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Jesus asked questions to teach
February 8, 2009

Several months ago in this column I wrote about the value of questions, including
especially the hard questions. We say that Christ is the answer, but what's the point of
having an answer without a question? So we ought to be eager to bring even the most
challenging questions out into the open.

Jesus asked questions everywhere he went, but not because he needed new information.
He had other purposes in mind. I think his favorite question was, "Why?"

In Matthew 6:28 he asked, "Why are you anxious about clothing?" In Matthew 7:3 he
asked, "Why do you see the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log
that is in your own eye?" A page or two later in Matthew 8:26, his question was, "Why are
you afraid, O you of little faith?"

In Matthew 9:4, we read of an encounter with his opponents where Jesus, "knowing their
thoughts, said, 'Why do you think evil in your hearts?' " Similarly in Matthew 22:18: "But
Jesus, aware of their malice, said, 'Why put me to the test, you hypocrites?' " Jesus was
not asking out of confusion or even curiosity. He knew their thoughts; he knew what was
going on under the surface. He wasn't asking because he needed to know. He was asking
in order to teach.

He was, in fact, urging his followers
and foes to go below the surface,

inviting them to think about what they were doing and whether it really made sense. Once
(Mark 4:35-41) he was with several of his followers who were experienced fishermen,
crossing a large lake called the Sea of Galilee. A powerful storm came upon them, great
enough to cause even these lifelong watermen to fear for their lives. Jesus was sleeping
through it. He must have had a long day's work.

Finally, frantically, they woke him, saying, "Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?"
He stood up, and with a word he calmed the storm. Then he asked, "Why are you so
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afraid? Have you still no faith?"

Why were they afraid? Why not? They knew they knew the sea, and they knew they were
in danger. Once when I was on a trip to Russia, flying in a Russian Aeroflot jet, I noticed
something unusual about the way the pilot was bringing us in for a landing. "We're coming
in fast!" I said out loud; then I said it again, probably three or four times. (Only later did I
realize that our Russian pilot hadn't flared the plane into the usual nose-up attitude to slow
us on approach.)

While we were taxiing to a halt, a fellow traveler in the seat in front of me turned and said,
"Tom, do you fly a lot?" I answered yes. She said, "Next time I'll know enough to be scared,
too!" I was more nervous than she was, not because of what I didn't know but what I did.

Increasing knowledge does not always bring increasing peace. These fishermen-disciples
were not anxious out of ignorance. They knew what kind of storm they were in. Many of our
most pressing fears are based on real knowledge. A cancer diagnosis can be frightening
precisely because we know what it can mean.

The disciples were afraid because of what they knew, but also because of what they did not
know well enough at all. They asked Jesus if he cared — they weren't sure, at that
moment, whether he really did. They did not understand his power. Though they knew one
piece of the relevant reality, the storm, they were missing the major part of it: God was with
them!

Visible storms, financial crises, health problems and relationship struggles are only part of
the real reality. Real reality includes God. Even if we don't have Jesus in the boat with us,
God is near, and He cares.

In this rough-edged, noisy world, it's all too easy to overlook spiritual realities. It takes
special, focused attention to keep them in mind. This, I think, is why Jesus so often asked
"Why?" It wasn't a rhetorical question, floated out on the air with no expectation of an
answer. He wanted us to think about it, to work with it, to meditate on it. My question to
myself and other followers of Jesus, then, is this: He is in the boat with us, so why are we
so afraid?

There are places where questions are treated as threats. More than anyplace else, I think,
it is within ourselves that this happens. It's hard to ask, "Why am I so afraid? Why do I lack
faith?" Questions like these can lead to truly frightening places. Before Jesus calmed the
storm the disciples were afraid; afterward (Mark 2:41) "they were filled with great fear,"
asking, "who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?" A true encounter with
God can shake up all that you thought to be true about the world — even about yourself.

Still Jesus keeps asking, "Why are you afraid, you of little faith?" I've asked that of myself
enough to know I'll never get past it; it will always be a great question to keep working on.

Gilson is the director of strategic processes for Campus Crusade for Christ. He can be
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contacted through his weblog at www.thinkingchristian.net.
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