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Dear congregation,

After Jesus fed 5,000 people on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee (present day Golan Heights), they wanted to make him their king by force!

Imagine what a glorious future Jesus could provide for his disciples and followers!  

· Wine without limit and without end. You supply the water and Jesus will produce first-grade wine. Mouth-watering stuff, eh?  

· Healing from whatever illness.  Why, Jesus can heal anyone he chooses to.  You don’t even have to be there!  You tell him about it; he just says the word and, as the royal official from Capernaum had found, all is well.  

· No sickness is too stubborn.  Witness the man at Bethesda who, sceptic though he may have become, was healed by the word of Jesus after having been crippled for 38 years!  

· Free food like manna from heaven supplied by miraculous means whenever needed!   All Jesus needs to do is give thanks and it all there.

Picture the future with Jesus of Nazareth at the head of an army, as a royal commander!  Why, you don’t even need to be a trained soldier or warrior.  Jesus just says the word and, zap, is able to put to death the enemy – like the 185,000 highly trained and competent soldiers in a single night as he once did to the vast armies of Sennacherib the Assyrian! (II Kings 19.35f)  Let the powers that be, Roman and Herod’s, tremble!

You can be sure that all the disciples of Jesus, including the Twelve, shared these dreams.  They would hardly be human if they didn’t it.  There was a real sense of anticipation and excitement in the air.  Everyone agreed.   Following Jesus is the answer.  He will establish heaven on earth – the coming of the Kingdom of God of which the prophets had spoken!

Remember Isaiah? 

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me 


      to bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, 


      to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 

             to  proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; 
to comfort all who mourn; 

     to grant to those who mourn in Zion— 
to give them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning,  the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit…’   (Isa 61.1-3)
Mark (6.45f) points out that, immediately after the crowd had been miraculously fed, Jesus ‘made the disciples get into the boat and go before him.’   The language is forceful, indicating that the disciples themselves were not too keen on leaving the scene.  They were excited about the crowd and agreed with the idea of making Jesus king there and then.  After all, isn’t Messiah, God’s Anointed One, to establish and rule over a kingdom that lasts forever?

Jesus made his disciples go back to Capernaum.   Then he dismissed the crowd.  He himself went up on a mountainside to pray.  It is not too difficult to work out how he felt. As John (6.15) points out, Jesus ‘withdrew again to a mountain by himself.’ He needed to be by himself.

To repeat, at this point the disciples and the crowds did not reject Jesus.  They wanted him.  The problem was that they misunderstood who he really was and, even more important, what God the Father had sent him to do.  It’s not that they didn’t want a messiah or a deliverer. It’s rather that they didn’t understood or even want the kind of messiah and deliverer the Lord Jesus was.

IN STORMY SEAS

Confused, hurt and disappointed the disciples started rowing the boat back to Capernaum. They faced a very powerful head-wind.  Not at all unusual on this particular lake.  You may recall that the lake itself is almost 200m below sea level.  During the day the water and the surrounding land heats up considerably.  As evening comes, the cool winds from the surrounding mountains come sweeping in.

As darkness fell the head winds just grew stronger. The disciples were straining at the oars. It wasn’t that they were scared.  Among them were professional fishermen they knew the lake and its violent moods all too well. They could handle this weather.  Just keep the bow into the wind and row, row, row. 

On this particular night the wind was so powerful that, by the time it was getting towards dawn, they were still out in the lake. They had travelled no more than just 5 or 6 kilometres.
Picture them: Rowing in darkness.  Rowing in a storm.  Rowing in a boat without Jesus on board.  While this was literally true, this scene is also very much a signpost pointing to a more profound spiritual truth.  Life is often no more than a constant battling and straining against headwinds.  These winds never let up.  You just pull at the oars, stroke after stroke after stroke, and know you’re getting absolutely nowhere.  

When Jesus is not on board to give strength, to protect and guide you to your destination, you can row your heart out, but you never seem to find a safe haven, to get anywhere. Just when you think you’ve finally made it, along comes another grandfather wave and a blast of wind that almost swamps your boat and drives it backwards.  For every metre your row forward, the wind drives you three back.

The disciples had soared on eagle’s wings as they had helped Jesus feed the 5,000 and had collected all leftovers.  Now they were as low, lonely and forsaken as you can get, rowing in darkness and getting nowhere.

Suddenly the disciples saw something that terrified them!  They thought they saw a ghost coming towards them out of the darkness, walking on the water, on the waves of the sea.  In an age when belief in spiritual beings and ghosts was very real and widespread, the dread was real and overwhelming.

But it wasn’t some evil spirit come to harm the disciples.  It was the Lord Jesus himself, walking on the water!   Calling out over the noise of the wind and the tossing waves, Jesus said:

 ‘It is I (); do not be afraid.’

Unexpectedly, mercifully, Jesus was right there alongside of the storm-tossed boat.  The disciples eagerly hauled him on board, with immediate consequences.  The storm stopped (Mk 6.51) and the disciples found themselves on the shore where they were heading.   Once Jesus came on board everything changes – completely.

Psalm 107 comes to mind here – especially 107:23-32.  This particular section describes people who went out on the sea in ships… merchants on the mighty waters of the Great Sea!

