Questions Jesus Asks #3

“Fear or Faith?”

Mark 4:35-41
“This town ain’t big enough for the both of us.”

That line came from a 1932 cowboy movie called The Western Code. A local hoodlum, played by Wheeler Oakman, tells Tim McCoy’s visiting lawman: “This town ain’t big enough for the both of us and I’m going to give you twenty-four hours to get out.” Inspired by the classic film, brothers Ron and Russell Mael of the band Sparks recorded a song by the same title in 1974 and was a hit in the United Kingdom.

This concept has been used relating to incompatible people or concepts—it’s going to be one or the other. Both cannot coexist. As we consider a pair of questions Jesus asked His disciples in Mark 4, we see this principle in play regarding fear and faith. The two just don’t get along. There’s only room for one.

The Stormy Sea

Mark 4:35 introduces an event in Jesus’ life recorded in all three synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). Mark gives us Peter’s eyewitness account of the stormy sea, told in vivid fashion from one very familiar with the setting.
 Verses 35-37 record,

That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, “Let us go over to the other side.” Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in the boat. There were also other boats with him. A furious squall came up, and the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped.
“That day” refers to a day when Jesus had taught many parables. He had been teaching His disciples and now He would give them a practical test to see how much they had really learned. It is not enough for us merely to learn a lesson or be able to repeat a teaching. We must also be able to practice that lesson by faith, and that is one reason why God permits trials to come to our lives.
 This is why James 1:2-4 says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”

Jesus was weary, almost worn out, from teaching the large crowds that thronged around Him on the heavily populated west shore of the Sea of Galilee. So He suggested to His disciples that they “go over to the other side.” The eastern shore was relatively uninhabited. There they could find relaxation and rest for both body and mind.

The Sea of Galilee lies 686 feet below sea level at the bottom of a rift between the Arabian Desert and the Mediterranean Sea. Cool air from the Mediterranean is drawn down through the narrow mountain passes and clashes with the hot, humid air lying over the lake.
 Winds unexpectedly whip over the mountains and down the gorge, stirring turbulence so suddenly and violently that modern-day captains of powered vessels keep a close check on weather reports. So we can only imagine the terror felt by the disciples in the crude, small sailboats of the first century.
 On this occasion the storm was particularly fierce. Matthew uses the word seismos (as in, “seismic,” literally, “earthquake”) to describe it in his gospel.

Every follower of Jesus will encounter storms in life. Many people have the idea that storms come to their lives only when they have disobeyed God, but this is not always the case. Jonah ended up in a storm because of his disobedience, but the disciples got into a storm because of their obedience to the Lord.
 Adversity should not be interpreted that God is against us.

The Sleeping Savior

In the midst of the stormy sea we find something most unusual: the sleeping Savior. In verses 38-39 we read, 
Jesus was in the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, “Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?” 

He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then the wind died down and it was completely calm. 

Despite the raging storm rocking the boat, Jesus is fast asleep. This shows us that Jesus was perfectly at peace, even in the midst of the storm. He was in God’s will and knew that the Father would care for Him, so He took a nap. Jesus slept in the storm because He was truly secure in God’s will.
 In the words of Psalm 4:8, “I will lie down and sleep in peace, for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety.” (I wonder if that verse was the inspiration for the children’s prayer, “Now I lay me down to sleep”?)

Some might wonder how this can be, since Psalm 121:3-4 promises, “He who watches over you will not slumber; indeed, He who watches over Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.” So how can Jesus be asleep at this time? Don’t forget: Jesus was fully human as well as fully divine. His physical body needed sleep, just as we do.

The disciples couldn’t believe it, though. “Teacher, are we to drown, for all you care?” (Mark 4:38 in Moffatt’s vivid translation),
 they cried. We sometimes wonder if God really cares about us in the midst of our own storms, so we can understand this.
Jesus wakes up and exercises divine power over His creation. The word for “rebuke” means “to express strong disapproval of someone,” “reprove,” or “censure.” William Barclay translates this as, “So, when he had been wakened, he spoke sternly to the wind and said to the sea, ‘Be silent! Be muzzled!’ and the wind sank to rest and there was a great calm.” 
 N. T. Wright puts it this way: “He got up, scolded the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Silence! Shut up!’” 
 In other words, Jesus hushed the storm like a parent reprimands a toddler throwing a tantrum. Unlike a rebellious child, however, the wind and waves obeyed. Immediately.

