Sunday 9 May 2010 : Matthew 8 : 23-27  
As we follow Jesus in his action-packed journey through Galilee, we find him now in a boat, making a night-time journey from Capernaum to Gadara. The first time I ever saw the Sea of Galilee, it reminded me so much of the lochs of Scotland, only with higher temperatures and – nae midges!  In my view, it’s one of the most beautiful and tranquil places on earth. Most of the time. But when a storm brews up – oh boy!! 

And that, we see, is precisely what happened. Without warning, a furious storm came up on the lake, so that the waves swept over the boat [v.24]. That’s a Galilean storm for you. One minutes, blue skies and sunshine. The next minute, it’s like those Deadly Catch documentaries about the mad hatters that go fishing off Alaska. Keep it, mate! 
The last time I ventured on to a boat was from South Shields to North Shields – about a 5-minute journey, and that was quite far enough. Especially as, with the infamous fog on the Tyne, I couldn’t actually see either shoreline at one point. Water, in my opinion, is for making Earl Grey tea with, not for travelling on.   

Anyway, let’s get a picture of what’s going on here. Horizontal rain, gale-force winds, waves the height of telegraph poles, boat bouncing around in all directions, disciples tearing their heart out and yelling blue murder … Jesus conked out in the cabin, under his Thomas the Tank Engine duvet, without a care in the world, snoring! 

In that situation, I wonder what we’d be doing – sleeping, or screaming? In the end, it wasn’t the raging tempest that caused Jesus to open one bleary eye, but the raging 12! What is your problem, Jesus? Here we are, about to drown, and you don’t care! Is that all you think of us, after all we’ve given up to follow you? Get up and DO something!

So Jesus did. Two seconds later, we read, Jesus rebuked the wind and the waves [v.26] and it was completely calm. But notice it wasn’t just the wind and the waves that Jesus rebuked. He had a few choice words for His merry men as well. You of little faith, why are you so afraid? Or, in The Message translation : Why are you such cowards, such faint-hearts? Ouch! And we may think – wow, Jesus, that’s a bit over-the-top.
Let’s see if we can make sense of what this is really all about, and why Jesus was so not amused by how the disciples reacted – and I don’t think it was just down to grumpiness at being woken up from a nice sleep. Look back to what we studied last week [v.18] : Jesus gave orders to cross to the other side of the lake. They were not out on the lake in a storm because of some silly lads’ prank after one too many Budweisers.

They were out there, in the boat, on the lake, in the storm, because Jesus had told them to get in the boat, on the lake, and cross to the other side. Their mistake was to lose sight of the call of Jesus. He had not commanded them to go out into the boat just so they could drown, nor even just to give them a fright. They were going somewhere, on his say-so, and that meant they WOULD get there in one piece.

This is essentially about the nature of God’s call on our lives. Remember we said last week that people who buzz around like a blue-tailed fly trying to keep everyone happy, and being a doormat because they don’t want to upset anybody, and end up stressed out, burned out, sick, broke, busted and disgusted … have only themselves to blame because they’re people-pleasing, not Christ-serving? We said that if God didn’t order it, he isn’t obliged to pay for it. Remember that?

The converse of that is that when God does tell us to do something, and we obey, then He has a covenant obligation to protect us. All the wonderful promises God makes in Scripture to His people, for protection and deliverance, kick in through faith, and faith works by love, and love expresses itself in us being the person God wants us to be, and pursuing that special calling, that unique ministry, that God wants each of us to have.

Before Easter, I was sharing with the primary schools the wonderful story of Jonah, who was a hugely gifted preacher, and God called Him to use that gift by going to the most difficult, fractious parish you could imagine – Nineveh. But Jonah didn’t fancy that much, and he went out in a boat too, and it hit a storm, and he ended up continuing his journey in the sticky stinky environment of a whale’s guts, taking a long hard look at his life before deciding : you know what, Lord, I’d be better off doing it your way.

