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Mark 4: 35-41 
 
ON THAT DAY, when evening had come, Jesus said to them, “Let us go across the sea to the 
other side.”  And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he 
was.  Other boats were with him.  A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so 
that the boat was already being swamped.  But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and 
they woke him up and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”  He woke 
up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace!  Be still!”  Then the wind ceased, and there 
was a dead calm.  He said to them, “Why are you afraid?  Have you still no faith?”  And they 
were filled with great awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and sea 
obey him?”   
  
Good morning!  It is funny how sometimes a little offhand remark can catch our attention and 

make an impression.  For those of you who were here last week, I think it was before we started 

the service, someone remarked how nice it was to see so many people in the pews; Judy 

observed that most of the people in attendance were seated in the pews on the right-hand side of 

the church.  And I think it was Missy who then said, “It’s a good thing we’re not in a boat!” And 

we all laughed. 

         Well, wouldn’t you know it - this morning’s third reading, from Mark, is about Jesus and 

his disciples - in a boat!   

          In this morning’s passage, we pick up right where we left off last week.  Mark tells us that 

Jesus was preaching and teaching a large group of followers “beside the sea,” which is the Sea of 

Galilee.  Because the crowd had been pressing in so closely toward him, he ended up preaching 

to them from a boat out on the water slightly off the shore - I’ve heard this referred to as his 

“floating pulpit.”  At the end of this day, which must have been a long one because it is now 

evening, Jesus tells the disciples, “Let us go across to the other side.”  So apparently without 

even getting out of the boat he’d been preaching from, they shove off, with other boats 

accompanying him.   

        Here are a couple of factoids to help us “unfurl the sails” and get us going this morning: 
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1. The Sea of Galilee is actually a freshwater lake fed mainly by the Jordan River, which 

runs through it. The lake is about 13 miles long from north to south, and about 8 or so 

miles wide.  So while it is not anywhere close to the size of, say, Lake Michigan, it is 

much bigger than, say, Lake Lashaway.  One of the interesting things about it is that it is 

the lowest freshwater lake in the world; it’s 686 feet below sea level.  Because it sits so 

low in the valley and is surrounded by mountains and hills, cool air blowing in from the 

east comes over the mountains of the Golan Heights, sinks down and settles over it, 

which often creates sudden violent wind storms.   

2. In 1986, an ancient boat was discovered in the mud on the northwest shore of the Sea of 

Galilee during a drought when the water level had receded.  This boat is actually on 

display in a boat museum near the Sea of Galilee.  Based on radiocarbon dating and other 

methods, it has been dated by archeologists to have been built and used right during the 

time of Jesus.  The boat itself is only 27 feet long and 7.5 feet wide, and has a flat bottom, 

which would allow it to get very close to the shore while fishing (or 

preaching!).  Looking at pictures of it online, it is not hard to understand how the 

disciples might have panicked in a tiny boat like that while trying to navigate across eight 

miles of lake in a violent storm like the one described in Mark’s passage. 

         To some of us, it may be interesting to note that Mark doesn’t explain why it was that Jesus 

wanted to cross to the other side of the lake; we may also note that Mark doesn’t record that the 

disciples asked Jesus why he wanted to go.  That doesn’t necessarily mean that they didn’t 

discuss the reason for the trip - it could simply be that, for whatever reason, Mark didn’t bother 

to share that detail.  At this point, all we know is that Jesus wanted to go across to the other side 

of the lake with them, and the disciples obediently got in the boat with him and went. 
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          There is also no mention by Mark that any of the disciples expressed any reservations 

about going across the lake.  We get the impression that when Jesus said “let’s go,” they simply 

said, “OK,” and pulled up the anchor and set sail.  If they had any concerns about crossing the 

lake, they subordinated them to their obedience to Jesus by agreeing to go.    

           But at the same time, there is no indication in the passage that when they agreed to go 

with him across the lake, they could see any signs that a windstorm might be brewing.  And after 

all, there were at least four of them who were experienced fishermen, who, before meeting Jesus, 

had made their living by fishing on that very lake.  These fishermen knew the lake well, and they 

had lots of experience sailing these kinds of boats on it.  They were undoubtedly also familiar 

with the weather patterns associated with the lake, and had likely experienced or heard first-hand 

accounts of the kinds of windstorms that often whipped up.  So we can surmise that while they 

knew the lake had the potential for these kinds of wind storms, they didn’t see any signs of a 

storm at the time.   Since at least the fishermen in the group presumably knew what they were 

doing, they were all reasonably confident in their ability to accompany Jesus to the other side of 

the lake that evening. 

