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Sermon for 9
th

 Sunday after 
Pentecost 

   
 

 It is I; Do Not Be Afraid 

It is so appropriate that the Old Testament reading and the 
Gospel for this day both deal with watercraft.  Obviously, 
Noah's ark is of a completely different order of magnitude 
than the disciples' boat in today's Gospel.  Never the less, 
they do have one thing in common.  Ever since Noah took 
his little congregation of seven people aboard the ark, 
watercraft has been a metaphor for the church.  Ships, 
boats, even floating planks have been used to represent the 
church at one time or another.  Today's Gospel quite literally 
places Jesus' congregation, once again, out on the water.  
We see Jesus' disciples trying to make some headway 
against a strong head wind and failing.  We get the 
impression that the disciples are rowing just as hard as they 

Text: Mark 6:34 
When Jesus landed and saw a 

large crowd, he had compassion 

on them, because they were like 

sheep without a shepherd. So he 

began teaching them many things. 
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can just to keep the boat stable in the water. 

It has been a long day and a half for the disciples.  It started 
in the middle of crowds of people who had come to see 
Jesus.  The crowds were so overwhelming that Jesus took 
the disciples across the Sea of Galilee in order to find a little 
peace and quiet, but the crowds followed them.  There Jesus 
had taken a few pieces of bread and some small fish and 
used them to feed the entire group.  Next Jesus sent the 
disciples back across the Sea and dismissed the crowds.  
Jesus Himself then left the area and went up into the 
mountain to pray.  When Jesus finished praying, He looked 
out on the Sea.  By now, the disciples should be getting 
close to the other shore.  Instead, they were still out in the 
middle of the Sea, fighting a heavy wind. 

Jesus strolled down out of the mountain and then walked out 
onto the Sea toward that boat full of exhausted disciples.  
Our Gospel tells us that Jesus caught up with the disciples in 
the boat at about the fourth watch of the night.  This was 
probably an hour or so before dawn. 

Naturally, the disciples had never seen anyone walk on the 
water, so they assumed Jesus was some sort of ghost or evil 
spirit out to get them.  They screamed in terror. 

Jesus calmed their fears and got into the boat.  Immediately 
the wind stopped.  The boat soon arrived at the shore and 
everybody got out and the crowds surrounded Jesus again. 

In the middle of all this activity, the Holy Spirit inspired Mark 
to add one strange little detail.  The disciples were amazed 
when Jesus got into the boat and the wind died down.  When 
Mark recorded this account, He included the reason the 
disciples were awe struck.  Today's Gospel says, "They 
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were utterly astounded, for they did not understand about 
the loaves, but their hearts were hardened." 

Think about how amazing this statement is.  A few weeks 
ago, we learned that Jesus had sent the disciples out on a 
missionary trip around Galilee.  They had been God's 
instruments to heal the sick, exorcise demons, and preach 
the Word.  Then when they came back, they were God's 
instruments to serve bread and fish to 5,000 men.  A few 
weeks ago, we heard about how a simple word from Jesus' 
mouth calmed the winds and the waves.  How in the world 
can the disciples' hearts be hard?  Never the less, that is 
what the text says.  Their hearts were hardened." 

If we take time to study the history of Israel, we begin to see 
that this hardness of heart may not be that unusual after all.  
God used ten plagues to free Israel from Egypt.  Then He 
opened up the Red Sea so Israel could walk through it and 
escape the Egyptian army.  He held back the Egyptian army 
with a cloud of fire.  Then He drowned the army in the sea.  
As Israel traveled in the wilderness, food appeared on the 
ground every morning right outside their tents.  Rocks gave 
forth water to quench their thirst.  All sorts of wonders went 
with them as they trekked in the wilderness.  To top it all off, 
God Almighty revealed His presence as a cloudy pillar of fire 
and smoke.  Never the less, they too, had hard hearts. 

People today also have hard hearts.  In many ways the 
disciples' boat creates a picture of the current state of many 
churches.  Think about the story.  Jesus put the disciples in 
the boat, but then the boat proceeded without Jesus.  
Without Jesus, the boat got to the point where the disciples 
were rowing with all their might, but were not getting 
anywhere.  Is there a better picture of trying to do church by 
our own efforts without Christ? 
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What does a gathering look like when people try to do 
church without Christ?  Without Christ, all that is left is self-
effort.  The songs become self-centered and the sermon is 
about self-help.  Self becomes the object of worship.  Self 
becomes the means of salvation. 