The disciples would know that story well, and Jesus indeed referred to it on occasion.   I wonder if it was going through their minds as they feared for their lives that night? What they should have remembered was that it was running away from God’s will that got Jonah into such a mess, not following through with it. Some of us can look back on wrong decisions we have made, things we have done that either we knew at the time to be wrong, or that we didn’t bother consulting God about, and it ended in tears.

Next thing, we’re bleating about how God could do this to us, and how God mustn’t love us, and God doesn’t listen to my prayers, and so on, and so on. Listen. That mess we ended up in was NOT God’s doing. It was NOT God’s will. It was OUR choice, OUR responsibility, from start to finish. God hates to see people scared and miserable, but if it’s a result of our own foolish decisions, He can do nothing about it until and unless we take responsibility for that wrong choice, and repent of it. 

That’s when we give God permission, if you like, to come into our lives and change things, and I know it fries the brains of those who like to think of God as all-powerful and everything that happens must be His will, to even think of humans having to give God permission to act in our lives. But it’s true. It’s a Biblical picture. In Revelation 3.20, the Risen Lord says : Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends. 

He stands at the door of our life and knocks. He doesn’t get a battering ram and force his way in. From the very beginning of time, the essence of humanity is the freedom to choose – obedience or disobedience, blessing or curse, life or death. That we love God and walk in the embrace of His love is always His will, but it takes two to tango.

Now you may be thinking : OK Frank, Jonah messed up through disobedience, but that wasn’t what happened with the disciples. Correct. Let’s face facts. Those who choose to follow Jesus still encounter storms. The devil tried to destroy Jesus and the 12 out on the lake. He will try to destroy you as well, but the only way he can do it is if he can get your eyes and your thoughts off the promises of Jesus and on to your circumstances.

Circumstances come along once in a while. Stuff happens. Those funny noises under the car bonnet, according to the bill you got last week, cost £782.55 plus VAT to repair, and this week the washing machine’s sprung a leak, and it’s three weeks to payday. Your children are having problems in their marriages, or with their children, and much as you’d like to help, you don’t know what to do. And that nasty wee lump you found a month or two ago hasn’t gone away, in fact it’s got bigger. 

Stuff happens, and in the natural it’s scary. The boat of your life is suddenly caught in a storm. But never forget that, if you’ve given your life completely to Jesus, He is in the boat with you. You are not alone. 1 John 4.4 : He, Jesus, that is in you is greater than he, the devil, that is in the world. If you belong to Jesus Christ, everything that He said and did is yours. We can call out to Jesus, not in fear like the disciples, still living under the old covenant of law and fear and works, but under the new covenant of grace and love and faith, bought and paid for and sealed forever by the shedding of His blood.  

We can point to Psalm 91 and call out to Jesus in absolute faith and trust : I know you will spread his wings over me and keep me secure. Your faithfulness, the fact that you always keep your promises, is my shield and my city wall. Thank you that I don't need to worry about dangers at night or personal attacks during the day. I don't need to fear diseases that strike in the dark or sudden disaster at noon. I, walking in faith, will not be harmed, though thousands drop like flies all around me in unbelief. 
You are my fortress. I run to you for safety, and no disasters will strike me or my home. Father God has commanded his angels to protect me wherever I go. They carry me in their arms, I will not hurt my feet on the stones. I will overpower the intimidation and deception and manipulation of my enemies, because I love you and will walk in love. I know you will rescue me and keep me safe. I know that whenever I’m in trouble, I can call out to you, and you will protect and honour me and release your saving power. 
And when we’ve allowed Jesus in to still the storm between our ears, that’s when we give Him permission to get to work and change our circumstances. Fear empowers the devil to beat us up. Faith empowers Jesus to beat him up! The turning-point in a storm is when we look beyond the circumstances to the Saviour. It’s when, in the face of it all, we declare : I believe that Christ who stilled the storm on Galilee, who died to give me life, who lives within me by His Spirit, who released in me the same power that raised Him from the dead, has already done all I need, and I receive it now by faith.
When are our prayers answered? When we see it? No, when we believe. Remember the centurion’s servant? It’s the very moment we receive the promise of Jesus by faith.
