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This morning we are continuing our series on how God can equip us through struggles.  If you have your bibles with you will you turn to Mark Chapter 6.  I will read from verse 30.
A couple of months ago the preacher asked the question how long do you think it takes to prepare a sermon?  The answers given ranged from a day to a lifetime.  Well today is somewhere in between, for me this sermon has been 6 months in the making.  God gave me this passage back in January.  I have been reflecting on it ever since, through what has been the biggest struggle of my life so far.  
When each of us as Elders stand up to preach our desire is to hear from God and to bring his word.  To do this in a real and meaningful way we must also give something of ourselves, share something of our own experience.  This is especially true for me this morning.
In January this year I was in a bad way.  Physically speaking I wasn’t sleeping well at all, I was losing weight.  Mentally I couldn’t switch off, I was constantly thinking and re-thinking things over and over and over again, I felt tortured.  Emotionally I felt a deep sadness that I have never before experienced and it frightened me.  One Sunday morning after tossing and turning in bed I sat downstairs in the wee small hours and I couldn’t stop crying.  I felt like I had fallen off a cliff.  I knew I needed help.  I didn’t know what was wrong with me.  As it happens I was suffering from depression.  
The past few months have been difficult, at times very difficult.  However God has been good, he has remained faithful.  I would like to share a few thoughts that will apply to those who are struggling, whether that struggle is emotional, physical, mental or spiritual in a nature.

I haven’t divided the passage into sections, however there are 3 broad points I would like to make.
· God of the picnic and God of the storm
· God is in Control.
· God sees, intercedes and intervenes. 
God of the picnic and God of storm.

I wonder do you like a picnic?  If I said to my children that we were going to have a picnic I would be greeted by a loud cheer.  They love a picnic at any time of year but especially in the summer sitting outside on the grass.  It is just normal packed lunch food but somehow at a picnic it tastes better, the whole experience is so much more enjoyable.

What about a boat trip in a storm?  I know my wife and our eldest daughter would turn green at the mere thought of it.  I would be scared and I’m sure our 4 year old would tell us in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t getting in the boat.
In the passage we read Jesus feeds a hungry crowd then the disciples get in a boat and a storm comes.  These stories are often told separately however in reality they fit together.  They are linked by verse 45 which starts with the word ‘Immediately’.  These stories tell us something about the changing nature of our circumstances and yet the unchanging nature of God.
For me there are echoes of the 23rd Psalm running through this passage.  
Verse 34

Jesus...had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd.  

‘The Lord is my shepherd’
Jesus taught them many things.

‘He restores my soul’

I love the detail in verse 39 where Jesus told them to sit on the green grass.
‘He makes me lie down in green pastures’
This is not a parched dry land.  This is a lush green hillside.  It doesn’t say it but I picture a bubbling brook running off the mountainside down to the lake.  This is great place for a picnic, but there is only one problem.  It is a big problem though.  Not enough food, not nearly enough food.  It doesn’t matter whether you call it a roll, a bap, a teacake, a cob or a bun one per thousand isn’t enough.  Yet somehow Jesus, the God of the picnic, shares the food out and there is enough, more than enough for everyone.  

You prepare a table before me...my cup overflows.
 A miracle of multiplication that defies all the laws of physics and mathematics.  This God of the picnic sounds good.  
The disciples are understandably are a bit confused but overall this is a good day.  I like a picnic.  However the day may have been a picnic but the evening is drawing in and the night is coming.
When the evening came the disciples verse 47 where in the middle of the lake.  And in verse 48 they were straining at the oars, because the wind was against them.
The picnic on the sunny hillside is no more, it is a dark night and a storm has come.  It would take a serious storm to make seasoned fishermen worry.  I imagine as the clouds were blown by the wind they would have blocked the light of the moon; the disciples would have been periodically plunged into darkness. 1 Their boat would have been tipping and dipping, rocking and rolling as they strained on the oars.  They were on the waters of chaos and in the darkness they were not even able to see the chaos.  They felt the wooden boat moving beneath their feet tossed on a stormy sea and they were understandably afraid.
Then in the midst of the darkness they see something –or is it somebody- coming towards them on the water.  And now they are even more afraid.  They do not recognise Jesus in the chaos of the storm.  In a different way to the miracle of multiplication Jesus demonstrates the power of God to his disciples by walking where he shouldn’t be able to walk.  Jesus is there in the storm.
‘even though I walk in the darkest valley...you are with me’

