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Have you ever had your faith really tested?  This time of testing may have been a serious 
illness, an economic crisis, a betrayal by a close friend or family member, any of a 
number of other scenarios.  If your faith hasn’t been tested, it will be someday.   
 
Our current crisis involving COVID-19 may be a major test of faith.  Loss of employment, 
fear of contracting the virus, friends and loved ones who are sick or who have died, the 
general disruption of life as we knew it - any or all of these could be a challenge to our 
faith. 
 
The exposure of various forms of racial and economic injustice may be a testing of faith.  
Many of us may take a long hard look at ourselves and realize we have not been living 
out the faith we profess.  Do we take our cue from Jesus to care for those on the 
margins; those whom society has treated unfairly or even ignored?  Do we challenge 
ourselves and others to treat everyone with dignity and respect? 
 
In our Gospel Lesson for today, the disciples, especially Peter, have their faith tested.  
They have just finished participating in one of Jesus’ greatest miracles - feeding over 
5000 people with five small loaves of barley bread and two small fishes.  I would 
imagine they may have been on an emotional and spiritual high.   
 
If we were to read about this miracle in the Gospel of John, we would learn that some of 
the people who were in the crowd that day wanted to make Jesus their king.  The 
disciples may have thought this would be their ticket to wealth and fame - being part of 
King Jesus’ court; but Jesus wanted no part of that idea.  Matthew tells us that Jesus 
sent the crowd away.   
 
Jesus then directed the disciples to get in a boat and head for the other side of the Sea 
of Galilee.  In the meantime, he headed up a nearby mountain, alone, in order to pray.  
If we look back on the beginning of Chapter 14, before the feeding miracle, we learn 
that King Herod had ordered John the Baptist, Jesus’ cousin, beheaded.  When the news 
reached Jesus, he got in a boat and tried to have some time alone to mourn.  A large 
crowd followed him by walking along the shore, anticipating Jesus’ destination.  When 
Jesus came ashore, he showed compassion on the crowd, healed many of them, and 
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wound up performing the feeding miracle I mentioned earlier.  Now he will try again to 
have this time with his thoughts and with God the Father. 
 
We’re not told what the disciples said or were thinking when Jesus told them to go 
ahead in the boat without him.  Did they wonder how Jesus would catch up with them?  
Did they wonder what they were supposed to do once they reached their destination?  
Did they have a specific destination?  Did they just want to spend some time with Jesus 
discussing what had been a memorable day for all of them?  We don’t know. 
 
The disciples have been rowing on the lake for quite a while, caught in a strong storm.  
Storms on the Sea of Galilee, which is really a freshwater lake, are not uncommon and 
usually occur at night.  The level of the lake is some 500 feet below sea level.  Depending 
on time of day and temperature differences, winds can come rushing across the Sea of 
Galilee from the Golan Heights to the east or the Mediterranean Sea to the west.  The 
winds quickly descend to the surface of the water, causing waves of 8’-10’ in no time at 
all.  Waves of that height, coupled with a strong wind, are a nuisance for larger vessels 
on the open ocean; but for a First Century fishing boat, which was about 30’ long, they 
could be deadly. 
 
Most of the storms on the lake last 20-30 minutes.  They form very quickly and dissipate 
just as fast.  On my first trip to Israel in 1994, I was able to witness a storm on the lake 
one evening from the safety of my hotel room overlooking the water.  The surface of 
the lake went from being like glass, to strong winds and 8’-10’ waves, to glassy once 
again in less than an hour.   
 
That certainly wasn’t the case for the disciples.  The storm that hit them was a doozie.  
We have no idea how long they fought the waves; only that they were several miles 
from shore; which would have put them in the middle of the lake. 
 
Sometime between 3:00-6:00 am, there was a dramatic turn of events.  Think about it 
for a moment.  Very seldom does anything good happen at 3:00 am.  How many times 
have you been awakened by the phone at that time of the night and eagerly answered 
it?  How about a knock on the door around that time?  Most parents aren’t wild about 
their teenagers staying out until 3:00.  Other than the fact that our daughter Heather 
was born at 4:58 am, I can’t recall anything good that happened in those early hours of 
the morning when most of us are (or should be) asleep. 
 
The case could be made that, figuratively speaking, it’s currently 3:00 am in this country, 
and maybe the world.  The pandemic continues to ravage the planet.  In this country, 
racial strife, something we may have naively thought had been put behind us, has 
gripped many of our major cities and has caused a reexamination of many aspects of 
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our culture.  Large-scale unemployment has made for a great deal of uncertainty.  Our 
system of education at all levels has been seriously disrupted.  Rancorous political strife 
seems to have hit a new low.  One recent poll showed that only some 19% of likely 
voters in the 2020 general election are happy about and supportive of either candidate 
for President.  It seems that most Americans will be holding their noses when they cast 
their ballots.  
 
