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Memphis, Texas is in the Panhandle area of Texas. Memphis has cotton fields, dust storms and wide open spaces. Memphis is also along the path of Tornado Alley. I remember when I was about five years old the skies getting strangely dark. My mother seemed to be getting anxious and she gathered me and my brother inside the house.

Dad was hanging up the phone and then he said, “Let’s get in the car.” He said it in a tone that made us kids move without any questions asked. No, “Do we have to’s?” or “Can I finish my puzzle’s?” We moved like soldiers in a drill straight to the car.

Dad drove us a short distance over to some friend’s house because they had a storm cellar.  It wasn’t one of those new kinds that are prefab and put in the ground or built into your garage. This one was just like what you see in the Wizard of Oz. 

The storm was approaching. Dark, heavy, ominous black clouds. We were hurrying down into the cellar. Once there things were strangely peaceful. Everyone was quiet. I looked around and saw the cellar was stocked with some canned goods. Most of the labels said “Beets.” I didn’t much care for beets at the time but figured they would be better than nothing in the post-apocalyptic world we might surface to find.

Above us the wind howled. The door rattled. Our imaginations could only guess at what was happening above. And then…then everything went silent. The wind died down. The cellar door stopped its banging. One of the men lifted the door and peaked out. I watched him with squinty eyes, afraid he’d open it too soon and get sucked up and fly away.  

He didn’t. (I was strangely disappointed.) He looked around and then looked at us and motioned for everyone to come out. When we did the sky was clearing and the houses were standing. Peace had returned.

Ever been through a storm? Maybe not a tornado or a Katrina or Ike. But a “life storm”? The doctor’s office calls. The divorce papers arrive. A policeman shows up at your door. Your teenager calls and asks you if the car insurance covers the other guy’s car. 

Storms can surface as quickly as dark clouds in a West Texas sky. And when they do peace is blown away like a storm on the sea. Which is where Jesus’ disciples found themselves one night.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  John 6:16-21.] 


They had just witnessed Jesus feed five thousand people. John says they then went down to the sea and got in a boat and made their way across the sea to Capernaum. Jesus was not with them.

The wind began to whip the waves into a storm. John does not say that the disciples are frightened by the storm. They are seasoned fisherman and are used to rough seas. What does frighten them is the sight of a figure walking towards them on the water. You can just imagine seeing a figure of a man every time the lightening lights up the sky.

The word used for fear is phobeo. We get our word phobia from this Greek word. Last October Chapman University released their study on American’s biggest fears. The top five were: Walking alone at night, becoming the victim of identity theft, safety on the Internet, being the victim of a mass/random shooting and public speaking.[footnoteRef:2] Seeing a figure walking on the water in the middle of a sea apparently didn’t make the list. [2:  WHAT SCARES YOU? CHAPMAN UNIVERSITY RELEASES STUDY ON AMERICANS' GREATEST FEARS by Carollyn Nguyen Wednesday, October 22, 2014 at http://abc7.com/society/americans-biggest-fear-walking-alone-at-night/361278/] 


But the disciples had “figure-on-the-sea-in-the-middle-of-the-night-phobia.” And who can blame them? They had fear and needed peace. John says their fear subsided when they heard Jesus’ voice saying “It is I; do not be afraid.” Jesus uses the phrase “I am.” It is God’s designation of himself that goes back to another fearful person, Moses, at the burning bush. Jesus can get by with saying “I am” and leaving it at that. We can’t. We have to finish it with “I am a preacher. I am a mother. I am afraid.” Jesus announces his deity by using the name God used to identify himself to Moses: “I am.”

It was enough for the disciples. Once they recognize Jesus they are “glad.” The text literally says they “willingly receive him” into their boat. 

“And immediately the winds and the waves stopped.”

That’s not John’s version. Matthew and Mark tell us that when Jesus got into the boat the winds stopped.[footnoteRef:3] Those are the versions we like. “If we just invite Jesus in,” we think, “then my storms will cease and I’ll have peace.”  [3:  Matthew 14:22-36; Mark 6:45-56.] 


But John says nothing of the storm ceasing. Only that when the disciples see Jesus their fear leaves. And then they immediately get to their destination. This account is not so much about the calming of a storm but the calming of the disciples.

Even though the word “peace” is not found in this story it is what the story is about. Biblical peace is not the absence of conflict. It is not the taking away of stormy seasons of life. It is about listening for God’s voice in the midst of our storms.

