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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, from our gospel reading: About the fourth watch of the 
night he came to them, walking on the sea. He meant to pass by 
them, but when they saw him walking on the sea they though it was 
a ghost and cried out, for they all saw him and were terrified. But he 
immediately spoke to them and said, “Take heart; it is I. Do not be 
afraid.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 In Mark’s short little gospel, just two chapters earlier he 

recorded for us an event of Jesus calming the storm – recall, that was 

the one in which he was asleep in the stern of the boat, while the 

seasoned fisherman flailed about in trying to save themselves, 

rebuked him for being asleep, and he awoke and silenced the winds 

and the waves, so that, as Luther would comment in his preaching, 

we should all simply “lie down and sleep in the boat with Jesus.” 

 Now, just two chapters later – another account of Jesus 

calming the storm. But, why? What is this event teaching differently 

than the last? At the end of St. John’s gospel, the evangelist says, 

“Jesus did many other signs that are not written, but these are 

written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ…” If that’s true 

for John’s gospel, we can assume it’s the purpose behind Mark’s as 

well, can’t we?  
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 So, why, just two chapters later, would the Holy Spirit have 

St. Mark record another similar account about Jesus calming stormy 

seas? Often, when comparing things that are similar, it’s noticing the 

differences that help us understand the meaning of each. So, let’s 

focus on a few things unique to this calming of the storm that help us 

meditate upon the meaning.   

 An immediate detail that stands out is Jesus walking on the 

water… unique to Mark’s recording of this calming of the storm is 

Jesus’ appearance on the water. St Matthew records the moments in 

which Peter tried to walk out to Jesus, but Mark excludes those 

moments, almost as if to say, “Peter’s not the main point. The main 

point is what this event says about who this Jesus is!” 

 And who is this Jesus? Mark includes a little detail in here 

that implies what he wants us to know of this Jesus. Mark records, 

“He came to them, walking on the sea. He meant to pass by them.” 

Now, that’s an odd comment. Why would Jesus intend to pass by 

them as he walks along upon the waves? The answer is found in the 

book of Job… when Job is lamenting that man cannot argue with 

God, that God’s anger toward man’s sin cannot be stayed by man’s 

power and ability… Job says,  

“How can a man be in the right before God? If one wished to 

contend with him, one could not answer him once in a thousand 

times… [He] alone stretched out the heavens and trampled the 

waves of the sea… Behold, he passes by me, and I see him not; he 

moves on, but I do not perceive him.” 
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Isn’t Job’s futility also that of the disciples? Recall that in the 

Scriptures, the roaring waves of the sea are a picture of God’s 

judgment, so that we hear in our Old Testament reading of the 

promise not to destroy again the world with the judgment of flood 

waters, and in the serene pictures of Revelation we hear that – in the 

new creation – the sea is no more.  

 So, if the ominous waves of the sea are a reminder of God’s 

judgment against man and sin, and we see the disciples floundering 

in their own futility, do we not lament with Job, “if one wished to 

contend with [God], one could not answer him once in a thousand 

times”? In fact, this passage from Job even uses another word that is 

unique to Mark’s record of this event. Job asks, “who has hardened 

himself against God and succeeded?” And, in Mark’s gospel we later 

hear that the disciples’ hearts were hardened.  

We’ll get to that, but first let’s return to this image of Jesus 

trampling the waves, intending to pass by the disciples in the boat, 

who – in their fear of impending doom (and perhaps God’s 

judgment, if they remembered Job’s words) – they thought this Jesus 

a ghost, a phantom. I suppose, by extension, we can apply that to 

ourselves and how we often think of Jesus, especially in daily life, as 

being a ghost, a shadow, intangible – just consider your prayer life 

(or lack of one) and how it may imply whether we really believe Jesus 

is present to hear our prayers. Indeed, no matter how much we find 

ourselves in the midst of life’s storms, if – in our heart of hearts – we 
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believe Jesus is ‘ethereal’ and airy and of little help and our hope in 

him is tenuous – suddenly we’re more afraid of him being a ghost 

and his promises failing us than we fear the situation we’re in! And, 

when we think of Jesus and his promises as airy, unreliable, a 

shadow – how do we instinctively react to the problems of life? – we 

wonder whether God is judging us. “Oh, why are these bad things 

happening? What have I done wrong to make God angry with me? 