Let’s shift gears a bit and look at some of the symbolism contained in this passage.  The 
symbols may have been obvious to believers in the first couple centuries; but we might 
miss them altogether. 
 
Jesus is not with the disciples in the boat.  Members of the early Church could identify 
with them.  One of the first symbols for the Church was a boat with a cross for a mast.  
That symbol has remained through the centuries.  Today, it is often the symbol for the 
ecumenical movement within Christianity.  This symbol is carved in stone above one of 
the entrances to Duke Divinity School.  It’s often displayed on various items, such as t-
shirts, sweatshirts, and binders which students and faculty have in their possession.  
 
The boat was tossed about by the storm in much the same way as the Church was 
buffeted by the winds of temptations, trials, persecution, social change and other 
factors.  The ship, which is the Church, provides safety, but not escape, from the storms.  
Keep in mind the fact that the disciples were out in the lake in a storm because Jesus 
sent them out.  Obedient Christians today may find themselves in troubled spiritual 
seas. 
 
Every congregation, every denomination, and the Church Universal have known these 
storms through the centuries.  This congregation has had its share of storms that many 
of you have weathered and know much more about than I do.  The most recent storm 
we weathered was responding to the shutdown of so many in-person activities as we 
figured out how to be the Church in the current context.  The transition hasn’t been 
exactly seamless; but we’re learning and growing as we go. 
 
The sea (the generic sea, not any specific body of water) has represented chaos or evil in 
much of the Bible.  In the Creation Story in Genesis 1, there was nothing but chaos in the 
beginning; but we’re told that God separated the “waters from the waters.”  Several of 
the Psalms refer to the chaos of the deep and the sea monsters who live there.  The 
final scenes in Revelation describe a setting where the sea is no more.  Israel has never 
been a seafaring nation.  In recent years, the modern nation of Israel has made no 
attempt to become a major naval power in the Mediterranean.  They have a navy 
adequate for their defense.  To my knowledge, there are no large merchant vessels 
plying the oceans flying the flag of Israel.    



 

 4 

 
In the midst of the chaos, as the boat containing the disciples is tossed about by the 
storm, Jesus comes to them, walking on the water.  Remember, Jesus has been alone 
praying.  He has been gaining strength through prayer while the disciples have been 
wearing themselves out fighting the waves. 
 
Keep in mind that Jesus approaches them at around 3:00 am.  The disciples are probably 
exhausted.  The sight of Jesus walking on top of the waves terrified them.  Why should 
they have expected to see him this way?  Granted, only hours before, he had performed 
the miraculous feeding that left them baffled and amazed. They now realize that he can 
make something out of almost nothing; but this is a howling storm we’re talking about.  
What could Jesus possibly do about that?  There are passages in both Job and Isaiah 
which mention the Lord walking on the sea or treading on the waves.  I think it’s safe to 
assume that neither of those passages came to mind as the disciples looked out across 
the water at this figure who approached them.   
 
Jesus spoke to calm them.  The version which was read today reads, “Take courage!  It is 
I.  Don’t be afraid.”  I checked the 13 different English translations I have of this passage 
to see how they might differ.  Some quote Jesus saying, “Take courage,” “Take heart,” 
“Be of good cheer,” “Have courage,” “Be encouraged,” “Cheer up,” and “It’s all right.”  
Each expression is intended to calm and encourage the terrified disciples.  This is the 
same type of expression Moses spoke to the Israelites as they stood at the shore of the 
seemingly impassable Red Sea while Pharaoh’s chariots were bearing down on them in 
order to either wipe them out or forcibly return them to slavery in Egypt.  As you might 
remember, God parted the waters of the Red Sea, enabling the Israelites to escape 
while the pursuing Egyptians were drowned when the waters suddenly came back 
together. 
 
“It is I.”  That seems like a simple enough way for Jesus to assure the disciples of his 
identity.  There is more to this than meets the eye when we read it in English.  In Greek, 
Jesus says, “Ego emi,” which translates to “I am,” in English.  Let’s go back to Moses 
again.  When God encountered Moses in the burning bush and told him to return to 
Egypt to free the Israelites from Egyptian slavery, Moses wanted to know who this was 
who was sending him so he could let the Israelites know.  God’s response, when asked 
for His name, was, “I am.”  The statement contained both a pronoun and verb.  In 
Greek, that is a way of making an emphatic statement.  In some Romance Languages 
like Spanish, the pronoun or subject is not necessary for understanding; but is added for 
emphasis.  For Jesus to say, “I am,” is to identify himself as God.  In a short time, Jesus 
will further reveal his identity as he proves himself to be the master of wind and waves 
when he calms the storm. 
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“Don’t be afraid.”  This is a statement made by divine beings, God the Father, Jesus, or 
angels at various times (365, to be exact) throughout the Scripture.  In every case, there 
is good reason to be afraid.  This may be a way of the divine being declaring that he has 
control over the situation; so the hearers have nothing to fear. 
 