Later in John—in chapters 13-17—Jesus and his disciples are experiencing another sort of storm. Storm clouds have gathered in the form of opposition to Jesus. So Jesus and his disciples are gathered in the storm shelter of the Upper Room for a final time of teaching before his death, burial and resurrection. In that heartfelt time with them he says, “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

Peace the disciples did not yet know. Tribulation they did know. The word means “a pressing, pressing together, or pressure.” They knew pressure. Jesus was hunted. He was hiding with them in an Upper Room. It looks like the world has conquered him, not the other way around.

And you’ve experienced pressure too, haven’t you? Whether it is pressure from your work or the stack of bills or relationships, you know the feeling of the world overcoming you. What has Jesus said that would bring us peace? 

To find an answer we have to read the entire discourse together. When we do we find that earlier Jesus has declared, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid.” (John 14:27).

Peace is a gift from Jesus. He gives it to us. And it is ours when we believe. A couple of verses later we find a cadence that is repeated in chapter 16:33 when Jesus tells us he has said “these things” so that we might have peace. Here’s what we find:

In 14:29 Jesus says: “I have told you this…so that…you may believe.”

In 16:33 Jesus says: “I have said this to you…so that…you may find peace.”

The foundation of peace is peace with God through faith. Jesus has taught the things he has taught in John 13-17 so that his disciples may believe with the result of having peace. A huge chunk of that belief is that Jesus brings peace with God. 

In this section he stresses the love of God for the disciples (John 16:27). He assures them that there are many rooms in the Father’s house and a place is prepared for them, for those who believe. And he ends the discourse by praying to the Father that his disciples would know that the Father has loved them just as he loved Christ. The relationship broken by sin is made right. That’s peace.

In Romans 5:1 Paul will write, “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” Peace with God allows us to live secure. Nothing can separate us from God’s love. Our hearts can be troubled. In the world we will have tribulation. But we can experience peace in the midst of tribulation because Jesus has overcome the world. We are safe in his arms.

But Jesus also brings peace with others. His disciples will be known by their love of each other (John 13:35). But sometimes disciples don’t show love to each other. What do you do then to seek peace?

There was a time I was entrenched in widespread church conflict. The “brothers and sisters” weren’t getting along. It was like living in a 300 member dysfunctional family. No way would I describe my life with the word “peace” at that time.

It was so bad that one day I had gone to the hospital to visit someone. While there I had the thought, “I wish I would come down with something that would put me in the hospital. Nothing terminal mind you. Something just enough to put me in for a week or two so I could stop and just watch mindless TV.”

It’s not healthy to be visiting someone in the hospital wishing you could trade places with them. That’s how bad it was. The storm was fierce. The boat was rocking. 

I didn’t wind up in the hospital but I did wind up flat on my back. My back went out. I went to a physical therapist and he looked at me and said, “Do you realize you are bent over?” I said, “No I’m not.” He turned me around to the wall of mirrors behind me. He said, “Walk and watch yourself.” He was right. I looked like the crooked man. (But I didn’t have a crooked cat, mouse or house.) 

He sent me home with orders to not be on my feet for a few days. All I did was lie on the floor. On my back. On my stomach. This wasn’t what I had asked for. I wanted a hospital bed where I could keep up with the Kardashians and have a nurse wait on me hand and foot for a couple of weeks. 

What I learned is that when you’re flat on your back you can only look up. And it forced me to move to Jesus. I asked him how to handle all this relational conflict when I could only control my actions and not the actions of others. 

He highlighted a verse from Romans 12:18 for me: “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” That was it. Do your part to seek peace with others. It takes two to tango so peace is not always achieved. But you will experience peace when you lay down at night knowing you did your part.

And that’s when you will experience personal peace. When you believe that God has overcome the evil one and the world, that he loves you and you are in turn loving the people around you, peace happens. 

…do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Philippians 4:6-7

Storms will come. Jesus said so. Experience affirms so. And when they do we would do well to do as the disciples did:

When storms come, listen for the voice of Jesus. “Willingly receive Jesus” into our boat. 
When storms come, sit in the Upper Room with him and hear his words again. He said them so that we would believe. He said them so that we could have peace.

Remember, peace does not panic. Peace prays. And you and I will need to. In this world we will have tribulation. But peace is not the absence of storms. Peace is finding the storm shelter in the midst of the storm.

That shelter is Jesus. He may not stop the storm. But he is with you in the storm. And he will peacefully deliver you to your destination.
