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Making it through the Storms of Life

February 8th, 2004
I read a story some time ago of a man who was swimming in a large lake at dusk.  As he was swimming, about 100 yards offshore, a fog rolled in across the water almost out of nowhere.

· In just a few minutes, the sky had become dark and he found himself in the middle of this lake unable to see anything…no horizon, no landmarks, no objects or any light coming from shore.

· So he started to panic.  He’d start in one direction, loose confidence, and turn 90 degrees to the right or left… it didn’t make a difference.

· He could feel his heart racing uncontrollably… so he’d stop and float… trying to get calm before swimming out blindly again.

· Finally, he heard a faint voice calling from shore… He pointed his body toward the sound and followed it to safety 

We all experience these times of lostness, feeling so disoriented… where we loose sight of all landmarks, where we loose sight of all that makes us feel safe.

· those feeling of lostness can come in an instant… when you boss tells you that you’re being laid off, when you receive that “dear john” letter, when you hear that someone you love has died.

· When we experience these things, where should we turn?  Of course we can and should turn to God… and yet, sometimes, like the man lost in the fog, it seems at times that in spite of our cries, that God is silent.  

· And when God seems distant, many of us add guilt onto our pain asking, “what have I done wrong that would have caused God to seem so distant?”

It’s not unusual for Christians to feel this way… you read Scripture, like Psalm 23… “The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want… he guides me… I will fear no evil… goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life.” 
· And you wonder why that isn’t your experience.

· But, you know, this Psalm is only one picture into the life and faith of David.  Look just one chapter back, to Psalm 22.  Go ahead and look.

· “My God, why have you forsaken me?  Why are you so far from saving me?  I cry out by day, but you do not answer…”

There were times in David’s life where the Father seemed so close… and there were other times, like this, where David felt just like we do at times… like he was in the middle of a lake with no idea where he was or how he would get back to shore.

· Keep in mind that in this Psalm, it wasn’t David’s sin that drove him to that place of crying out to the Lord.  
· David simply found himself in one of those storms of life… not sure whether or not he could handle it, not sure what would come of tomorrow.

· This is the kind of thing St. John of the Cross called “the Dark Night of the Soul” in 1579.

The Dark Night of the Soul represent those storms of life that come, not as a result of our sin, but simply b/c they’re part of life.

· During these times, alone and afraid, we find ourselves stripped of all religious pride, zeal, and striving.  

· During these times, the simplistic advice we throw at ourselves s/a read your Bible more, try harder, pray more prove too shallow to make a difference.

In one of the classic Peanuts, Charlie Brown is building a beautiful sandcastle… he works on it for hours.  Just as he’s admiring it, a storm comes up and blows over the entire sandcastle.

· Now, he’s standing where his beautiful masterpiece was saying to himself, “I know there’s a lesson in this, but I’m not sure what it is.”

· There isn’t a person here who hasn’t had at least a few sandcastles blown away in your lifetime.

· What I want to speak on this morning, then, is how we make it through the storms of life… and how we can continue to walk with Him even when that sandcastle seems to be falling down.

To do this, I’d like to look at a story from Matthew 14.  Before I read it, let me set the stage.  

· After Jesus just got word of John the Baptist’s murder by Herod, He goes off alone to a quiet place to pray.  But the crowds of people continue to follow Him.  It’s late and the multitude of people following Him are hungry.

· And so, with 5 loaves of bread and two fish, Jesus feeds over 5000 people.  
· In John 6:15 we read that the crowd was wanting to try and force Jesus to become their King, so Jesus sends the disciples away, dismisses the crowd, and goes up into the hills to pray.

· Let’s read…

22Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to the other side (of the sea), while he dismissed the crowd (Himself).  23After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray.  When evening came, he was there alone, 24but the boat was already a considerable distance from land, being beaten by the waves because of the wind. 25During the fourth watch of the night, (between 3 & 6 am), Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. 26When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. "It's a ghost," they said, and cried out in fear.  27But Jesus immediately said to them: "Take courage! It’s Me.  Don't be afraid!"  28"Lord, if it's you," Peter replied, "tell me to come to you on the water."  29 so Jesus then said to Peter, “Come”.  Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus.  30But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, "Lord, save me!"  31Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. "You of little faith," he said, "why did you doubt?"  32And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down. 33 Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the Son of God." 

Sometimes we face storms we’ve brought on ourselves… and then there are storms that the Lord allows… storms that we’ll find ourselves right in the middle of.  

· Again, we all will face storms in our lives… some of you may have just come out of one, other’s are in the middle, while some of you are just starting to notice the clouds gathering above you.

· But keep in mind, just because you’re encountering a storm in your life, does not necessarily mean that you’re out of God’s will or willfully disobeying him.

· That certainly wasn’t the case with Jesus being in the desert for 40 days!

· If you look at verse 22, who was it that sent the disciples into the boat in order to row to the other side?  Jesus!  

