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Who Is This Man?   2/26/20 (Ash Wednesday) 

1 The Storm on the Sea of Galilee is a painting from 1633 by the Dutch Golden Age 

painter Rembrandt. The painting depicts the scene just prior to the miracle of Jesus calming 

the storm on the Sea of Galilee, as we just heard from the fourth chapter of the Gospel of 

Mark. What in this painting strikes you, or captures your attention? How does it make you 

feel? Are there any memories it invokes? 

The first thing that strikes me is that it’s dark. Mark starts his narrative by saying, “As 

evening came…” I tend to forget that. Long before the storm ever started, Jesus and the 

disciples were setting off on a sailing journey in the dark. It’s such a contrast with most of 

the stories we read about Jesus which take place in daylight. The scenes that take place in the 

darkness, like this one, the betrayal in the Garden of Gethsemane, and even Peter’s denial, 

seem to always foreshadow a trial of some kind. And tonight, Ash Wednesday, does 

foreshadow a trial, doesn’t it? Not only does Ash Wednesday point to the Good Friday 

crucifixion of Jesus, but it also marks a time when each of us is asked to get into the boat 

with Jesus and take a sailing trip across the dark waters, plumbing the depths of our souls so 

that that our hearts and our lives might be prepared to receive the Good News of Easter 

morning. 

I’m also struck by the ferocity of the storm. It’s one thing to read that the boat was in a 

threatening storm- I’m sure many of us have had that experience at some level. It’s another 

thing all together to imagine being in a storm like this one. And yet, we do experience 

storms in our lives, don’t we? If not in a physical boat, then in the boats of our lives. Some 

of us are riding out a storm of grief, a storm of our failing bodies, a storm of a broken 

relationships, or the storm of American politics. Even the United Methodist Church is riding 

through a storm this year. And the storms we find ourselves can turn out to be fiercer than 

we ever imagined they could be. 

Tonight, I invite you to get into this boat with the disciples and Jesus, and ask 

yourself, soaked to the skin with water, blown by the wind, and hanging on for dear life as 

Jesus sleeps in the back of the boat, “Who is this Jesus, really? Who is this man?” 

2 Something you probably didn’t notice is that there are thirteen people in the boat 

with Jesus rather than the expected twelve. The thirteenth is probably Rembrandt himself, 
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who had a habit of painting himself into his pictures. Unlike everyone else in the boat, his 

gaze is not on the boat, the storm, or Jesus, but on us! Rembrandt seems to be an observer 

and a recorder. If we asked the Rembrandt in the boat who Jesus is, he might say that Jesus 

is an interesting person, someone who makes a compelling subject for a painting, although 

Rembrandt’s preoccupation seems to be more on himself and our reaction to his painting 

rather than Jesus. How about you? Is Jesus an interesting historical figure, someone you like 

to hear about, read about, or maybe even learn from? Or is He more? Who is this man? 

3 Let’s take a look at the disciples. This one has a pretty obvious look of fear on his 

face. I remember paddling in a North canoe on Lake Superior between the mainland and the 

Susie Islands when a storm came up and the swells grew large. I’m pretty sure my face must 

have looked something like this. Oddly enough, it’s not just the storms that can evoke this 

kind of terror, but also Jesus himself. Is Jesus someone to fear? For many, it’s a fear of 

judgment, mistaking the mission of mercy Jesus was sent on for an errand of wrath. Take a 

moment to be honest with yourself. Are you afraid that Jesus is going to drop the weight of 

God’s law and judgment on your head when you’re most vulnerable and most in need of 

mercy? Or is Jesus as he described himself in the Gospel of John, when he said, “God sent 

his Son into the world not to judge the world, but to save the world through him.” Who is 

this man? The harbinger of judgment, or the savior of the world? 

4 Still others see Jesus as their task master, the one who deploys them on daily 

missions to keep them busy for the kingdom of God. We see that in this disciple whose 

response to the storm is to get busy attending the foresail. There is at least some truth to this 

image of Jesus, who has called and commissioned us to share the Good News in word and 

deed. Looking out at you tonight, I see faithful servants of God who have indeed been busy 

living out their faith in service. But surely Jesus is more than a cruise director with a never-

ending agenda of activities. Jesus didn’t say, “I am the one who will tell you what to do,” but 

rather, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” Who is this man? 

