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Sermon “The Challenge of Growth”                       Brian D Lima 
 
I. Introduction 
 

Several years ago, leadership within Pioneers had tasked a small working group led by Jo to 
come up with recommendations to restructure the entire organization. Pioneers was steadily 
growing but they continued to use an organisational structure that was first put into place when 
they first started in the 1980s. Everyone seemed positive about the potential for change and 
looked forward to collaborating with Jo and the working group.  
 
After some time of broad collaboration with field leaders, mobilisation offices and other senior 
leaders, Jo and her team were ready to present their finding at an international leadership 
meeting, which was being held in Auckland. Jo stood up and presented the options to those she 
had already been in dialogue. Expecting this meeting to be just a “rubber stamp” of approval she 
steadily walked through three options for the organization’s new working structure. 
 
After she finished her presentation, she opened for discussion. She expected that nearly 
everyone would be receptive because none of it was new to anyone! They had all been asked to 
collaborate on the recommendations. As you might have guessed, the only responses she 
received were negative! Some people seemed even surprised that the organization was even 
thinking about changing its organisational structure!  
 
After fielding hostile questions and challenges, Jo wrapped up the presentation and sat down. 
“What had happened?,” was the thought going through her mind. 
 
Well, we should admit that we can easily identify with those that were hostile to Jo in the 
meeting. Many times we mentally agree with others. We acknowledge that others may be right 
regarding some issue, but when they challenge us to do something about it, to act…we find 
ourselves resisting change. But this resistance is not necessarily sin. Because we’re afraid to 
commit to change doesn’t necessarily mean that we are simply stubborn and will not change. 
Sometimes our resistance to change is simply an indication of our growing pains. As we walk 
with Jesus and we find ourselves resisting the circumstances he has placed us in, we may find 
that this resistance in us is merely a stage in our growth and maturity in Jesus. Today’s account 
in John is a good example of this principle. 

 
II. Context 

 
Remember that before this event of Jesus walking on the water, in the Gospel of John, Jesus has 
been mentoring this disciples. Seeing the masses of people who needed to be fed, Jesus asked 
his disciples how they should feed them all. Remember that he did this knowing what he was 
going to do. He asked this of his disciples even though he knew he would feed the masses 
himself. He did this to show his disciples what they were trusting in and what they weren’t trust 
in; namely in Jesus. Jesus multiplies the loaves of bread and fish and he not only feeds the 
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thousands that are there, but there are enough leftovers to fill 12 baskets. I had also shared last 
week how one commentator said that the 12 baskets represented the 12 tribes of Israel, so Jesus 
can feed not only the thousands there, but the 12 baskets are a sign that he is sufficient for the 
entire nation! 
 
What a lesson to learn! Clearly the disciples of Jesus have seen the power of God in Jesus. They 
have seen a miracle! But is there lesson completed? Are they now all fully mature disciples? Are 
they fully mature sons and daughters of God? Well it certainly doesn’t appear to be the case as 
we look at this next event. 
 

III. Unpack 
 

1.) Jesus Sends His Disciples 
 

John 6:16–17 
 
16 When evening came, his disciples went down to the lake, 17 where they got into a boat and 
set off across the lake for Capernaum. By now it was dark, and Jesus had not yet joined them.  

 
In John 6:16–17, we notice how Jesus sends his disciples to enter their boat and cross the 
modern day Sea of Galilee by themselves. We may remember that Jesus had also sent out his 
disciples like this to get food in Samaria. Jesus enters the town of Sychar and finds the 
Samaritan woman at a well. The disciples enter the story after Jesus has told the woman that he 
is the Messiah, the Saviour and Lord. In today’s account, Jesus is again sending his disciples out 
without him. He is doing this to mentor them into becoming more mature sons and daughters of 
God. He is preparing them to learn to follow the Spirit and not just rely on the things they see. 
 
This seems to be an ongoing concern for Jesus, that his followers trust and rely on the Spirit and 
not the things they simply see. Remember after his death and resurrection, he returns to his 
disciples and upon seeing him, they are overjoyed and encouraged. Later a follower named 
Thomas hears of what has happened and he refuses to believe it. He says, “Unless I see the nail 
marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand in his side, I will 
not believe.” Jesus does return and he tells Thomas to do the things he said that would make 
him believe. Then Jesus says, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those 
who have not seen and yet have believed” (John 20:29). 
 