So, here they are… in the middle of the Sea of Galilee (13*7.5 miles) in the midst of a terrible storm.  A bunch of these guys are fishermen… tough guys used to being out on tough waters at night.  Yet this time they were afraid… so you know this was a bad storm.

· Remember… Jesus sent them out there.  So, while facing the storm of their lives, the fact is that they were right in the middle of God’s will.

· Paul understood this so well… when the Lord led him to go somewhere, and along the way he faced things like shipwrecks, he must have wondered if somehow he had gotten himself off track.  But he hadn’t.
· This is important b/c we all need to remember that it is possible for you to be walking in real intimacy with the Father, walking in close fellowship with Him, be right in the center of His will, and yet, at the same time, encounter a difficult storm.

· This may seem so obvious… but to some, this truth is hard to accept… where we immediately start asking, “What’s wrong with me? What did I do?”
· Is your natural tendency is to beat yourself up every time the fog rolls in?
Why then does God allow these storms of life to come?  Couldn’t he just prevent them from coming?

· Couldn’t he have prevented those planes from crashing in the WTC?  Couldn’t He have done something to intervene in Iraq so that over 500 young men and women wouldn’t have had to die?  

· He could have.  Then why didn’t He?  I don’t know.

· Personally, I don’t believe that Sept 11th was a punishment for the sins of our nation… I don’t think God caused it to teach us a lesson… I don’t think there was a single thing about Sept 11th that didn’t break His heart.


· There are times when God, in spite of how much He loves each of us, in spite of how much he loved every person in the WTC… those who survived and those who died… allows the effects of sin in this world take its course.

During the Gulf War there was a documentary about armor piercing shells… one in particular, which could pierce the armor of a tank.  They said that once a shell enters the interior of the tank, it ricochets again and again… till everything inside is destroyed.

· When that first sin entered humanity at the Garden, it began to ricochet and hasn’t stopped since.

· We’ve all been hit… some with illnesses, some with crime, some with depression, some with addiction... And sometimes the fruit of that sin can cause so much pain.
· In the end, I’ll never have an answer that will satisfy myself let alone you.  
· As we saw last week, David, who went through so much anguish in his own life, found solace not in the answer to this question… but in the reality that, at the end of the day, God is good.

· And how did David learn about the goodness of God?  Not thru any book. It was thru spending countless nights just sitting in His presence, talking with Him.

There are even times when God will lead us into the storms of life the way that the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness.  Why?

· Because there are times when God brings us to the end of our resources so we can discover the vastness of His.

· I can tell you from my own personal experience… that every significant period of personal growth in my life and ministry has been preceded by a major experience of testing.

· Did you know that when they first manufactured golf balls, they made the covers smooth?  But eventually they discovered that after a ball had been roughed up, people were getting more distance out of it.  

· So, they started making them with dimpled covers.  

· It’s the same thing with life.  It takes some rough spots to make us go the farthest!
David understood this when he wrote in Psalm 81:16, “Out of the Rock will come forth Honey”.

· Out of the hardest of times in our lives, David has learned, will come forth the sweetest of times.  

· Why then doesn’t God always remove the rocks from the path of life?  B/c the sweetest of times come from the hardest of times.

· Thomas Jefferson once wrote, “The art of living is the avoiding of pain.”

· He’s so wrong!

· B/c it is thru these times that we learn to trust and rely on God… and it’s when we’re trusting and relying on Him that real peace and joy can come into our lives.

Isaiah 50:10 says, “Who is among you that fears the Lord, that obeys the voice of His Servant, that walks in darkness and has no light?  Let him trust in the name of the Lord and rely on his God.  But you who live in your own light and warm yourselves from your own fires and not God’s... you will (go on) with sorrow.”
There are a few things that caught my eye when I read this passage this week.  The first thing is that Isaiah is speaking to those people who fear the Lord and obey Him… yet still walk in darkness.  

· The darkness he is speaking of here is not the darkness of sin or the world… but the darkness of uncertainty… being in the midst of a difficult storm.
· But when we face those storms, what Isaiah tells us to do is to trust in the Lord and rely on Him…

· That even in the face of insecurity and uncertainty, we shouldn’t try to warm ourselves with our own fires, he says.  

· That we shouldn’t simply try to make ourselves feel better… by eating more, getting involved in an unhealthy relationship…

· But that we would learn to find light and warmth from Him… in His presence.  That it is in His presence, as David says, that there is fullness of joy. 
So, we’ve looked at the reality of Storms in our lives and why God allows them to happen.  But where is God when they do happen?  Let’s go back to those disciples, being knocked around in the middle of the night by a fierce storm.

· Where is Jesus through all of this?  

· In verses 22& 23 we find that while the disciples were out in the lake during the storm, Jesus had gone up to the mountainside to pray.  
· What was He praying for?  I’m sure He was up there praying for the disciples.

