“Peace in Adversity”

January 29, 2023
Matthew 8:23-34

I. Introduction


As a tax collector, accountant, and mathematician, Mathew was very organized as he presented proofs that Jesus of Nazareth was undoubtedly the Son of God and the Messiah who had been predicted by the prophets of old.  For example, at the end of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew wrote in 
Matthew 7:28-29, “When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law.”  Even Jesus’ teachings demonstrated His moral and theological authority as God’s Representative, the Messiah.


After Jesus’ monumental teachings, Matthew then turned to various miracles of Jesus, all of which were meant to demonstrate Jesus’ power and divinity.  When Matthew described the miracles of the healing of the leper, the centurion’s slave, and Peter’s mother-in-law, he highlighted Jesus’ power over sickness and disease.  With that in mind, Matthew was quick to remind his readers that this fulfilled a prophesy of the Messiah by Isaiah in Isaiah 53:4, “He took our infirmities and carried our diseases.”   Matthew closed the first section of miracle proofs with Jesus’ challenge to His disciples or followers to get their priorities right—coming to Jesus Christ is coming on His terms and not on one’s own.
Matthew’s next set of 3 miracles demonstrated Jesus’ power over the natural and the supernatural, including sin.  This second section closes with Jesus teaching His disciples that He brought a totally different way of believing, thinking, and living.  As He said at the Last Supper in Luke 22:20, I bring “a new covenant in my blood.”  This morning we will only look at the 1st 2 miracles in this 2nd set as they demonstrate Jesus’ power to bring peace first in the midst of a storm and second in the midst of an attack by Satan, i.e., Peace in Adversity.
II. Peace in the midst of a storm 

Mark added some other information regarding this “peace in the midst of a storm.”  Turn to 
Mark 4:35-41.  Jesus had had a busy day.  After healing Peter’s mother-in-law; he had spent the rest of the evening healing others who were clamoring outside the door.  Wanting to get away for a respite, He had the disciples launch their boat into the Sea of Galilee to go to the other side.  Because He was tired, He fell asleep in the back of the boat, “sleeping on a cushion.”  As Mark wrote that there were other boats following along with more disciples.


The Sea of Galilee is a rather small body of water.  It is 13 miles long from north to south and 
8 miles wide at the widest point.  It is in the Jordan rift valley which makes a deep crevice in the earth ending at the Dead Sea which is 1385 feet below sea level.  The Sea of Galilee itself is 690 feet below sea level making it the lowest freshwater lake in the world.  This low elevation leads to mild year-round temperatures.


The lake is surrounded by mountain ranges to the east and west that rise over 2650 feet above the level of the lake.  The lake’s low lying setting surrounded by mountains results in sudden violent downdrafts and storms that can easily produce 7-foot waves—waves capable of swamping a boat.  This is just the kind of storm that hit the disciples and those following along.  Jesus was so tired that He slept through the tossing of the boat, the noise of the wind, and the blowing of spray on Him.  Although in His divinity He was omniscient, in His humanity, He was oblivious to the turmoil around Him.  As God, Jesus permitted the storm so that He could teach His disciples some lessons:
     A. Lesson 1: Jesus is God.  Psalm 89:8-9 says, “O LORD God Almighty, who is like you?  You are mighty, O LORD, and your faithfulness surrounds you.  You rule over the surging sea; when its waves mount up, you still them.”  God controls the elements and the wind and the waves.  Early in Jesus’ ministry the disciples hadn’t really figured out who Jesus was—even after this miracle they still asked when it was all said and done, “What kind of man is this?”  To be fair, we wouldn’t have been any different.  Jesus was unique—there had never been anyone like Him before and there will never be another.  This was all new for the disciples.  It would take almost 3 years of observing and being taught before they would finally get it.  But by the end, they did learn and were ready to share—turn to 1 John 1:1-4.  
Just like in the previous 3 miracles, Jesus didn’t just calm things down a little at a time or gradually diminish the storm.  Jesus “rebuked the winds and the waves, and it was completely calm.”  He was in complete control.  Jesus spoke and it was done.  According to Scripture, only the Lord God Almighty has this power.  This was the first lesson: Jesus is God.

     B. Lesson 2: Don’t make prayer the last resort.  Jesus’ second lesson to teach the disciples was: “Don’t make prayer the last resort.”  Since over half of the 12 Apostles were fishermen, they most likely had done everything possible to keep from going under but it wasn’t enough.  So, having run out of human solutions and fearful of death, they finally turned to Jesus.  How much better would they have felt if they had turned to Jesus in the beginning of the storm?  Where was their faith in the One they had seen heal so many people?  Was it swamped by the trouble they saw?  Perhaps they were like Peter when he started to walk on water in Matthew 14:30 who “when he saw the wind, he was afraid and” began to sink.  James 4:2 says, “You do not have, because you do not ask God.”  Jesus was teaching His disciples (and us) to keep their eyes on Him and make prayer—coming to Him—the 1st step not the last.  Jesus said in Matthew 11:28, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  For peace in the midst of any storm, one needs to go Jesus and cry like Peter, “Lord, save me!” (Matthew 14:30).
     Lesson 3: Obeying God doesn’t mean there will always be smooth sailing.  Finally, there was a 3rd lesson that Jesus had in mind to teach His disciples: “Obeying God doesn’t mean there will always be smooth sailing.”  The disciples had done exactly what Jesus had told them to do—they had gotten in the boat with Him to cross the Sea of Galilee.  The storm came because they had obeyed the Lord not because, like Jonah, they disobeyed.  If we never had any problems in our lives, many of us would never go to God at all.  We listen best and learn best when we are forced to go to Him.  The disciples would have never seen His power over the elements if the sea had remained calm throughout the trip.  They would never have learned to go to God first.  They never would have learned that Jesus is God.