That apparently wasn’t good enough for Peter.  In an account found only in Matthew, he 
tells Jesus, “Lord, if it’s you, tell me to come to you on the water.”  What was he 
thinking?  Did he really need proof that the figure on the water was Jesus?  For all he 
knew, Jesus was back on shore where they left him.  Was he pumped up and wanted to 
share in what Jesus was doing?  We don’t know. 
 
Some scholars, baffled by Peter’s request and actions, suggest that Peter, true to his 
often impulsive nature, essentially said, “Lord, if it’s really you, tell me to do something 
stupid.”  To that request, Jesus said, “Come on, do something stupid;” prompting Peter 
to get out of the boat and walk to Jesus.       
 
Let’s keep one thing in mind: Peter walked on the water with Jesus.  No matter how rash 
that may have seemed, Peter had the faith to get out of the boat and trust Jesus enough 
to begin walking toward him.  
 
Would you do something like that?  I seriously doubt I would.  There is a pretty good 
argument to be made in favor of staying in the boat and continuing to row.  Does that 
mean the other disciples (or I) have less faith than Peter?  I wonder.  Is Jesus calling you 
or me to step out of the boat?  Ernest Campbell, former pastor of Riverside Church in 
New York, declared, “The reason that we seem to lack faith in our time is that we are 
not doing anything that requires it.”  That’s a very convicting statement.  In one way or 
another, there will come a time when each of us will be called to step out of the boat.  
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “The road to faith passes through obedience to the call of 
Jesus.” 
 
For those of us inclined to stay in the boat, that may be the best move if we aren’t ready 
to respond to Jesus’ call to get out of the boat.  As long as we believe we have an option 
to respond to Jesus or not, he is not really an option.  If you can carry your burden 
alone, you don’t need a burden bearer.  As long as your situation brings you no grief, 
you will receive no comfort.  As long as you can take him or leave him, you might as well 
leave him.  We can’t take Jesus ’call half-heartedly. 
 
Matthew tells us that Peter was doing fine until he noticed the wind.  That’s when he 
lost his nerve and began to sink.  Peter called out, “Lord, save me!”  While this may be 
seen at first as a cry of desperation, it’s also a cry of faith.  Peter trusted that Jesus could 
save him.  There is a word here for us.  Jesus saves all those who call on him in faith. 
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There is another lesson for us here.  Constantly focusing on circumstances (in this case, 
the waves), accomplishes nothing.  It doesn’t change them.  It only drags us down, 
figuratively and literally, in this case. 
 
How many times do we lose sight of God and begin to sink because we focus on the 
storms and stresses of life?  Jesus reached out his hand and pulled Peter up.  If we’ll 
take it, Jesus offers us a hand up too.   
 
Jesus said to Peter, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  Let’s consider these words 
for a moment.  This is a statement Jesus could only make to a believer.  Peter had faith - 
enough to get out of the boat.  The question was the amount he had.  If we want to 
think of Jesus’ words as a rebuke, Peter was criticized for failure to draw on his faith to a 
greater extent.  We might compare faith to a muscle.  It needs exercise in order to grow.   
 
Jesus’ words, if considered in a slightly different way, could have been encouraging.  It 
may have more on the order of, “Why did you doubt?  You had it!  You were doing so 
well.” 
 
The passage comes to a close with the storm suddenly ceasing when Jesus and Peter 
climb aboard the boat.  Matthew tells us the disciples, Peter and the ones who 
remained aboard rowing, worshipped Jesus and declared him to be the Son of God.  
They were the first humans to confess Jesus as the Son of God in the Gospel of 
Matthew.  They may not have grasped just what that meant; but they recognized that 
Jesus was someone, the likes of which they had never encountered before.  In less than 
24 hours they had participated in a great feeding miracle in which Jesus created plenty 
in a remote place using very little food.  Now they had seen Jesus defy logic and 
numerous natural laws to walk on water and calm a storm.  Jesus is greater than anyone 
who had walked the earth before him.  He certainly was worthy of their worship.  He’s 
also worthy of ours.   
 
This passage conjures up memories for me of literal storms at sea.  The most violent one 
was four days in a typhoon in the South China Sea while aboard a destroyer of the Navy 
of the Republic of China which had been built during World War II.  Unless you’ve 
experienced it, the power and fury of the ocean are hard to describe.  If you’ve 
experienced violent spiritual, emotional, financial or relational storms, you know you 
can be buffeted very hard by those figurative waves.  Those situations require us to 
exercise our faith muscles.  Just as Jesus pulled Peter out of the waters, he can pull us 
out as well.      


