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“TAKE HEART; I AM”
(Mark 6:45-52)

SUBJECT:  God’s presence.
F.C.F.: What do we do when we are afraid?
PROPOSITION: Since almighty God is with us, we must take comfort in his presence.
INTRODUCTION

A. Are you familiar with the saying: “Curiosity killed the cat”? It first appeared in 1598 in a play by British author Ben Jonson. But it was in another form with a quite different meaning. Instead, Jonson wrote, “Care killed the cat.” He meant that excessive sorrow or worry could lead to harm. Over time, the phrasing and the meaning changed to the present: “Curiosity killed the cat.” It likely refers to the inquisitive nature of cats. It is a caution against meddling in things that do not concern you, roughly equivalent to “mind your own business.”  


But when it comes to the study of God’s Word we do need to be curious, inquisitive. We should read Scripture with great interest. R.C. Sproul referred to this as “interrogating the text,” not in a hostile, unbelieving way, but rather seeking to grasp the full meaning of the text. We should ask questions and pay close attention to statements that we do not understand. 


B. So when it comes to a familiar story of Jesus walking on water, there are several questions we might ask, the most obvious, of course, being, how in the world could a mere man walk on water? There was a pond on my seminary campus north of Chicago. Someone had planted a permanent sign beside it that read “Sem students do not walk on water.” To my knowledge, no one tried, either, except in the dead of winter. 


As I interrogated this story from Mark’s gospel, there were three questions that popped into my mind, three aspects of this account that did not make immediate sense, at least to me. And upon further study, they bring out the richer, even more astonishing and certainly quite comforting message. 


C. In the first verse of his gospel, Mark tells us who Jesus is: “the Christ, the Son of God.” But then as we read through the text, we follow those early disciples as they scratch their heads and struggle to grasp who Jesus really is and what all that might mean to them. And I think this is our constant struggle as well, one that will last all through life and, I assume all through eternity. God is infinite in every facet of his glory. Infinite means without boundary or limit. So, we mortal, finite creatures will never come to the end, the limits of his glory. And Jesus is God, the Son of God. As we come to know him more and more, we trust him and rest in him and find complete satisfaction in him. And this brief account from Mark 6 reinforces vital information and reveals a further invitation to renew our trust and confidence in him. 


I often pray that we would grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. Those two go hand in hand, of course. A large share of his grace is to reveal to us his surpassing glory, that we might rest in him with greater joy and confidence. 

Lack of curiosity regarding God’s Word leads to weak and stunted faith. So, we should constantly interrogate the Scriptures, not out of unbelief, but trying to understand every word, phrase, promise, and command. It is the parts that we do not understand that often lead to deeper insight and a stronger, more resilient faith.


D. Well, here are the three questions that piqued my curiosity.

1. Why did Jesus so abruptly send his disciples away and dismiss the crowd?


2. Why did Jesus mean “to pass by them” when he was walking on the sea? 


3. What did they “not understand about the loaves”? 


So, if you will indulge me, we will take them one at a time and think about what the answers reveal to us about Jesus.

I. JESUS’ DETERMINATION TO BRING PEACE. 


A. So, the first question: Why did Jesus so abruptly send his disciples away and dismiss the crowd? “45 Immediately he made his disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side, to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd. 46 And after he had taken leave of them, he went up on the mountain to pray.” The word “immediately” here is not surprising. It is actually one of Mark’s favorite words. He uses it around forty times, more than all the other gospel writers combined. 

What is surprising is his directness and haste. That Jesus “made” them get into the boat is emphatic and forceful. And he himself stayed behind to dismiss the crowd. What’s that all about? Well, there are a couple of dynamics at work here. 


First, and most important, remember that Jesus had led them to this desolate place for the expressed purpose of providing some rest. They had been out on the road among the villages preaching in pairs, and as successful as it appeared to be, it was also quite exhausting. Jesus sent them on ahead because their rest had been preempted by the crowd’s beating them to that desolate, wilderness place beforehand. Jesus came to bring peace. And while peace involves more than rest, it is certainly not less than that. 


B. But even more, Jesus’ miracle of feeding the five thousand threatened to produce a riot if not an insurrection. The other gospel writers note that at times the crowd became so enthusiastic that they attempted to make him king by force. This reflected not only their misunderstanding of the Messiah’s mission, but the miscalculation of their own need. The “peace” that Jesus came to bring was “peace with God.” It was to offer his life as a sacrifice for sin so that those who put their confidence and hope in him could enjoy forgiveness and reconciliation with God along with the marvelous gift of eternal life. 

The peril of this moment is emphasized by the fact that Jesus then withdrew to a mountain to pray. Mark only records a few instances of Jesus praying in solitude: at the commencement of his ministry, at the selection of the twelve, and later in the garden before the crucifixion. This is one of those crucial times. 


C. And what this points to for us is Jesus’ similar determination to bring us peace. “28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (Matt. 11:28-30)

So here we see Jesus’ determination to bring us peace. And we see…
II. JESUS’ DEMONSTRATION OF PROTECTION.


A. The second question arises from Jesus’ behavior when he walked out to his beleaguered disciples facing the strong headwind at sea. Again, the most amazing thing was his walking on water. But Mark also includes in a detail that sounds like it came from an eyewitness account. Remember that Mark served as a secretary and assistant to Peter, so this is probably a reflection of Peter’s own recollection. “47 And when evening came, the boat was out on the sea, and he was alone on the land. 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….”