      Any large body of water - even a pool in our backyard - is a potentially dangerous thing to 

people, because while some of us may be good swimmers, we are not fish or turtles or dolphins 

or whales - we were not designed to live in the water.   Water requires our respect and a great 

deal of caution.  And any time we set foot on a boat, we are aware that there are risks, but based 

on who we know to be on the boat with us, we exercise a degree of faith that at the end of the 

ride we will be stepping off the boat and putting our feet down on solid ground at our intended 

destination.  Otherwise, we probably wouldn’t get on the boat. 
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       Of course, as the passage unfolds, we witness the experienced boatmen and the 

inexperienced passengers who were riding along all panicking in the midst of the sudden, fierce 

storm, quickly losing faith in their ability to get across the lake, and questioning Jesus’ concern 

for their well-being. 

        At this point they’re probably thinking, “We are not very confident that we can get through 

this storm on our own, but Jesus - well, we’ve seen him heal people with all kinds of physical 

problems, so maybe he can somehow help us survive this storm.  So let’s wake him up!”  When 

they do, Jesus doesn’t merely help them ride the storm out, enduring the fierce winds and waves 

and bailing water out of the boat until the storm eventually dies out on its own; but he commands 

the wind and sea to be still - and immediately, they miraculously obey him. 

       It is at this point - verse 40 - that some of us (like me) may struggle a bit.  After Jesus calms 

the wind and the sea, he turns to the disciples and says, “Why are you afraid?  Have you still no 

faith?”  His response makes him sound almost irritable, as though he’s scolding them - although 

he is using this as a teachable moment, and we should be assured it was spoken with gentleness 

and patience. 

       But truthfully, to us, the disciples’ anxiety is certainly understandable.  After all, this was a 

violent storm, and I’m sure some of them had either known or at least heard of others who had 

lost their lives under these kinds of conditions.  Certainly Jesus can understand why they 

panicked, can’t he?   

       Yes, he can.  In fact it seems clear that this storm served as a test of the disciples’ faith in 

Jesus.  They had spent the day listening to Jesus teach God’s Word, and hearing God’s Word is 

intended to produce faith.  Jesus had told them, “Let’s go to the other side.”   He didn’t say, 

“let’s go on a relaxing, leisurely cruise to the other side.” He didn’t promise them “smooth 
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sailing” on the journey, but they should have had the confidence that when Jesus sets a 

destination, Jesus will make sure those who are with him will reach that destination.   

       Further, at least some of the disciples in that boat had already witnessed many examples of 

Jesus’ healing power.  They knew of his miraculous power, but hadn’t yet understood that he is 

always in control of every situation - even the forces of nature, which he created.   

       Finally, they might have known that they were safe based on Jesus being asleep during the 

storm.  Jesus was at peace because he was truly secure in God’s will.  The fact that Jesus is at 

peace because of his security in his Father should give us - who are together with Jesus, bound to 

him by our faith in him - that same kind of peace. 

       Putting our faith in Christ is different from putting our faith in ourselves… really, we can’t 

truly put our faith in ourselves - in our ability to control a storm in our lives.  Because we know 

deep down we don’t have the ability to do that.  Jesus showed his disciples that he is the one who 

does have that ability.  The disciples needed this lesson, and at times, so do we… we may not 

like these tests, but we need them in order to grow and mature in our faith. 

             There is a sense in which, like the disciples were in this passage from Mark, we are very 

much “in the boat” with Jesus right now.   The Church is that figurative “boat.”  For those of us 

here this morning to whom Jesus has said, “Let us go across to the other side,” and who have 

replied by saying, “OK,” and obediently climbing into the boat with him, we are putting our faith 

– our confidence - in him, not in ourselves, to get us to the other side.  He has not promised us 

that the voyage will be an easy one.  Some of us may be experienced boatmen, while others may 

place their trust in those who are, but no matter our experience or skills, after we get in the boat, 

there will be storms that test our faith in him.   At the height of these storms, we will realize that 

any faith we had placed in ourselves and/or others was misplaced.   It is then that we remember 
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that it is Jesus who is in control, and he is the one who called us into the boat, and he will get us 

to the destination he has set for us.   Even when Jesus leads us "through the valley of the shadow 

of death", we should fear no evil, for he is with us. Once we understand this, we too can rest in 

faith - our confidence in Jesus - during the storms. Our boat isn't going down, because Jesus is on 

board. 

      Amen. 