Sailors, especially sailors in the ancient world, were very, very conscious of God’s presence and power.  

· They knew all about and at times even saw the great monsters of the sea – and were filled with terror.  

· Above all, they knew are respected the elements – waves as high as mountains reaching up to the heavens and troughs that scraped the underworld.   

· They knew what it was like to stagger like drunken men on the decks of a boat caught in such a storm.   

· They understood the abject terror that can overwhelm even the bravest person and make him cry out like a whimpering baby.  

Above all they knew God’s mighty hand. He alone can still the storm to a whisper and hush the waves of the sea!  Only God can calm the troubled waters of the sea… and of life itself.

Psalm 107.30: ‘They were glad the waters were quiet (when it grew calm), and he brought  them to their desired haven.’    

Can you see the message behind this story?  Jesus approached the disciples while they were in overwhelming darkness; he approached them through the roaring wind and the rushing waves, riding on the wind and waves.  He speaks and the storm curls up and lies down like a whimpering dog.  Psalm 107 celebrates and gives thanks that God himself guided the sailors to a safe haven.  Here in John 6, Jesus does what only God himself can do!    See the implications?

THE RISING STORM AGAINST JESUS

But where exactly does Jesus take you when he enters into the boat of your life?  

The rest of John 6 shows that the crowd, and for a while the disciples too, wanted to Jesus to take them in one way while Jesus was offering something altogether different, another way!

The Lord Jesus saw this all too clearly.  He brings matters to a head, forcing his disciples and followers in those days as well as you and me you today to make a very important choice.  

The crowds wanted Jesus to lead them on their own terms.  They wanted a Messiah who would give them wealth and prosperity, their fill of loaves, in this life.  They were concerned only with the here and now!   They wanted to use the power of Jesus on their own terms and were willing to work with and for Jesus provided he filled their bellies and their wallets.

This is why Jesus says, ‘Do not labour for the food that perishes, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of man will give to you. For on him the Father has set his seal (of approval).’ (6.27)

‘What must we do, to be doing the works of God?’ they ask Jesus.  

Jesus answered, ‘This is the work of God is this, that you believe in him whom he has sent.’ (6.29)

,
That word ‘believe’ involves not just accepting what Jesus says is true, but also trusting him, letting him take over and take control of your will, your mind, your hopes, even your body and your assets!    

In terms of the miracle story: Stop trying to row your own boat, but let Jesus come on board and he, he alone, will bring you to the destination he, and not you, sets for you!   As Jesus walks towards you in the darkness of the storms and turmoil of this life, let him take over – completely and unconditionally!

But that’s hard!!   I know for myself and I know as a result of having lived with and worked among fellow Christians like yourselves for most of my life.  Really trusting, letting Jesus take over and control my whole life all the time is a very tough call!   

Can Jesus be trusted?   Can we believe him?   Is he the way, the truth and life?

The crowds we read about in the remainder of John 6 were not at all certain.  They wanted a more convincing miraculous sign before they would really entrust their entire future, their future in this life and the life to come, completely and exclusively in the hands of Jesus!  One wonders if they would ever have enough signs! (6.30f)
When Jesus declared that he is the bread of life and that those who come to him will never go hungry and those who believe in him will never be thirsty (6.35), they begin to grumble (6.41).  They complain, ‘Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know?’ (6.42)

They get even more upset when Jesus says:  “Do not grumble among yourselves. No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.  And I will raise him up at the last day.  It is written in the Prophets: ‘And they will all be taught by God.’ Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me -’ (John 6:43-45)

Think hard.  If you are going to be a disciple of Jesus you are going to have to attribute all of the authority, power and Lordship to Jesus that the Jews were used to giving only to God himself!!  Jesus claims to be equal, to be one with God!!

John 6.60ff points out that this consideration shocked those who first heard it.  It was, from a Jewish perspective, blasphemous!  There is only one God and beside him there is no other.   How can this man, this son of Joseph whose father and mother they knew, be one with God himself?   Indeed, sense and hear the grumbling of the disciples!   Hear them mutter,  ‘This is a hard saying; who can listen to it?’ (6.60f)

From a human perspective, who can?  Jesus knew it to be teaching that was offensive (6.62) and that, on coming to this particular hurdle, many would not believe him but prefer to betray him. (6.64)

How true it was then – and still is today – that, as Jesus, repeating what he has said before (6.44) says, ‘no one can come to me unless it is granted him by the Father.’ (6.65).    

In 6.66 the apostle reports that from that time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.   They didn’t want Jesus on Jesus’ terms!

“You do not want to go away as well?” Jesus asked the Twelve.  (6:67)
It is at this point that the meaning and significance of the miracle of Jesus coming to his disciples by walking on the water comes into focus.  Peter and the other disciples faced a choice.

They could keep on rowing their fishing boat into the wind without Jesus on board.  OR they could turn to Jesus and see in him what no human heart or mind can see, accept and believe without the help of God the Holy Spirit – and let Jesus come into their boat on his terms.   

‘You want to go away as well?’  Jesus asked the Twelve.

Simon Peter (and may I ask you to join in saying this with him?) answered:

 “Lord, to whom shall we go? 

      You have the words of eternal life. 

            And we have believed and have come to know that you are the Holy One of God.” (6:68,69)
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