Pre:

Our theme for this month is Morning Star: The Next Generation. Fear Not! A long theme, admittedly, but it makes sense if you think about it. If we are going to follow Jesus into the next chapter of our life as a church, then we’ve got to face our fears. There will be plenty of fear to go around in today’s Bible reading. Also some courage, and a whole lot of encouragement. 


This is another storm at sea story, with Jesus and his disciples.  It comes at the end of one very long day.  Jesus had just learned that John the Baptist had been beheaded. Matthew says that Jesus wanted to go away and be alone after he got that news, but the crowds followed him. So he healed the crowds, taught them. And when everyone got hungry, he fed 5,000 people with five loaves and two fish. Then, because it was getting late and everyone needed to go home, he sent everyone away. And that’s where our story begins. 

As we read the story, which is very familiar, I want to ask you to think of this as more than just one event that happened on the sea of Galilee.  I want you to also think of it as a parable of how it is for us all as we do our best to follow Jesus.

Over the Edge
Matthew 14:22-33


A sixteen-year-old boy was walking from the bus depot to his dad’s apartment in upper Manhattan when he realized he was flanked by two young men.


“Give me your wallet.”


“No.”


“This is a gun. Give me your wallet or I’ll shoot you.”


“No.”


“Hey, man. You don’t understand. We’re robbing you. Give me your wallet.”


“No.”


“Give me your wallet or I’ll knife you.”


“No.”


“Give me your wallet or we’ll beat you up.” By now the robber was whining.


“No.” The boy had continued walking and after a while he noticed that the robbers had dropped away. Later, when he had told the story, someone asked him, “Weren’t you afraid?”


“Of course. What else would I be?”


“Why didn’t you give them your wallet?”


“My learner’s permit is in it.” (Illustrations Unlimited, 128)


It’s amazing, isn’t it, the fear you can overcome, when the goal matters to you?  


Simon Peter would not ordinarily jump over the side of his fishing boat and try to walk on the sea of Galilee in the middle of a storm. But something unique was going on here. Jesus was out there. And Peter wanted to be where Jesus was.  

I think the picture that sticks in most people’s minds, from this story, is the moment when Peter is sinking in the waves and Jesus is reaching down to him. The voice we hear is Jesus saying, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” And we all know that sinking feeling. I’ve gone too far this time.  This is the picture of Noah, nailing the last piece of gopher wood on the side of the Ark, not a cloud in the sky. This is the children of Israel, standing on the banks of the Red Sea, hotly pursued by the Egyptians, and the waters haven’t parted yet. It’s Esther standing before the King, pleading for the life of her people, knowing that she is putting her own life on the line by approaching the King. It’s Morning Star moving into this building, and then getting looking at our budget and saying “how are we going to pay that mortgage bill?” It’s you and me every time we take a step of faith in the direction God is leading, and we say to ourselves, “Have I really done it this time? Have I gone over the edge?” Was it really God speaking to me, or was it just a dream? 

This picture of Peter sinking is as memorable as our own moments of small faith. But we need to look around at the rest of the story and see what else it tells us about the church and about our Lord. And about the faith that wins out in the end. 


This story was a real experience for the disciples and Jesus. For us it becomes a lesson, a parable about how our life is in the church. We are the disciples in the boat, cast adrift on a stormy sea. Notice that Jesus has directed the disciples to get in the boat and to go to the other side of the lake.   Many people refer to the church as a “volunteer organization.” And I understand what they mean by that, but we are not a volunteer organization like a social club or like the First Aid Squad. In the church, there is a sense of calling, of destiny, of having been directed by Jesus to be in this boat together. Tom Long, who is a seminary professor and Bible commentator, calls the church “a peculiar people, called by God and sent into a dangerous sea. Were it not for the authoritative command of Christ,” he says, “no one would volunteer to climb into the boat.” And that’s because of the recurrent experience of being battered by the waves and wind, as we try our hardest to “be faithful in perilous times.” 

The “peril” may take different forms at different times. Often in the history of the church the peril is persecution and the threat of martyrdom (and this certainly was true for Matthew’s original audience and is true for Christians in many parts of the world today). In your own direct experience, the peril might manifest itself in other ways as well: as a personal tragedy or illness. Or financial turmoil. Or trouble in a relationship. 

