29th May 2011
Mk 6:45 – 56

E100 – The King is here
Introduction

Mark’s gospel has erroneously been described as an unsophisticated work compared with the subtle nuances of the gospels. However that is to misunderstand the point of his gospel and also to ignore that both Matthew and Luke draw on Mark’s stories and as such reveal that it is in fact a source for them.
Mark wrote in a literary style which mirrored the everyday spoken Greek of the period. Even a cursory reading will reveal a dynamic style that leads from story to story it is almost as if Mark wants us to rush to the end to see the beginning – the Resurrection.

Throughout his gospel Mark uses a literary device that is best described like a sandwich - that is starting one story and popping another in the middle of it and then returning to the original story; for example the healing of Jairus’ daughter and the woman who has a haemorrhage
.
He uses this technique a number of times
 which underscore theological truths.

The King is here

The purpose of Mark’s gospel is clearly laid out at the beginning and at the end with the pronouncement of the centurion at the foot of the cross.
 For Mark’s purpose is to show that Jesus is the Son of God. Through his sources and stories we are told not only that Jesus is the Son of God but also what kind of Son He is.

Our passage from chapter 6 illustrates that very point and there are a number of themes within it which lead us to that conclusion. 

1. Servant Jesus – what kind of King
2. Separated from Jesus – the effects on disciples

3. Surprised by Jesus – we see what we want to see

4. Sustained by Jesus – the effect of being close to Jesus

Servant Jesus
There is throughout this gospel an air of mystery – Jesus is frequently telling people not to talk about Him and what He has been doing. It’s almost as if Jesus wants to keep His ministry secret until the purpose is revealed at the Cross.  We have an implied example of that here. He has just fed the five thousand and you would have thought that Jesus would have used that miracle as a clear demonstration of intent. But no, He ‘immediately...made his disciples get into the boat...while he dismissed the crowd.’ (v45).

This then is Jesus not wanting to appear as a political threat to the authorities – He is not a rabble rouser intent on political upheaval. But rather a Servant King come to serve in the most radical way possible, by offering Himself as a sacrifice for the failings of humanity.
We have another point to reinforce Jesus’ action – Jesus goes into the hills to pray. Mark mentions Jesus praying at two other points in the gospel
; all three are significant because immediately afterwards Jesus faces a formative decision or action that needs to be taken. The clear implication is that Jesus talks to His Father and receives affirmation of His ministry. There is a model here for us to commit decision making first to God to seek His direction rather than doing it and then asking for God’s blessing. 
Separated from Jesus 
The focus now shifts to the action in the boat which as contemporary Christians is of vital importance. We are told that the disciples are struggling – ‘straining at the oars’ a description of hopelessness in the face of adversity. Without Jesus they are getting nowhere, they are literally dead in the water. 
Natural forces (the wind and the waves) are against them and they are powerless to deal with them – remember whilst some were professional fisherman others came from diverse backgrounds and may not have been quite so comfortable in a boat on a stormy sea. Combined with the time of the night sometime between 3 am and 6am (fourth watch of the night) – a time when most would have been safely in bed has combined to make them very apprehensive to say the least. A point that is vividly demonstrated as the story unfolds.
Surprised by Jesus
In fact we are told that they were in such a state that as they saw Jesus they thought at first He was a ‘ghost’. In the midst of their helplessness with the boat and its progress they start to see something that is even more terrifying for them. They see what they think is an apparition. Probably an infectious sighting as we are told, because they all saw...and were terrified.’ How often do we in our uncertainty see things that are not there and react as if they were? How destructive can that be in the circumstances?  These descriptions are vivid illustrations of what it’s like to be away or separated from the calming influence of Jesus. I’m sure we can all think of incidents in our own lives when the situation appeared hopeless? What was your reaction? Did you try and muddle through? Or did you as this passage suggests quite strongly, rely on Jesus’ word and presence?
In this passage something mystifying occurs at this point, so small we could be forgiven for missing it. But to do so would be to miss the whole point of the story and the revelation contained within it. It is revealed to us simply in seven words – ‘He was about to pass them by.’ (v48) 