1In these twin stories is the story of our lives.  Sometimes it is stormy and sometimes there is bread to share.  Sometimes God sits us down in green pastures, he restores our souls, sometimes we are struggling in the chaos of a storm and we cannot see God clearly.  I’m sure I can guess which situation you prefer, I know which I do.  The reality is in our lives both these situations occur, over and over, again and again.  While I am in the storm someone else is on the hillside and someone else is in a boat watching waves begin to form. 

On a recent episode of Songs of Praise a Christian lady and her husband talked about the devastation they experienced when she was diagnosed with early onset dementia in her early 50’s.  They spoke of their anger and struggle and how they had finally found peace despite the fact they knew the years ahead would be filled with sadness and difficulty.  I don’t know what you may be struggling with now or what you will struggle with in the future.  Given the choice I would much prefer to have a picnic on a grassy hillside rather than struggle in the chaos of depression.  
However what I do know is that the God of the picnic is also the God of the chaos.  Our circumstances will change but God will be and is with us through it all. 

God is in Control.
The events recorded in Mark are familiar however they are full of details that are often hard to understand and troubling.  One such detail is contained in verse 45
Immediately Jesus made his disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him

The Message version of the same verse
As soon as the meal was finished, Jesus insisted that the disciples get in the boat
This raises the obvious questions.   Could it be that Jesus didn’t know the storm was coming?  Or even harder to comprehend, did he know and he sent his disciples into it anyway?  This is something that troubled me during my first few weeks off work with depression.  You see, I didn’t see it coming, I had no idea that I was gradually slipping until I suddenly fell.  However I knew that God knew.  I asked the obvious questions.  Why didn’t he warn me?  Why did he allow it?  Why didn’t he stop it?  I guess these are questions each one of us has asked from the depths of despair when we are struggling with the circumstances of our lives.  

On January 1st this year my wife & I started the Bible in one Year reading program.  The programme starts with a Psalm, then a NT passage and then an OT passage.  I have to say that God has spoken to me day after day through his word just what I needed for that moment.  However, I cannot say that I have answers to the questions of why.  But rather than be distressed by the fact that God has allowed this to happen, I have discovered a deep comfort in the knowledge that God is in control.  One verse that has spoken to me over and over again is Deuteronomy 29v29

The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever.

Sometimes we doubt that God is actually in control, the circumstances of our lives don’t make sense to us.  As I sat down to prepare this two Bible verses came to mind that have encouraged me that even when it seems unlikely, God is actually in control.
The first is from Genesis 50v20 it says

You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  
These words were spoken by Joseph when he was reunited with his brothers.  As a young man Joseph was a dreamer, his father thought he was special and so did Joseph.  He was what some would call stuck up.  You could say he didn’t get along with his brothers; they nearly killed him, and then sold him into slavery.  Now that is a dysfunctional family.  Joseph’s life was full of storms with not many picnics.  He was accused of a crime he didn’t commit and thrown in prison to rot.  Yet he honoured God and gave him the glory before the Pharaoh of Egypt.  He was used by God and he could offer his brothers forgiveness and recognise that God was in control and that indeed ‘God intended it for good’.  These words are amazing and deeply challenging.
The second verse that encourages me that God is in control is Luke chapter 2 v 1 
‘And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus
This may not immediately strike you as a verse of encouragement however let me explain.  However Jon Ortberg in his book ‘When the game is over it all goes back into the box’ explains further.  When Octavian was sixteen, the roman Orator Cicero said of him ‘Octavian is a talented young man who should be praised, honoured and eliminated’.  But one by one Octavian eliminated his rivals and eventually he was named by the Roman senate Caesar Augustus.  He became the most powerful man in the world.  He sat on a throne in Rome and ruled over lands from Northern England to Africa and east to Asia.  He was the king of kings.  Of course not everyone wanted to be ruled by Rome but his army was so strong no one could challenge it. 
However a vast army cost a lot of money so Caesar had a bright idea, he needed to raise more money through taxes.  To do this he needed to count every one of his subjects.  Luke 2 v1 

‘And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world’ 

Author Tom Wright puts it like this: ‘This man, this king, this absolute monarch lifts a finger in Rome and 1,500 miles away in an obscure province a poverty-stricken couple undertake a hazardous journey , at the whim of a king’
The result:  A child was born in a town that –by the way- just happens to be the one mentioned in an ancient Hebrew prophecy about the coming Messiah.  The prophecy said the Messiah had to be born in Bethlehem, but Mary and Joseph didn’t live in Bethlehem.  They never would have gone there.  Except ‘it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus...’