Like James and John and Peter and Andrew, and all the rest, we are in this boat together, because Jesus has called us to be here. And he has called us, not to just sit in the boat and sing hymns once a week, but to head out onto the sea, where storms are likely to occur. As someone once said, “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are for.” (Illustrations Unlimited, 130)

In last week’s story, Jesus was asleep in the boat. Today, he has gone off by himself to pray on the mountain while they are straining at the oars, fighting and adverse wind. We often feel that sense of distance from Jesus, when it seems as if he has gone off to do something else while we are struggling. He’s nowhere to be seen and the storm has come. 

The disciples are not looking for Jesus to come walking on the water any more than you and I are looking for him to walk past our windows right now. And when he does come walking on the water, they think he is a ghost. And they are terrified. And that’s often how it is for us.  We strain at the oars, we fiddle with the sails, and we pray. And Jesus shows up in the most unlikely places.  


And Jesus says, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” It is I. Jesus is here, and that’s all that matters.  Right? It the Greek language, the phrase “it is I” is simply “I am.” That harks back to the Old Testament, to Moses who met God at the burning bush, and when Moses asked God’s name, God said, “I am.” And that was the name that stuck. So what Jesus really said that day was, “Take heart, I am; do not be afraid.”  So the dawning realization of who this is—this carpenter/rabbi/Son of God—begins to eclipse the hazards of the storm and the sea. 

Immediately, Peter wants to go to him. He wants to do what he sees his master doing. And why not? Jesus is his rabbi, and the job of the student is to follow the rabbi, to learn what the rabbi knows and to do what the rabbi does. If Jesus is out walking on water, Peter wants to be there. And here Peter is a great model for us. So many times he provides the negative model, but listen to this. Peter understands that his calling is to be with Jesus, even if it takes him over the edge, into a realm where he has no experience and where the laws of this world seem to be suspended. “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” 

Matthew does not record what the other disciples are saying at this point. But you can perhaps imagine. “Peter, have you totally lost it this time? Are you nuts? I’m not jumping in to get you when you start to drown!” 


You might say that Peter is being impetuous here, but take a closer look. Peter doesn’t simply vault over the edge of the boat. He asks Jesus’ permission to come. In fact, he asks Jesus to command him to come. Surely if it is Jesus’ will for him to come, it will be ok. And he is so right. First of all he is right to ask permission.  So often, people just go off in a direction on their own initiative, and then ask God to come along. But the key is to check in with God to see if you’ve got it right. Then, if you get the go ahead—go ahead!  


Not every risk is yours to take. Some of you may remember me telling the story about the turtle that persisted in climbing up the trunk of a tree, crawling out onto a branch and jumping off.  He did this several times, all the while being watched by a couple of young bluebirds in the adjacent tree.  One of the birds turns to the other and says, “I don’t care what you say, I’m going to tell him he’s adopted.” Not every risk is yours to take. God has created you with unique and special abilities. And God has a calling for you to fulfill. And in order to pursue that calling, you will need to step out in faith.


John Ortberg says that this is a fundamental truth for people who want to be disciples of Jesus: “if you want to walk on water, you’ve got to get out of the boat. If you want to experience the power of God in your life, you’ve got to take a step of faith. It involves risky obedience.” 


And here’s where Peter falters, of course. He takes that huge leap of faith, but he can’t sustain it, in the face of all that reality – the winds, the waves, the spray in his face. This is too real, to risky, too scary, too impossible. And that’s where Jesus nails him on the smallness of his faith. But it’s not small in quantity. Remember that Jesus also once said that faith the size of a mustard seed would move a mountain. The smallness is in the inability to sustain it over time. Peter’s doubt gets in the way, and he starts to sink.  


What I want you to notice is that the sinking is not the end of the story, nor is it the main point. It is bookended by faith on both sides. Faith enough to climb into the boat with the other disciples in the first place in spite of the known hazards on the Sea of Galilee, faith enough to climb out of the boat to go to Jesus, and faith enough to grasp Jesus’ hand, faith enough to worship Jesus when the wind ceases. 


And that’s how it is for you and for me. So, if you have that over-the-edge sinking feeling, that “I’ve done it this time” feeling, stop and consider. Remember what got you to this place.  If what got you here was a step of faith, and that faith is faltering a bit, then look up, because Jesus is reaching down to pull you back up, and get you back on track. 
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