5 One lone disciple is facing the storm by trying to exert his will over the boat, 

pouring all his strength into holding the rudder firmly. That’s a natural reaction to the storms 

of life, doubling down on our attempts to control the circumstances around us. Sometimes 

our gifts or calling or circumstances do dictate that it’s our job to hold the rudder firmly. But 
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oftentimes, Jesus calls us to do just the opposite, to hold the rudder less firmly, or to let go of 

the rudder all together and to trust God radically. That’s hard to do because it requires faith, 

hope in something we can’t see. What’s happening in your storm? Is Jesus yelling at you to 

hold the rudder and never let go, or is Jesus inviting you to loosen your grip, take your eyes 

off the prow, and give your attention to your savior? Who is this man? 

6 Jesus has been all those things to me, but especially this one. When I find myself 

tossed about in a threatening squall, my natural response is to lean over the side of the boat. I 

carry my stress in my stomach, and when I find myself at the edge of what I know that I can 

do, then my stomach lets me know the limits of my trust in Jesus.  

I love that Rembrandt included this picture of me in the boat, 400 years before I was 

even born! How about you? Do you ever find that Jesus tests your limits, leading you in 

directions you never would have imagined you’d be taking, into situations you never asked 

to find yourself? It’s impossible to read the Bible with even the smallest amount of self-

awareness without finding that Jesus challenges our limits. What’s the limit that’s holding yu 

back? Is it a person or a group of people you want nothing to do with? Is it a ministry you 

sense God calling you to that you’ve been resisting? Is it what you perceive to be the limits 

of your physical or emotional strength? Jesus does challenge our limits, but never without 

also giving us the love, power, and grace to meet those challenges. Who is this man? 

7 Let’s be honest and admit that Jesus is sometimes someone who can make us angry, 

like the disciples in the back of the boat who were incensed that Jesus could and would sleep 

through the peril of this storm. I’ve noticed that some Christian traditions shy away from 

admitting anger with God, teaching that as our creator, God is beyond being the object of our 

wrath. Other faith traditions, like our own, embrace a full confession of all our feelings for 

God, believing that an honest heart pleases God more than a heart trying to be theologically 

correct.  

In my opinion, if it was ok for Jesus to get angry- and he did- then it’s ok for us to get 

angry. Paul’s writing to the Ephesians in helpful here, where he wrote, “In your anger, do 

not sin.” What do you think? Does Jesus make you angry? Can God handle that? Can you be 

angry with God without sinning? Who is this man? 

8 Each of the other disciples in Rembrandt’s boat have something to teach us as well. 
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This intrepid disciple has his back to Jesus and is apparently trying to pretend that he’s not in 

a boat and there is no storm. Some people view Jesus in just this way, someone who’s best 

kept out of sight and out of mind. Friends, that might work for a season, but sooner or later 

we will all meet Jesus. Jesus will not allow himself to be avoided or ignored forever. 

9 I’m glad to find that at least one of the disciples is praying. Does Jesus inspire you 

to worship? The Bible describes Jesus as our “High Priest,” and leading and inspiring our 

worship of God is definitely part of who Jesus is. But what happens when we step out of the 

sanctuary and head over to Cub to buy our groceries? Who is Jesus then? Does Jesus inspire 

our worship in the remaining 167 hours of the week? 

10 Fourteen people in a boat on the Sea of Galilee- Thirteen if we come back to reality 

and remember that Rembrandt wasn’t actually there. No scene in the Gospel of Mark better 

illustrates the central question Mark poses to us: Who is this man? Mark’s answer is 

abundantly clear. He gives it like a freshman thesis in the very first line of his Gospel: “This 

is the Good News about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God.” Everything else in the Gospel 

is just there for illustration. But that’s Mark’s view. What’s yours? 

For the next forty-six days and nights, let’s journey together through Mark’s Good 

News, putting his thesis to the test, comparing it with our own life experiences. Mark’s is the 

shortest of our four Gospels, with only 16 chapters, and I encourage you to read a few 

chapters each week as we make our way toward Easter Sunday. As you read from Mark, 

interact with the Wednesday and Sunday morning videos, and worship on Sundays, you 

might even find that your answer to Mark’s question has changed over the course of your 

Lenten journey.  

You’ve taken the first step tonight, getting into the boat. Now come along on a 

dangerous journey of faith, risking the possibility that what you learn and experience might 

change your view of Jesus, and your life, forever. 
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