Now we may be tempted to dismiss these words as merely indicating that Jesus having encouraged His disciples to go ahead of Him was catching them up and wanted to get to the other shore before them.
However the words, ‘He was about to pass them by’ have incredible significance. The OT has these apparently insignificant words charged with such intensity that they far out way their simplicity.  
Our first reading this morning (1 Kgs 19:9b-13 The Lord appears to Elijah) is a great illustration of this point, The LORD said, ‘Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by’ (v11). This reflects a similar incident recorded in Exodus, when the Lord ‘passes by’ Moses (Ex 33:19 and v 22 and then again at 34:6).
However the most important reference in the OT appears in Job 9:8, 11 when Job says, ‘He alone stretches out the heavens and treads on the waves of the sea’ and ‘When he passes me, I cannot see him; when he goes by, I cannot perceive him.’
Job is replying to a ‘friend’ offering advice about his plight, by remembering the significant separation between God and humanity. God can do what humans can’t, He moves mountains, shakes the earth (vv5-6) and ‘treads on the waves of the sea’ The God spoken about by Job is a God that can’t be thought of in human terms. Some have tried to explain Jesus walking on water in rationalistic terms, but that is to try and contain God by the standards of our own minds. Job captures the point, ‘he performs wonders that cannot be fathomed, miracles that cannot be numbered’ (v 10). 

When Jesus ‘passes by’ the disciples in the boat, He does so in contrast to the OT revelations of God. Jesus intends to make the mysterious and enigmatic God of the OT visible in a way that shows God’s sovereign plan for humanity being fulfilled. The unknowable and unseen God of Job is now revealed to the believers in Jesus Christ all of which leads us into the last theme of this story.

Sustained by Jesus
For those terrified disciples in danger from the waves and this apparition were probably so relieved to hear these comforting words, ‘take courage. It is I. Don’t be afraid.’ How often like them have we needed to hear reassuring words to help us through a problem or situation? If we have received some type of reassurance in those circumstances that’s fine and I’m sure you have been grateful for them. But these words of Jesus take reassurance to a different height. 
Firstly we have the words spoken by Jesus ‘take courage. It is I. Don’t be afraid’, we could perhaps use Mark’s literary sandwich style here to differentiate the human reassurance ‘take courage’ and ‘don’t be afraid’ words that someone might speak to us and the significant three words in the middle, which have an intensity of meaning that strikes like a hard wave ‘it is I’. Jesus discloses to His disciples Gk ‘ego eimi’ – I AM.

Here Jesus declares Himself as God incarnate in the same way as we have recorded in John’s gospel with Jesus’ ‘I am’ disclosures
. And linked so clearly with the words of God to Moses at the Burning Bush in Exodus 3 – ‘I am who I am’
 
Secondly, the wind dies down as Jesus climbs into the boat, a parallel here with the earlier boat story in chapter 4, when Jesus commands the wind and the waves and they obey Him and are calm.

Being with Jesus is not purely a theoretical truth it has practical consequences, bringing peace and security to His disciples. If being separated from Jesus brings His disciples to the brink of despair, then how much more will be gained from being close to our Saviour? 

The disciples’ reaction although one of amazement it is also one of continuing disbelief, their hearts were hardened.’ How many of us have reacted in the same way? With perhaps a mindset that says, I don’t believe this is happening or I didn’t think Jesus would intervene in this situation. There is a challenge for all of us in this. How much do we rely on Jesus? Do we keep Him at arm’s length in the good times and pray only in the times of stress? Do we allow Him to have full control of our lives all the time or do we just turn to Him occasionally? 
We can only answer these questions as individuals, but Jesus our Saviour is just that, He will come to us as a Servant, when we are separated and alone, perhaps surprised by His appearance but always sustained by Him, if only we allow Him. The choice is ours. 
� 5:21-24 and 35-43 (Jairus’s daughter) with vv 25-34 (woman) in the middle.


� 3:20-35, 4:1-20, 6:7-30, 11:12-21 are just some other examples.


� 1:1 and15:39.


� 1:35 (at the beginning of His ministry and the first recorded healings) and 14:35-39 (Garden of Gethsemane)


� Jn 6:35, 8:12, 10:7,9, 10:11,14, 11:25, 14:6, 15:1,5 plus 8:58


� Ex 3:14


� Mk 4:39
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