How would the disciples of Jesus be blessed though not seeing? After Pentecost, when the 
disciples are filled with the Holy Spirit, they are free to spread out into the world and glorify 
God’s Saviour and his coming kingdom. Maturity in Jesus means each of his disciples can reveal 
the resurrected life of Jesus in themselves and go wherever the Spirit calls. And wherever they 
go, the Spirit will always be there with them; guiding them to live out their salvation in Jesus. 
Even when no other person would go with them, they would never be alone. The Spirit would be 
guiding their every step. 
 
2.) Jesus Sends His Disciples Into a Storm 
 

John 6:18 
 
18 A strong wind was blowing and the waters grew rough. 
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In John 6:18, the mentoring of Jesus’ disciples continues! Whereas before the disciples were 
merely asked to get supplies in Samaria without Jesus, now they were alone in the midst of a 
rising storm. Now, their lives were in jeopardy and Jesus was not with them. This is a new part of 
their discipleship with Jesus. They saw many Samaritans come to faith and rejoice that Jesus had 
come to them. Then they saw those who didn’t welcome Jesus. The disciples saw the hostility of 
the Jewish leaders after Jesus had healed the invalid man at the pool of Bethesda. They saw 
Jesus confront this small storm of opposition from the Jewish leaders as he testified to his 
Father’s work. Next, they have seen Jesus feed the thousands of those following him, all waiting 
to see if they could force him to become their king, their resource. Now Jesus will teach his 
followers how to trust in him when he isn’t with them and when a storm begins to arise. 
 
 
3.) Jesus Sends His Disciples Into a Storm To Develop Them 
 

John 6:19–21 
 
19 When they had rowed about three or four miles, they saw Jesus approaching the boat, 
walking on the water; and they were frightened. 20 But he said to them, “It is I; don’t be 
afraid.” 21 Then they were willing to take him into the boat, and immediately the boat reached 
the shore where they were heading. 

 
In John 6:19–21, Jesus comes to his disciples in midst of the storm. He comes as calmly and in 
control as he was when he confronted the Jewish leaders and testified about his Father’s work 
on the Sabbath. Again, just as their hearts were tested at the feeding of the thousands, their 
hearts are put to test here. They are frightened! And just as he did in the previous miracle of 
feeding the thousands, Jesus calms their hearts. He tells them not to be afraid because he is with 
them. 
 
Through this important even in their lives, the disciples learn that they can make it through a 
violent and life-threatening storm with Jesus their Lord and Saviour. They receive Jesus and 
immediately their boat reaches the shore where they were heading. The disciples are growing in 
their faith in Jesus. Jesus is gradually building their faith to trust in him by the guidance of the 
Spirit even when he isn’t with them.  
 
We may remember that Jesus himself learned to trust in his Father in the same way. The writer 
of the book of Hebrews states that even though Jesus was God’s Son, “he learned obedience 
from what he suffered” (Hebrews 5:8). Not wanting his followers to be lacking in anything, Jesus 
is determined to teach them everything they need in order to become fully mature children of 
God. Now his disciples are armed with this important new lesson. Jesus can take them safely 
through any storm that would surround and threaten them. 

 
IV. Application 
 
What is our application for today? 
 

1.) Expect times of feeling alone in your faith 
 
Have you ever felt alone? Have you ever, like the story of Jo that I talk about at the beginning, felt like 
you were surrounded by people who seemed hostile to you? Today’s story of Jesus should remind us 
that feeling alone as a follower of Jesus is normal. Being confronted by others is a part of life. Jo has a 
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friend who won’t go out to exercise during the lockdown because when they did in the beginning of 
lockdown, they felt people weren’t kind. This fear of being surrounded by unfriendly people, by being 
isolated from others, has caused this person to remain inside their house. But what if this person 
thought that this feeling of being isolated or alone was normal in their walk with Jesus? Would it help 
to change their response to others? Would they feel courage to step out and trust in Jesus more? 
 