Why did it come to pass?
Caesar would have told you it was because of him, he was in control.  But Luke raises the question: Who is really in control?  Rome is the centre of a kingdom.  Bethlehem is a place where there is another kind of kingdom.  Money, soldiers, palaces are all in Rome.  Bethlehem is all stables and managers, donkeys and shepherds.  But the angels aren’t singing in Rome.  
2,000 years on the kingdom of Rome is no more, and the baby born in the manager is enthroned in hearts and lives and houses of worship on every continent in the world.  Who was in control?  God was and is in Control!
We do not have all the answers, the secret things belong to God, but we know that whatever our circumstances he is in control and can use them to accomplish his purpose and to build his kingdom.

God sees, intercedes and intervenes.
I once watched a TV programme that showed the National Grid control room.  In it there is a bank of desks where systems balancing engineers control electricity production anywhere in Great Britain to ensure that the voltage and frequency remained constant throughout the day and night.  The control centre is based in Berkshire in South East England and you could say the 24-7 staff there are in complete control of the National Electricity Supplies.  It is possible to be in control but remain invisible, out of sight, miles away.  God is not like that.  He is in control and this knowledge can bring us comfort, but more than that he sees us, our struggles our pain are not hidden from him.  Verse 48

[Jesus] saw the disciples straining at the oars.
I am reminded of Hagar in the Old Testament who fled from Abraham and Sarah.  In the desert the angel of the Lord spoke to her.  She was so amazed that she said in Genesis 16 v 13 ‘You are the God who sees me’.  This was the name she gave to God.  The God who sees me.  

When we are struggling, we can easily feel that we are alone and invisible.  So often, as was my experience with depression, our struggles are internal, and the pain we experience is not readily visible to others.  However just like the disciples in the storm we are seen by God.  All of our struggles whether visible to others us or not are seen by him.  
Michael Card summed it up Hagar’s experience with the line in his hymn El Shaddai:
To the outcast on her knees, you were the God who really sees!

Jesus had gone up on the mountainside to pray.  In the gospels we are told this was his frequent custom to spend time alone with God in prayer.  I wonder as he looked down at his disciples struggling on the lake; did he pray for them?   Certainly when Jesus told Simon Peter that he would face struggles he said in Luke 22v31

‘But I have prayed for you that your faith will not fail.  And when you have turned back strengthen your brothers’
We too are encouraged by Paul in Romans 8 v 34 that Jesus is at the right hand of God interceding for us.  Jesus is the right hand of the Father praying for you and I now!  This is hard to comprehend but it is amazing truth that should encourage us especially when we struggle.
Next we are told that Jesus left the mountainside and walked out onto the lake.  Jesus saw his disciples, he prayed for them but more than that he drew alongside them.  Verse 48 begins with these intriguing words
He was about to pass by them, 
The English standard Version reads ‘He meant to pass them by’.  
The New Living translation reads ‘He intended to go past them’.  
Why would Jesus walk out onto the lake and pass by his disciples who were struggling against the storm?  Those words to pass by, remind me of Moses encounter with God recorded in Exodus chapter 33.  In that encounter God hides Moses in a cleft in the rock then he causes his glory to pass by.  I believe by desiring to walk past his disciples Jesus was revealing something of his glory, his splendour and his power as he walked were a man should not be able to walk.

This is so often the case in our own experience.  When we are weak and struggling we can be more receptive to God passing us by.  God desires to reveal his glory and power to us at all times but especially in our time of need.  Throughout some of my darkest days this year God has passed me by.  He has revealed his glory through the wonder of his creation as winter has turned to spring and now into glorious summer.  He has also revealed his glory through you his people who have shared my burdens and supported me in prayer.  I pray that this will be true for each one of us as experience the storms of life. 