With the calming of the sea, the teaching moment was done, but, like us, the disciples were slow to learn.  All they could say was, “What kind of man is this?”  They would need several more lessons before it all made sense or “clicked.”  Eventually they would learn that Jesus was God and can give peace in the midst of a storm and, also, in the midst of an attack by Satan.

III. Peace in the midst of an attack by Satan 

After showing Jesus’ power over disease and over the natural world, Matthew went on to show Jesus’ power over the supernatural world.  If Jesus was going to be able to rescue fallen humanity and save them from their sins, He must be able to overpower the evil forces that hold men in physical and mental and spiritual bondage.  1 John 3:8 says, “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil's work.”

     A. Setting the Scene  Mathew began by the setting scene—after the calming of the storm, Jesus and His disciples continued on across the Sea of Galilee to the other side to land in the vicinity of Gergesa.  The disciples didn’t know that they were on a rescue mission, but Jesus had an appointment to bring peace to two men and their families and friends.
After what had happened on the sea, the disciples were probably feeling pretty good emotionally but physically they were beat—it had been a long night.  But when they landed, instead of peace and quiet, they were met by 2 demon-possessed men who were so violent that all who knew them were afraid of them.  Once again, Mark has some more to add—turn to Mark 5:1-20.  In the accounts of this healing in Mark and Luke, only one demon-possessed man is mentioned but neither state that only one was present.  It would appear that for their purposes they chose to focus on the more vocal of the 2 men.  Mark added that these men had supernatural strength and were able to break any chains that were used to try to control them.  No one recorded how the disciples responded.  But if they were anything like us, as these two demon-possessed men came screaming down the beach running towards them, they would have been shivering in their sandals.  
     B. The Confrontation  After setting the scene, Matthew wrote about the confrontation between the demons and Jesus—for the demons, it was a lost cause!  Mark wrote that the demons were called Legion.  Since a Roman legion consisted of around 6000 men, it would seem to imply that there was a legion of demons—6000 of them—in these 2 men.  The man, probably both men, “ran and fell on his knees in front of him.”  The demons recognized Jesus—they even called Him the “Son of God.”  Demons are fallen angels and they would have known God well.  James 2:19 says, “You believe that there is one God.  Good!  Even the demons believe that-- and shudder.”  It will be much later—Matthew 16:16 to be exact—when Peter would finally recognize the same thing as he said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

As recorded in 2 Peter 2:4 and several places in Revelation, the demons knew that there was an appointed time for their judgment, but that time hadn’t arrived yet.  But they sensed that Jesus was about to interrupt and destroy their present evil work.  Knowing Jesus’ compassion for men and His plan to destroy the works of the devil, the demons looked for some way to escape.  “The demons begged Jesus, ‘If you drive us out, send us into the herd of pigs.’”

Later in their training with God’s commissioning and empowering, the disciples would cast out demons; for them, it required considerable time and persistence as well as prayer and fasting, e.g.,  
Mark 
9:28-29.  But Jesus, as the Son of God, was able to cast the entire legion of demons out of the 2 men with just a word: “Go!”  He gave permission to the demons in the form of a command which they were powerless to disobey, and immediately “they came out and went into the pigs, and the whole herd rushed … into the lake and died….”

The primary lesson of this passage does not have to do with the right to raise pigs or to eat pigs or with the relative value of pigs and human beings.  The Lord’s purpose in casting out the demons and Matthew’s purpose in reporting it were to demonstrate Jesus’ authority and power over Satan and his forces.  The fact that the demons went into the pigs and that the pigs reacted as they did was dramatic and conclusive proof that they had really left the two men.  Their fierceness and violence was transferred to the pigs and there could be no doubt in the minds of the observers as to what had happened.

     C. The Results  Finally, we see the results which were mixed.  The herdsmen saw what happened and they ran away.  The townspeople—probably including the owners—came out to see Jesus.  But rather than worshipping Him, Luke 8:37 says, “they were overcome with fear” and “they pleaded with him, i.e., Jesus, to leave their region.”
On the other hand, Mark and Luke both record that the men who had been demon possessed were dressed and in their right minds.  They were completely healed.  When Jesus was getting into the boat, one man “begged to go with him” (Mark 5:18).  But Jesus had other plans for him.  The man was to be a missionary to his own people; a living testimony of the One some of them had rejected and sent away.

The disciples had one more proof of “What kind of man is this?”  He heals the sick, He calms storms, and He controls demons— all with just a word!  Can He be anyone less than God?
IV. Conclusion

We sometimes wonder at the disciples but are we any different?  Unlike the disciples in the beginning of their education, we know Jesus is God, we know of His power.  Jesus wasn’t just a good Man who taught some interesting things.  As Thomas said in John 20:28, “Jesus is “Our Lord and our God.”

We also know of His love and mercy and grace for each one of us.  But as soon as trouble comes our way, we, like Peter and the Apostles, are quick to forget God and His greatness and see only trouble around us.  Let’s learn the lesson that Jesus was teaching the disciples: Don’t make prayer your last resort.  In 
1 Thessalonians 5:17 Paul wrote, “Pray continually.”  Turn to Ephesians 6:10-18.  If you are praying continually, you won’t forget to pray when things start to go wrong.  You will already be talking to God.
Finally, contrary to “Health and Wealth” preachers, obeying God doesn’t mean there will always be smooth sailing.  There are many examples in the Bible of people obeying God, but not having the best of times.  There’s Daniel in the lions’ den; there’s Paul being beaten, stoned and shipwrecked.  Even Jesus, when He obeyed God, was crucified.  But as Romans 8:28 says, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  If you want to have peace in adversity, then you need to keep these lessons in your heart.  Then you can have “the peace of God, which passeth all understanding” (Philippians 4:7).
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