It is interesting to note that the words Jesus addressed to the wind and the waves are exactly the same as he addressed to the demon-possessed man in Mark 1:25. He had power over evil spirits and evil storms. In the presence of Jesus we can have peace even in the wildest storms of life.

The Stinging Supposition

This brings us to the stinging supposition Jesus delivered in the form of two questions, recorded in verse 40: “He said to his disciples, ‘Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?’” The supposition is that if they were filled with fear, there was an absence of faith. They asked Jesus, “Don’t you care?” He asked them, “Don’t you believe?”

Jesus did not stop with the calming of the storm, for the greatest danger was not the wind or the waves: it was the unbelief in the hearts of the disciples. Our greatest problems are within us, not around us. This explains why Jesus rebuked them. They had heard Him teach the Word and had even seen Him perform miracles, and yet they still had no faith. It was their unbelief that caused their fear, and their fear made them question whether Jesus really cared.

Faith and fear are mutual exclusives in the Bible: it was because of lack of faith that the disciples feared that they were about to drown, and so it was for lack of faith that they were rebuked. No command is more often reiterated in the Bible than the simple “Do not fear.”
 When it comes to fear and faith, our heart is not big enough for both! If we hold on to one, the other has to leave!

Fear always accompanies adversity; in fact, a degree of fear is what makes something an adversity instead of just another experience. Fear causes us to project the very worst that can happen—that we will never recover, that all hope is lost, that we will never again enjoy some treasured thing.

Faith tells the opposite story. Faith says that God is in control and that all things work together for our good. Faith says that we will recover and that our final state will be better than anything we have experienced thus far.

We must allow adversity to call our faith to action rather than into question. Adversity reveals areas in which we need to act in faith and not fear. When hard times come, say, “Now is the time to use my faith in a new way.” The more we use our faith, the greater it grows.

The disciples had every reason to trust Jesus. They had seen His miraculous deeds; they knew God was with Him. But it’s easy to forget what Jesus did yesterday when we’re going through a storm today. Importantly, before the storm arose, Jesus had told them, “Let’s cross over to the other side.” He had let them know in advance that they would make it to their destination! But faith fails when we allow our circumstances to override God’s Word.

Mark concludes this account in verse 41, “They were terrified and asked each other, ‘Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!’” Ironically, after seeing Jesus’ power, the disciples became more afraid than when they were battling the wind and waves! The Greek term describes the kind of respectful awe people experience when confronted by a manifestation of God. The disciples’ rhetorical question reveals their need for growth. They had already learned so much, but their intellectual and spiritual journey had just begun.
 
Jesus had asked the disciples in verse 40, “Why are you so afraid?” Seasoned sailors though they were, they had shown cowardly terror. The Master that day taught His disciples that the cure for fear is faith. Now they were terrified in a different way. This time it was awe in the face of the majestic power and presence of Christ. Fear of the Lord eliminates cowardly fears.

Simon Peter came to experience this miraculous power of Christ firsthand. In another storm, when the boat of the followers threatened to capsize, Jesus came walking on the water toward the disciples. Peter’s response was “‘Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water.’ So He said, ‘Come.’ And when Peter had come down out of the boat, he walked on the water to go to Jesus” (Matt. 14:28–29 NKJV). For a few historic steps and heart-stilling moments, Peter did the impossible. He defied every law of gravity and nature; “he walked on the water to go to Jesus.”

“But when [Peter] saw that the wind was boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to sink he cried out, saying, ‘Lord, save me!’” (Matt. 14:30 NKJV) A wall of water eclipsed his view. A wind gust snapped the mast with a crack and a slap. A flash of lightning illuminated the lake and the watery Appalachians it had become. Peter shifted his attention away from Jesus and toward the squall, and when he did, he sank like a brick in a pond. Give the storm waters more attention than the Storm Walker, and get ready to do the same.

That’s what God wants us to do. His call to courage is not a call to naivete or ignorance. We aren’t to be oblivious to the overwhelming challenges that life brings. We’re to counterbalance them with long looks at God’s accomplishments. “We must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away from it” (Heb. 2:1 NASB, emphasis mine). Do whatever it takes to keep your gaze on Jesus.

After a few moments of flailing in the water, Peter turned his focus back to Christ and cried, “‘Lord, save me!’ Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. ‘You of little faith,’ he said, ‘why did you doubt?’ And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down” (Matt. 14:30–32). The bottom line is simple:

Feed your fears and your faith will starve.

Feed your faith and your fears will.

Your heart ain’t big enough for both fear and faith. One of them has to go. The choice is yours.
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