraid of metaphorical storms – the trials and terrors of this life. You would be able to trust me and be at peace.
The reason for this miracle was to show Jesus’ disciples that he was the son of God. He had power over the wind and the waves! The inherent challenge was for the disciples to allow that belief to permeate every part of their lives, so that they could trust Jesus completely, and be at peace.
We know that for the disciples, this belief took time to grow to full stature.  It wasn’t till after the resurrection and the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, that they began to fully understand what it was all about.  But once they had grasped it, their belief in and commitment to their Lord did affect their whole lives. We know that each and every disciple suffered for his faith.  Eleven were martyred, and John was banished for life to the Isle of Patmos.  The disciples’ belief finally reached the very core of their being, and it gave them faith and courage so deep that they were willing to die for their Lord. 
How do we respond to Jesus’ question? "Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?" Can we bring to mind any situation or incident that consumes our thinking and robs us of sleep?  Or does our belief in Jesus, the Son of God, go deep enough so that we too are able to lie down, and not be afraid; to lie down, and know our sleep will be sweet?

If we are not quite there yet, we can be encouraged, because faith can grow!  It grows as we water it, and it grows as we exercise it. How do we do that?
Therein lies another whole sermon…but in a nutshell, we do what the disciples did.  We spend time with Jesus. We allow our relationship with him to deepen. We spend time with other disciples.  We pray. We struggle, and we pray some more. And we trust.  As we do these things, and as we engage with Jesus in the large and small issues of our lives, he will reveal more of himself to us, our relationship with him will become more intimate, and our faith will grow.

May God strengthen our faith, so that we, like the disciples, will can be faithful through the storms of life. May our faith grow, so that like Jesus we can lie down and sleep in peace.
Let’s pray.
