Sermon on Sunday 7th Aug 2011: Matthew 14:22-33

Let’s pray…

Both of our readings this morning are very familiar indeed, and rather than dropping into the middle of the story of Joseph as a one-off, we are going to be thinking about our gospel reading. 

This account of Jesus’ walking on the water is recorded in 3 of the 4 gospels, and in each case, it happens after the feeding of the five thousand. It has been a crazy day for the disciples, they’ve been involved in this incredible miracle and have seen Jesus teaching and providing for the hordes of people gathered. And, as a result of Jesus’ miraculous provision, in John’s account (John 6:5ff) we are told that the crowds begin to turn to Jesus as a prophet, looking to him with the intention of ‘making him king by force’. This is clearly a tense situation, and might explain the precipitate way in which Jesus seems to pack the disciples off at the beginning of our reading. We are told that Jesus ‘made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead’; once they are out of harm’s way, Jesus is able to get some space himself to be alone with God. 

And here, as an aside, I just want to make a plea: I know I am not the first person to point this out – but surely if the Son of God needed to create some space in his life to spend time with His Heavenly Father – how much more do we… That means we have a responsibility to create space for do just that and to help others do the same. Whether it is through physically getting away ourselves, or babysitting so that others can, or through reading and journaling our prayers, we all need to that encouragement to engage with God. 

So, Jesus has sent the disciples off onto the lake where they have great difficulty fighting against the buffeting wind. It’s the 4th watch of the night, which is between the hours of 3-6am… Now, I don’t know if any of you have worked nights, but in my experience, it is the weirdest and hardest time of the night to be awake. Not only does time really drag, but it is also an oddly surreal time. Certainly on the ward, it is often this time when the old hands would get out all their scary stories and try to freak out the newest members of staff.  

So, it’s with little surprise that we see the disciples being quite suggestible at that moment, following a long day and an even longer and difficult night… They look up and see Jesus, and assume that He is a ghost. As Jesus approaches we are told that they are not just frightened, they are terrified, and cry out in fear. What I find heartening and interesting is how Jesus handles their reaction. He doesn’t tell them off or admonish them for being foolish or for being scared; after all, it is a pretty strange and unusual occurrence. Instead, Jesus – as always – knows exactly what they need… They need to have courage in the face of this uncommon situation and to be reassured by Jesus’ presence.  

Once he is over his initial fright, Peter seems to be right back to being the impetuous person that we know him to be… “Lord, if it’s you, tell me to come to you on the water.” I’ll be honest, Peter at this point always astonishes me. As I may have admitted before, I’m naturally quite a risk-averse person, and the thought of voluntarily stepping out of the security of the boat fills me with complete trepidation… there are so many ‘what ifs.’ But crucially, one word changes this whole scenario, and it’s one that we must all heed. Jesus says, “Come.” Peter isn’t being quite as impetuous as he seems, he doesn’t vault out of the boat uninvited, instead he asks the question and then responds to Jesus’ call. And so he leaves the safety of the boat…

Then what happens? (Ask…) This is not a rhetorical question!

[He sinks… It may be that these are the first words that people say…] It’s certainly what I remember from this story – but actually what happens is - Peter walks on the water – somehow we often remember this episode because of what we perceive as Peter’s failure, but actually the amazing thing is that not only is Jesus walking on the water all this time, but that Peter joins him! He walks on the water, in response to Jesus’ call. He does something that others would think was incredible, something that would have been impossible without Jesus’ presence in his life. 

Some commentators have thought that Peter was being presumptious in asking to step out of the boat, and that him sinking was Jesus teaching him a lesson. However, this doesn’t seem to fit with what we know about Jesus, and the way in which he teaches and encourages his disciples. Again and again, they are involved in Jesus’ miracles and equipped to go out and do as he has commanded. In fact, only that day, they were the ones distributing the miraculous picnic that fed 5000 people. So, once again, Peter wants to do as he sees Jesus doing; and when Peter begins to sink, Jesus reaches out and catches him – He doesn’t abandon him to the waves – he anticipates the moment of fear and failure coming, and saves him… 

Jesus asks Peter, ‘why did you doubt?’ [Now, the origin of the word doubt is found in the sense of someone being divided in two - of being torn between two things.] For many years, I thought that Jesus was criticising Peter for his lack of faith in Jesus, and so, obliquely, I also felt a condemnation of the times when I’ve not had enough faith and trust. However, I’ve since been very much persuaded by Rob Bell’s take on this account. (See chapter ‘Dust’ in his book, ‘Velvet Elvis’.) He points out that it is unlikely that Peter is doubting Jesus, after all, Jesus is waiting for him on the water, inviting him in fact… Jesus is going nowhere, so why would Peter be in two minds? It is surely more likely that Peter doubts himself. He suddenly doubts that he can do it, perhaps even that he is worthy of being able to do this incredible thing. Perhaps questioning - Can he really entrust himself into Jesus’ hands?

Sometimes God asks us to do things – big or small - that seem incredibly daunting, and even though in the cold light of day, we may not doubt God’s ability to do amazing things, we may find it hard to fully believe that He could use us, or even trust us to handle getting out of the boat. We may find ourselves in two minds, torn between believing in God, yet not trusting ourselves to be able to do it. But, Jesus says “Come”… and so we are called to step out of the boat, knowing that in God all things are possible, and trusting that even if we ‘fail’, He won’t abandon us to the waves, but will anticipate that moment and reach out to catch us. 

God believes in us, in our ability to do his work here on earth – and it will at times be fully scary – we know this because Jesus said that His followers would do even greater things than these (John 14:12)… But next time you are questioning His choice of you as His follower, remember that He is our faithful God, who chooses to entrust His work here on earth to us faltering, uncertain people, and He does not make mistakes. 

Let’s take a moment to close our eyes. And picture the blustery scene; the salty spray and the blowing wind, the shouting friends and the robust solid feel of the boat beneath your feet, and then you spot the calm presence of Jesus out on the water, and you know in your heart that you can’t stay in the security of the boat your whole life. Jesus looks you in the eye and says, “Come”…  

What is it that Jesus is asking of you? Do you doubt? And if so, who is it that you doubt – is it Jesus, or is it yourself? 

Let’s pray…

Father God, we pray that you would send your Holy Spirit right now to remind us of your loving presence, especially as we consider the next step in our journey with you and as we hear your voice calling us on. Give us courage we pray, and assure us of your presence. 

In Jesus Name, Amen. 

Questions: 
When was the last time you spent a significant portion of time on a quiet day or retreat time? If it was a while ago (or never!), perhaps you could consider putting it in your diary now? If it is hard to achieve, perhaps your group could help you to work out how you might go about it?

I have asserted that I think the pivotal moment is when Jesus calls to Peter "Come" - do you agree that it all changes because of this, or not? 

After the point at which Jesus calls Peter out of the boat, how do you remember the story - as the one where Peter walks on water, or the one where Peter sinks?

What do you think that Peter was thinking in wanting to step out of the boat? 

Do you tend to think that Peter is being presumptious in wanting to copy Jesus, or if he is doing the right thing in asking to step out of the boat?

Do you believe that God believes in you? 

What is your boat (your security)? And is Jesus asking you to step out of it? 

In what ways?

What will that mean for you, and how can we as a group / church support you?
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