However this is not the case for the disciples in this story they do not recognise Jesus.  They do not see the glory of God, they see what they think is a ghost.  They are terrified and cry out in fear.  Then Jesus does something that I think is remarkable.  He speaks words of comfort to them and climbs into the boat.  The storm dies down but we are told in verse 51 that the disciples

were completely amazed, for they had not understood about the loaves, 

As I read it, Jesus desired to pass by his disciples.  He had revealed something of his glory in the miracle of multiplication now he was ready to reveal more of his glory by walking by on the water.  However his disciples were not ready, they did not yet understand, they could not recognise him, they were blinded by their fear.  Jesus therefore climbed into the boat.
This reminds me of the Exodus from Egypt.  God decides to lead the people the long way round initially avoiding the Philistine country.  Exodus 13 v 17 states
God said ‘If they face war, they might change their minds and return to Egypt’

God knows what we can bear; his desire is to refine us through our struggles, not to destroy us.  The familiar words of Paul in 2 Corinthians chapter 4 come to mind.
We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed but not in despair; persecuted but not abandoned; struck down but not destroyed.

I like this NIV translation but the Message adds something 

We’ve been surrounded and battered by troubles, but we are not demoralised; we’re not sure what to do, but we know that God knows what to do; we’ve been terrorized but God hasn’t left our side, we’ve been thrown down but we haven’t been broken.

As I have read and re-read this story over the past few weeks and months it has greatly encouraged me to remember these truths, that,
1. In life there will be seasons when we are blessed with good times and periods when we struggle in the midst of storms.  Yet God is God of all.  The God of the picnic and the God of the storm.

2. God is in control; He knows the paths we take.   

3. God sees us; at no point are we outside of his love, And more than that Jesus is at the right hand of God interceding for us, And more than that Jesus is with us in the storm.  God hasn’t left our side!
Surely these are truths that we can hold on to, that can help to sustain us through the storms of life.

However there is a but!  Isn’t there always!
This story can teach us something of the character of God and the love and care he has for us, the principles by which he interacts with us.  But there is a danger in applying too literally the sequence of events in this story to our own lives.

In the story Jesus did wait, in fact he waited until the fourth watch of the night before walking out onto the lake.  However for the disciples this storm lasted only one night, and then Jesus climbed in their boat and the storm was stilled. Yet in our own experience it can be dark and stormy night after night and we fear it will never come to an end.  There is not a promise here of a change of circumstances, that the storms will cease, there is a promise of an altogether deeper peace.  This is something I have found hard to accept through the struggles of my life and especially during my experience this year with depression.  
So often we desire almost in the click of our fingers circumstances to change and problems to be resolved.  However I believe true peace comes when we allow God to change and transform our hearts and our minds rather than simply resolve difficult circumstances.

So what if the circumstances do not change.  What if the storm doesn’t end?  Is it really possible to find an inner peace? I would like to close with 2 exampled of people who found a deep peace even in a storm that did not end.
2Etty Hillesum was a young girl who was imprisoned and executed by the Nazi’s.  In her journal she wrote how she turned to God and experienced his grace even in a storm of unimaginable horror.  She wrote ‘There are moments when I feel like a little bird, tucked away in a great protective hand’.  Those words were written in a concentration camp!  She went on to write ‘Sometimes when I stand in a corner of the camp, my feet planted on Your earth, my eyes raised toward your heaven, tears run down my face, tears of deep emotion and gratitude’
Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German pastor who was also imprisoned and executed by the Nazi’s.  From his prison cell not long before his death he wrote these words

By Gracious powers so wonderfully sheltered

And confidently waiting come what may

We know that God is with us night and morning

And never fails to meet us each new day

And when this cup you give is filled to brimming

With bitter suffering, hard to understand

We take it gladly though with trembling

Out of so good and so beloved a hand.

I pray that whatever the present or future storms you face you will know the presence of the God of the storm alongside you.  I pray that you will see Jesus with you.  He is the only one who can steady us even in the middle of a raging storm; he is the only one that can bring us that inner and lasting peace.  
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