B. Mark clearly states that Jesus was not heading FOR the boat but was passing BY the boat. He had seen their distress from the shore, but instead of going to them, he was only passing by them. What could this mean? Most probably, Jesus, the Son of God, meant to show them a further revelation of his identity. In Exodus 33, Moses up on Mount Sinai had asked to see God’s face, an impossible request. What God did grant him, though, was that he would “pass by” Moses. “19 And he said, “I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name ‘The Lord.’ And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy. 20 But,” he said, “you cannot see my face, for man shall not see me and live.” 

Similarly, Elijah, in a very dark time was led to the same mountain. And in 1 Kings 19:11 we read this: “11 And he said, “Go out and stand on the mount before the Lord.” And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore the mountains and broke in pieces the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind.” Theologians call Jesus “passing by” his disciples in the boat a “theophany,” a manifestation of God’s presence. Bible scholar William Lane writes: “In wonderful fashion Jesus put his authority at the disposal of the disciples and passed by to assure them of his presence with them.” This was the same message God’s passing by gave to Moses and Elijah: God was with them. 


C. And this is further confirmed by Jesus’ statement to them. The disciples had failed to recognize Jesus and so they cried out thinking he was a ghost or water spirit, literally a “phantasm.” But he spoke to them, and his words were astonishing. “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” “It is I,” is one possible translation, but in this instance, it is not the best translation, but not the best. The Greek is “ego eimi.” Literally the words translate as “I am.” We recognize this phrase as the covenant name of God, the “I AM,” the one who is self-existent, who has all life and being in himself. 


Here Jesus is peeling back yet another layer of his identity. For he himself is the God who appeared on the mountain to both Moses and Elijah. He is the “I AM.” We can be a bit sympathetic toward the disciples in their slowness to grasp this truth. Not only would we likewise be reluctant to take in such an astonishing revelation, they all from birth had been steeped in a stubborn and strident monotheism. That there was only one God was drilled into them, and to suggest otherwise was a capital crime. In addition to this, they had learned from their mother’s knee that God was not a man, that God was high and lifted up, in heaven above. So the notion that Jesus was God, that he was the I AM, would have taken incredible effort to lay hold of in its fullness. 


And the implication of this truth for them and for us is both positive and negative. Positively, Jesus urged them to “take heart.” The word means “to have courage, “to be cheerful or confident.” It is used eight times in Scripture, every time on Jesus’ lips except one, and then it refers to Jesus’ promise. And along with this, Jesus issued the negative “fear not,” the most common biblical greeting from God or from his angels to the people they visited. 



D. And who would not be courageous, cheerful, confident, fearless when the Creator and Ruler of the universe is with them? Do you believe that? Is this your experience? Let’s engage in a little exercise in logic. If you have trusted Christ, the Son of God, the I AM, then he is with you always. And if he is with you, then you can be courageous, cheerful, confident, and fearless. So, if you have trusted Christ, then you can be courageous, cheerful, confident, and fearless…always, for he is always with you. 


And the way to apply that truth is to remember it. Ask God to help you call to mind this great hope whenever you are in difficult, troubling, or perplexing circumstances. In addition to this, you can also recall the situations that most often plunge you into distress. And as you think of them, actively apply the certain truth that Jesus is with you to that rising fear and dismay as well. Oh, God may not resolve the situation to your satisfaction. The treatment may not bring healing. The threat may not dissolve away. But what does that matter when you have committed your life to the Son of God and find yourself in his wise, loving, and capable hands?   

We find Jesus’ determination to bring peace, his demonstration of his protection, and 

III. JESUS’ DISPLAY OF PROVISION.


A. So a third question that arises when we interrogate this text is precisely what the confused disciples were supposed to have understood about the loaves. “51 And he got into the boat with them, and the wind ceased. And they were utterly astounded, 52 for they did not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened.” 


We might think that Mark meant to say, “about Jesus walking on water.” But, no, he points back to what happened earlier that day. While others in the crowd may not have grasped the miracle of the loaves and fishes, they could not have missed it. They had a front row seat to it. And yet they failed to grasp the point. They saw the marvel, but missed the meaning, the message. And what was the message? 

B. When it came to Jesus’ walking on water, it was a clear indication of his identity. Psalm 77:19 says, “19 Your way was through the sea, your path through the great waters; yet your footprints were unseen.” Now if that was unclear to them, surely the matter of the loaves was more obvious. They all knew their history very well. They celebrated it in festivals every year. They all were quite familiar with the miraculous manna that sustained their ancestors for forty years of wandering in the wilderness. So, what should they have understood about the loaves…of bread…miraculously provided…in the wilderness? Well, God, the LORD, the I AM had provided his people with miraculous bread in the wilderness. And that’s what they should have understood about the loaves. 


C. Can’t you just imagine Peter relating these stories to his assistant, Mark? “We were so dense,” he would say. “It was all right there in front of us. We must have been bewitched to have missed it, for it was all so clear and plain. But, Mark, that’s who Jesus is. He is the LORD God who made all things. And because we belong to him, we can always be of good cheer and never fear anything whatsoever that may come our way.” 
CONCLUSION


And, Beloved, this must be our confident confession and course of life as well. We must believe Jesus in his determination to supply his rest, his true peace of soul. We must confidently entrust ourselves to his protection, he who is ALL-MIGHTY God. And we must go forth confident of his provision. 


This is who we are dealing with, the God of the Bible. The Maker, Redeemer, and Sustainer, the one who calls us with this assurance: “Take heart; I AM. Do not be afraid.” 😊
____________________________________________________________________________________________