The tragic thing is that many groups do this so deceptively.  
They teach Christ crucified in order to bring people into the 
church, but once people join, they abandon that topic.  
Instead, they teach that Christ crucified is just the starting 
point.  After a person becomes a Christian, it is time to grow 
spiritually by means of self-improvement.  The topic switches 
from Christ on the cross to your Christian walk, your 
obedience, your spiritual gifts, your ministry, your efforts, 
your moral improvement, your choices, your example, your 
lifestyle, your perfection.  It is as if they believe that Christ 
crucified gets a person into the church, but after that, a 
person no longer needs Christ.  To return to our boat 
metaphor, Christ puts us in the boat, but then we leave Him 
on the shore. 

Now, it may not be immediately apparent when a church is 
driven by the law.  Now-a-days churches use a wide variety 
of euphemisms when they preach the law.  Instead of calling 
it "living by the law," they may call it "living the victorious 
Christian life," or "living a life of purpose," or "living the 
sanctified life," or any number of other catchy phrases.  They 
all sound so righteous - so holy, but whatever people call it, if 
it is all about what you do - your testimony, your choices, 
your example, and your lifestyle.  If it is about what you do, it 
is the law. 

So, perhaps there is a sermon series on "five ways to be a 
better husband or wife."  Is it about what you do?  If it is, 
then it is the law.  What about something entitled, "Seven 
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steps to better parenting?" Is it about what you do?  Then it 
is the law.  When you are giving people practical steps for 
improvement, you are preaching the law. 

Jesus had a simple teaching about how well we must keep 
the law: [Matthew 5:48] "You therefore must be perfect, as 
your heavenly Father is perfect."  When someone gives you 
five ways to be a better husband or wife, do you keep those 
ways … perfectly?  When someone gives you seven steps to 
better parenting, are you performing all those steps … 
perfectly?  When someone gives some advice about how to 
live like a victor instead of a victim, can you do it … 
perfectly?  God will only accept perfection, IF we are going 
to live by the law. 

How's that working for you?  I know that I can't pull it off.  
Whenever I try to live by the law, I become just like those 
disciples in the middle of the lake.  I find myself working as 
hard as I can and making no headway whatsoever.  Self-
help advice sounds so easy and it seems to make so much 
sense when you first hear it, but then when you actually try 
to do it, you learn that it is just plain impossible to pull off.  
No one, not even the people who preach it, can pull it off … 
perfectly.  And perfection is the only thing that the law will 
accept. 

What can I do when I fail to keep this self-help advice?  
Where can I go?  Well, without Jesus in the boat - without 
Jesus in the church - all I can do is try harder.  Eventually, 
though, the headwind of my own sin will hold me in place, 
wear me out, and destroy me forever. 

That is why it is so important that Christ is in the church.  
When Jesus walked out onto the water and got into the boat, 
the headwind went away.  When Jesus is in the church, He 
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takes away the headwind of our sins.  Jesus is the one who 
is the perfect husband to His bride, the church.  Jesus is the 
perfect Son who does the will of his Father.  Jesus is the one 
who is perfect just as His heavenly Father is perfect.  Jesus 
is the one who gives us His perfection in baptism.  Jesus is 
the one who takes away the sin of the world with His 
suffering and death on the cross.  Jesus is the one who 
opens up heaven for us with His resurrection.  Jesus is the 
one who is always with us in His ascension.  Without Jesus, 
the church is dead.  With Jesus, the church is eternal.  The 
church only works if Jesus is in the boat. 

The law is good.  In fact, the law is perfect.  But the law is 
incomplete without the Gospel.  Without the Gospel, the law 
can only condemn.  It can show us that we are sinners.  It 
can show us that we need a savior.  But without the Gospel, 
we don't know who that savior is.  Without the Gospel, we 
are condemned to try to save ourselves.  It is only when 
Jesus is in the boat - it is only when the church proclaims not 
only the law, but also the Gospel that we know we have 
salvation in Christ Jesus, Our Lord. 

Ever since the days of Noah, people have compared the 
Holy Christian Church to a ship.  How do we know that we 
are on the right ship?  When the Word of God, both law and 
gospel, are taught in their truth and purity and the Gospel is 
also delivered in the administration of the sacraments 
according to Christ's command.  This is the Holy Christian 
Church - the ship that sails in the forgiveness of Christ 
crucified.  Whenever you find this, Christ is in the boat.  
Amen 

 


