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by David M.Levy and Charles E.McCracken 

Tiberias, by the Sea of Galilee (HananIsachar/www.isachar-photography.com).



Rabbis have said that Jehovah created seven seas, but the Sea of Galilee is His delight. Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, called it “the ambition of Nature.”

Visiting the Sea of Galilee is a highlight on any tour of Israel. The lake is known by five names: Chinnereth (or Chinneroth), Hebrew for “harp-shaped” (Num. 34:11; Josh. 12:3); Kinneret, its modern name; Gennesaret (Lk. 5:1); Sea of Tiberias, named for Roman Emperor Tiberius (Jn. 6:1, 23; 21:1); and the Sea of Galilee (Mt. 4:18; Mk. 1:16; Jn. 6:1).

At almost 700 feet below sea level, the Sea of Galilee is the lowest freshwater lake in the world. It is the only natural freshwater lake in Israel, serving as Israel’s largest and most important source of drinking water. It is 13 miles long, 7.5 miles wide, and 33 miles in circumference and has a maximum depth of under 200 feet. Steep hills rise abruptly on the east and west of the lake, some to a height of 2,000 feet above sea level.

  

The Jordan River begins at Mount Hermon in the north and provides the major water supply for the Kinneret. Cool air blowing down from the north can meet with hot air in the valley below, causing violent storms to erupt over the lake (Mk. 4:35–41). In the Old Testament, the lake is referred to only in relationship to Israel’s borders (Num. 34:11; Josh. 12:3; 13:27).

A few cities surrounding the Sea of Galilee were Migdal (Magdala -Mt. 15:39), the home of Mary Magdalene; Hippos; Capernaum (4:13); Bethsaida (Mk. 6:45); Chorazin (Mt. 11:21); Tiberias (Jn. 6:23); and Gadara (the Gadarenes, Mk. 5:1). The cities produced an abundance of wheat, barley, figs, grapes, vegetables, and a variety of wild flowers. Today a large fishing industry exists in the area, with more than 22 varieties of fish.

Sitting in a boat in the center of the lake, Bible in hand, contemplating Jesus’ ministry is a meaningful experience on a tour of Israel. Of the 33 miracles Jesus performed around the lake, 10 were healing miracles. He also fed 5,000 men, plus women and children (Mt. 14:13–21), and demonstrated His power over nature by calming the lake’s waves (8:23–27; 14:22–33).

It was on this lake that the disciples Peter, James, and John forsook everything to follow Jesus (Lk. 5:1–11). Jesus borrowed Peter’s boat to stand in while He addressed the multitudes, and then He asked Peter to launch out into the lake and let down his net. Peter did so reluctantly, thinking the effort useless because he had toiled all night without catching anything (v. 5).

When Peter did what he was told, a miracle took place: He caught so many fish the nets broke, and two boats full of fish started to sink. Overcome with guilt because of his unbelief, Peter said to Jesus, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” (v. 8).

Jesus responded with mercy because He had a mission for Peter: “Do not be afraid. From now on you will catch men” (v. 10). Upon arriving at the shore, Peter, James, and John forsook all and immediately followed Jesus (v. 11).

We can learn much from this account:

• A servant must allow Jesus into his boat (i.e., his life).

• Jesus is the one who produces fruit in a believer’s life.

• The Lord knows where the fish are when He calls us to go and evangelize our world.

• A servant must respond immediately to Jesus’ call, no matter where it leads, and put his or her future in Jesus’ hands.

• A servant must be willing to forsake all and follow Jesus.

• The secret to serving is yielding to Jesus’ guidance.

Faith does not stay close to the shore when serving. We must willingly follow the Lord to be fishers of men, wherever that may lead. by David M. Levy 
On one of my early trips to Israel, I stood one blustery evening on the pier of Kibbutz Nof Ginosar on the northwest coast of the Sea of Galilee and watched as whitecaps crashed against the shore. Bracing myself from being blown into the water, I realized the impact climate and geography have on this unique body of water.

Because the Sea of Galilee is almost 700 feet below sea level yet is surrounded by hills almost 2,000 feet above sea level, it is susceptible to extreme temperature and pressure changes. As cold, dry air funnels through the Galilean highlands and plunges into the warm, semitropical lake environment, it often generates high winds.
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The Yigal Allon Museum at Kibbutz Nof Ginosar, site of the Jesus boat (Hanan Isachar/www.isachar-photography.com).



Because the Sea of Galilee is relatively shallow, it is especially susceptible to the strength of these winds, which cause dangerous climatic conditions to develop quickly and without warning. Winds from the east can whip up waves that, in extreme cases, can grow up to 10 feet high. In 1992, winds off the Golan Heights sent 10-foot waves crashing into the city of Tiberias, causing serious damage.

As I stood in the howling wind with my then-teenage son, we recalled an incident in the life of the apostle Peter that became especially vivid to us that night.

Jesus had just fed the 5,000 with five loaves and two fishes. It was a spectacular miracle. People were amazed, and the disciples were doubtless ecstatic as they distributed the food to the seated crowd. The Gospel of Matthew says that after the people were fed, Jesus sent them away and compelled the disciples to get into a boat to cross to the other side of the lake. He went up to a mountain alone to pray.

The Gospel account provides two important facts: (1) When evening came, Jesus was alone on the mountain; and (2) the disciples’ boat was “in the middle of the sea, tossed by the waves, for the wind was contrary” (Mt. 14:24). It also indicates it was the fourth watch, or between 3 A.M. and 6 A.M.

  

Six-foot waves powered by strong winds could instill fear in the hearts of even the most seasoned fishermen. The disciples no doubt rowed feverishly to keep the bow into the waves so the boat wouldn’t capsize. They probably were bailing water frantically to keep it from being swamped. As morning approached, they must have been exhausted.

Suddenly, they saw someone striding toward them through the wind, walking on top of the foaming waves. They could not believe their eyes. As the figure got closer, He hailed them: “Be of good cheer! It is I; do not be afraid” (v. 27).

Peter challenged, “Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water” (v. 28). Some people criticize Peter for his comment; but a moment later, he was walking on the water toward Jesus, experiencing something no other human being ever had.

Things were fine until Peter started looking around. Seeing “that the wind was boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to sink he cried out, saying, ‘Lord save me!’” (v. 30).

We might have expected Jesus to say, “Hey, at least you tried. You were doing all right there for a few seconds. I actually saw you walking on top of the water. That’s something to tell your grandchildren! You’ll do better next time.” But instead, He said, “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” (v. 31).

Jesus’ question is profound: “Why did you doubt?” In faith, Peter responded to Jesus’ invitation, and actually walked on the water. He alone had the faith to get out of the boat and trust Jesus to help him do the impossible—until he began to doubt.

There’s a simple lesson in the narrative. Whatever we are called to do as we live for Christ, we do not do alone. He is there to provide everything we need. We are without excuse. We have no reason to say, “I can’t do that; it’s impossible,” “I can’t do that; it’s never been done before,” “I can’t do that; I’m not qualified,” or “I can’t do that; I’m scared.”

With Jesus’ help, Peter could walk on water. And with Jesus’ help, we can likewise do whatever our Lord asks of us. by Charles E. McCracken 


David M. Levy is the director of International Ministries and a Bible teacher for The Friends of Israel.
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