He must be judging me!” 

 And, if that’s your view of God, isn’t your view of Jesus a 

ghostly, phantasmic harbinger of doom? 

 But, how does Jesus respond to his fearful disciples? Does he 

say, “Yes, your sins deserve death and hell and punishment! You 

deserve to be drowned by these waves and dashed upon rocks and 

passed by in judgment”?  

 No, he says, “Take heart; it is I.” What a wonderfully 

comforting response! First, the phrase “Take heart” – it comes from 

the Greek,  (like cathartic) – “be of good cheer.” That word, 

, is used four other times in the gospels. Twice Jesus speaks 

to those whose ills he is healing and forgiving: To the paralytic, “Take 

heart, my son, your sins are forgiven.” To the woman with twelve 

years of bleeding, “Take heart, daughter, your faith has made you 

well.” Again, the crowds say to the blind man, “Take heart, stand up, 

Jesus is calling you.” And the last time, Jesus comforts his disciples, 

“Take heart (be of good cheer), I have overcome the world.” 
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Friends, take heart when your loved ones die; take heart 

when your illnesses control your life; take heart when your sins 

burden your conscience and you fear God’s wrath and judgment; and 

be of good cheer, for Jesus says, “It is I.” 

And, here our English fails us miserably, for it does not 

capture the fact that here St. Mark uses that weighty phrase, ego 

eimi, which is the same phrase God used when he spoke to Moses 

from the burning bush. Moses, afraid to face Pharaoh, asked “Who 

shall I say sent me?” And God (specifically the pre-incarnate Second 

Person of the Trinity) responded, “Tell him ‘ego eimi’ – I AM – sent 

me.” The very way God identifies himself is through that phrase, “I 

AM.” So, now Jesus comes and says, “Take heart; I AM.” 

How important is that revelation! How important is that 

truth that Mark proclaims in this gospel account! If simply a good 

man dies for our sins, you are still in your sins and the threat of the 

Law continues to breathe its holy and godly wrath upon you. Yes, be 

very afraid to stand naked in your sins before the judgment of God, 

for Job himself knew the reality – “How can a man be in the right 

before God?” But, if it’s not simply ‘a good man’, but the I AM dies 

for your sins, then his holy judgment against sins is satisfied by his 

own sacrificial offering to cover your unrighteousness. Isn’t that 

what those who died in the days of Noah heard the hard way(?), 

when the I AM – Jesus Christ – in his great victory of the cross 

descended into hell and (the Scriptures say) preached to those souls 
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in prison because they formerly did not “take heart” in the days of 

Noah! Oh, what that sermon must have sounded like – “You should 

have taken heart! You should have listened to the preaching of 

Noah! You should have believed the gospel!” Yes, what a devastating 

sermon – not in fire and brimstone, but in Jesus’ pointing out that 

the gospel had been for them, but now it’s too late… that realization 

followed by the great weeping and gnashing of teeth among those 

lost souls, that they did not listen when Noah pointed them to the 

promised Messiah, who came saying, “Take heart; I AM.” 

Why, friends, should you take heart when your sins are made 

plain in rightful accusation and you worry that you are under the 

curse of the Law? Because Jesus is the I AM. Why should you take 

heart when your life is beset with illness and disease? Because Jesus 

is the I AM. Why should you take heart when your loved ones 

breathe their last and death seems to have the last word? Because 

Jesus is the I AM. And when the I AM gets into the boat with you, the 

winds cease, for the winds and waves know who this I AM is, and 

they dare not rise up against him. 