If we realize that Jesus leads us to circumstances where we feel alone then we stand a better chance to 
continue to accomplish the tasks he has set us out to do. Rather than having fear from the opposition of 
others, we may find ourselves walking through that storm faithfully waiting for Jesus’ eventual 
response. 
 
I’ll tell you another story about Jo, one that some of you who attend Evergreens will already know. In 
2008, Jo was living in Chengdu, China. During that year her city was hit with a massive 7.9 on the 
Richter Scale earthquake that killed over 100,000 people and displaced over 5,000,000! In shock, Jo 
tried to find people in the city who were under her supervision. She tried to connect with a network of 
leadership in her organization to find ways of assisting anyone she could in her city as well. For the 
next few years she maintained a hectic pace of stabilizing everyone through that massive and tragic 
event. What a massive storm to walk through! 
 
For those years she felt isolated and alone. But she remained serving in the field and waiting for 
restoration, waiting for Jesus to restore her heart. Through that difficult time in her life, she preached at 
her church in Canada, while on furlough, about the life of Mother Theresa. She noted that someone had 
published Mother Theresa’s personal diary. That diary was full of Mother Theresa’s personal doubts and 
fears while walking with Jesus in Calcutta. Jo addressed this part of Mother Theresa’s life and concluded 
that these doubts and fears weren’t an example of the lack of faith, it wasn’t an example of someone 
who wasn’t really walking in Jesus. Instead these doubts and fears in the midst of faithful service 
through tremendous storms was a sign of deepening faith through the painful process of growth. We 
should expect in our walk with Jesus to feel isolated and alone in the midst of a storm. 
 

2.) Trust that He is faithful to save you 
 
There have been a number of times when I can wake up in the middle of the night and worry. I can 
worry about my future, my finances or my health. I can feel frustrated with choices that I’ve made in my 
life. Sometimes, I can feel alone, knowing that no one may completely understand where I’ve come 
from and who I am. But every time I feel this way, every time I respond by faithfully moving forward in 
faithful service, Jesus eventually meets me there and restores me. In him I find new strength and I learn 
obedience. 
 
Many of you know how I met Jo in Canada. You may remember that just previous to meeting her I had 
been praying for years, by myself, to eventually serve in Hawaii. All those years of prayer and wilful 
determination brought me to a point of fear and despair that I would never reach my goal. Although I 
was afraid, Jesus did not lead me to a point of breaking. He did not abandon me to events that were too 
difficult for me to bear. In my fear of never accomplishing my goal, Jesus gently rebuked my heart 
through an older sister in faith. And this gentle rebuke didn’t wound me, but it restored and 
strengthened me. The wisdom I received from Jesus through my older sister in the faith, brought the 
same kind of peace of heart that the disciples felt in their boat in their own storm. Many of you also 
know that just as the disciples’ boat immediately reached the shore after Jesus arrived, I immediately 
met Jo the very next day!  
 
 



5 
 

3.) Know that he is training you 
 
Why does Jesus call us to places of loneliness and isolation in the midst of severe storms that threaten 
our lives? Why does he seem to leave us when we think we need him the most? It’s because Jesus 
doesn’t expect us to remain immature like sheep! Yes, he will always shepherd us, but the metaphor is 
only applicable to the type of care he has for us. His desire is to share his life with us. His desire is for 
us to share in all of his inheritance in heaven. He wants to make us children of God. Children who look 
like their Heavenly Father, because his life in them. He wants to develop us to become shepherds sent 
out by the Father to glorify his will and kingdom. 
 
What are the goals we have for those that would come to fellowship with us on Sunday? Do we want 
them to feel happy? Welcomed? Or do we want them to walk with Jesus in full maturity? Do we hope 
they attain fullness in Christ? Are we willing to train them in obedience to Jesus even through great 
difficulty? I know these questions sound like unreachable goals, but does that make them untrue? Are 
they not the goals of Jesus for us and for those he would bring to us?  
 
V. Conclusion 
 
May we be a fellowship that sees times alone even through storms as normal in our walk with Jesus. 
May we wait in hope and trust that Jesus will come and restore us. May we always know that the goal 
of Jesus is our full maturity in him. 
 

 