· Sometimes when things are going bad, we are temped to think that God has deserted us.  Where is God when we’re in the midst of that thick fog or storm?  
· He’s right there on that hill looking down toward us… praying for us.

· If you’re in the midst of a storm now… even if God seems so distant… know that Jesus is giving Himself to prayer for you… for you!

· Hebrews says that Jesus intercedes for us in our time of need.  

· He goes to the Father knowing and experiencing with you all that you feel.  He knows about your needs, b/c He’s been there.  He’s walked where we walk, felt what we feel, seen what we have seen, heard what we’ve heard.  

But Jesus not only prays to us in the midst of the storm, He comes to us!  Keep in mind that this was, as verse 25 says, just prior to dawn, the darkest hour of the night.

· While they are fighting to keep themselves from falling into the sea, they see what to them must have been a ghost!

· Typical of life, huh.  You’ve got one problem and before you are finished dealing with that, along comes another!

· From a boat being battered by the waves to a ghost walking on the water!

· Anyway, they chose to worry about the ghost problem… so, as any honest man would do in the absence of any women, they became terrified and yelled out, “It’s a ghost!”  In fact, it says that they cried out in fear.

Jesus yells to them, “Don’t be afraid, it’s Me!”  Peter, in his exhaustion, yelled back to Him… “If it is you, Jesus, then tell me to come to you.”  And Jesus said, “Come”.  

· So Peter, with his eyes so fixed on Jesus that he doesn’t even think about what he’s doing, gets out of the boat and walks toward Jesus.

· But when he saw the wind and got his eyes off of Jesus, he fell in the water, crying, “Lord, save me.”

· And what does it say next?  It says “immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him”.  And, with the storm was still raging, Jesus walked to the boat, holding Peter’s hand.

You see, through the storms of life, we can always be sure that Jesus is praying for us… and, at the same time, He’s with us, holding our hands.

· We can also be sure that when we really need Him… He will always be there.  
· When Peter fell in the waters, he cried out, “Lord, save me!”  And immediately Jesus reached out His hand to catch Him.

· Notice also that the disciples had been in the storm for some time.  Was Jesus apathetic?  Not at all.  But sometime, as in this case, Jesus doesn’t come until the darkest hour… right before the sun comes up.

In the end, what were the disciples most afraid of?  What was their greatest fear during this storm?  It was the raging waters… they knew that if they fell into those waters, they weren’t getting out.

· These guys are bailing water as fast as they can… they’ve been on water all their lives… yet they’re scared to death.  
· The waves are coming and all of a sudden, on the very thing that they are terrified of, those high waves, Jesus comes walking.

· He comes to them walking on the very thing that frightened them.

· Jesus wants us to know that whatever is the greatest storm in your life, he keeps under His feet.  “I will come walking on your greatest fear, the thing that causes you to stumble.  I reign over that stuff… trust me and rely on me.”
Isaiah 43 says, “Do not be afraid, for I have ransomed you.  I have called you by name.  You are mine.  When you go thru the deep waters and the great trouble, I will be with you.  When you go thru the rivers of difficulty, you will not drown.  When you walk thru the fire of oppression, you will not be burned up, and the flames will not consume you.”  Why?  “B/c I am the Lord, your God.”
And not only does Jesus come to us the midst of our storms but He ministers to us!  

· When the disciples were afraid, he immediately called out to them… “Don’t be afraid… don’t worry.”  

· There are going to be times when, like the disciples, we don’t understand what is really happening or why it’s happening.

· Reality is that there will be things in this life that you and I are never going to figure out.   

· But like Peter, we need to realize that it is better to be with Jesus without a boat than it is to be in a boat without Jesus.  

· And when we get that feeling inside of being so hurt or so overwhelmed, we need to remember that it is Jesus who took hold of Peter, not Peter in his own strength grabbing hold of Jesus… and Jesus will never let go.

Maybe you already know this… but if you’ve ever seen trapeze artists doing their thing, then you know that there is a very special relationship between the flyer and the catcher.

· The flyer is the one that lets go, and the catcher is the one that catches. 

· As you might imagine, this relationship is important—especially to the flyer. 
· When the flyer is swinging high above the crowd on the trapeze, the moment comes when he must let go. He arcs out into the air, and his job is to remain as still as possible and to wait for the strong hands of the catcher to pluck him from the air. 
· A trapeze artist wrote in an article how, “The flyer must never try to catch the catcher.” The flyer must wait in absolute trust. 
· The catcher will catch him. But he must wait.

WORSHIP TEAM

If you are in a Storm right now in your life… know that Jesus will catch you… He knows what is going on… know that He is right there with you even if you can’t see Him… know that He loves you and that He is praying for you…  Know that…
· He’s watching out for you even if He seems distant, 

· that he will come to you even when He seems silent, 

· that He will minister to you even in the midst of your doubt and fears, 

      and… like we see in Matthew 14, 

· And that He take you through the storm.