Isn’t this the foundation on which St. Paul builds his 

argument in the eighth chapter of his epistle to the Romans, when 

he says, 

 

“God did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all, (and, 
on account of that foundation) how shall he not also with him 
graciously give us all things? Who shall bring any charge against 
God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ 
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Jesus is the one who died – more than that – who was raised, who 
is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us!” 

 

And, therefore, friends, “take heart; be of good cheer!” For 

nothing can separate you from the love of Christ… not sickness, not 

death, nothing in all creation… nothing can separate you from the 

love of God in Christ, the great I AM. 

But, now Mark’s gospel includes a final detail in keeping with 

the rest of his account. He says, “the disciples were utterly 

astounded, for they did not understand about the loaves, but their 

hearts were hardened.” Matthew and John both record that the 

disciples were glad and received Jesus into the boat, but Mark’s 

account points out their unbelief (one can be glad for the temporal 

benefit and still unbelieving of the eternal significance)… not out of 

bitterness or anger, but simply because they were astounded and 

couldn’t seem to put two and two together. They hadn’t understood 

the feeding of the 5000, and now they don’t understand this. 

This, as I said, is in keeping with the rest of Mark’s gospel, 

which is constantly pointing out the hard-heartedness that opposes 

the coming kingdom of God. Hard-heartedness doesn’t always mean 

people are angry toward God; people we know who close their ears 

to the gospel may not be angry; some may simply be indifferent. 

Some might really want God’s attention; His love, His protection and 

provision… they simply don’t want it the way He has promised it… 
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they simply don’t see how his promises are found in this Jesus… and 

so, they’re still hard-hearted (the gospel says it).  

Here, it’s Jesus’ own disciples who don’t seem to get it. They 

can’t comprehend how the loaves and the stormy seas go together 

in teaching of Christ, and it’s not until the Holy Spirit grants them the 

wisdom that comes from above that they are able to piece it all 

together and see how this teaches them who Christ is and how Christ 

loves them. 

Contrast this with the picture of the crowds. They come 

running from everywhere – the text says, “they ran about the whole 

region and began to bring the sick… and implored him that they 

might touch even the fringe of his garment. And as many as touched 

it were made well.” In other words, the crowds (at least outwardly) 

saw that Jesus had great power… power to heal and power to save. 

This is Mark’s immediate point – even the crowds knew that – to just 

be near him and touch the fringe of his garments – that’s how 

powerful and reliable this Jesus is. 

Now, we know from John’s gospel (and next week, we’ll 

begin three weeks of Jesus’ discourse regarding this) that the 

crowds’ fascination over Jesus’ miracles and ability is not equal to 

justifying faith. And, we learn that the disciples’ hardened hearts are 

melted into faith by his words of eternal life. So, let us take the 

resulting pictures and learn Mark’s message: This Jesus is the great I 

AM with all power and ability to do more than heal or still waves and 
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winds or walk on the water. He has the power and authority to give 

you eternal life.  And he not only showcased but employed that 

power and ability on the cross, as he laid down is life for you, and 

three days later when he took it up again for you.  

Thus, you have no reason to fear: “Take heart; I AM” your 

crucified and risen Lord says to you. Retaining human pride in the 

face of the Law’s accusations will leave you in the boat alone, and 

Jesus will pass by, as Job feared. Or, as St Mark concludes his gospel, 

“Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved; whoever does not 

believe will be condemned.”  

But, crying out to the Lord is the prayer of faith… perhaps not 

bold faith, perhaps scared and timid and weak faith… but faith saves 

not in its power – just as the disciples were spared not because they 

knew Jesus was there for them in the flesh – they thought he was a 

ghost! They did not deserve to be saved, but faith saves … or you 

might say “faith is saved” by the object of its hope. Faith saves, faith 

is saved, because Jesus hears it, because Jesus answers it, because 

Jesus died and rose again for it, because Jesus feeds, sustains, and 

knows his plans for it, because Jesus comforts it, “Take heart; I AM.” 

In Nomine Iesu 
+ AMEN + 

Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
July 29, 2018 


