TAKE COURAGE! IT IS I. STOP BEING AFRAID!
Sermon for the 8th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011 

Matthew 14:22-33


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is our Gospel reading read before, Matthew 14:22-33, where we find Jesus walking on the water: Jesus immediately made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of Him to the other side, while He dismissed the crowds. 23 After He had dismissed them, He went up on the mountain by Himself to pray. When evening came, He was there alone. 24 The boat was already a considerable distance from the shore, and was being buffeted by the waves, because there was a headwind. 25 During the fourth watch of the night, Jesus came towards them, walking on the sea.

26 When the disciples saw Him walking on the sea, they were terrified. They said, “It is a ghost!” and cried out in fear.

27 Immediately Jesus spoke to them. “Take courage! It is I. Stop being afraid!”

28 Peter answered Him, “Lord, if it is You, order me to come to You on the water!”

29 Jesus said, “Come!” So Peter got down out of the boat, began to walk on the water, and went toward Jesus. 30 However, when he saw that the wind was strong, he was afraid; and when he began to sink, he cried out, “Lord, save me!”

31 Immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and caught him. He asked him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”

32 When they stepped into the boat, the wind died down. 33 Those who were in the boat bowed down before Him, and said, “Truly You are the Son of God.”
Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,
There is an expression that says: “he walks on water.” It’s a phrase that’s sometimes used to describe someone who just can’t seem to do anything wrong. They are the kind of people we would all like to be, and of whom we are, perhaps, secretly envious. Or, on the other hand, we might use the expression to describe someone’s assessment of another person – like that person whom you know to be lazy and good for nothing, but as far as the boss is concerned, “he walks on water” – so he always gets the credit and you always get the blame. Or we might even use the expression to describe someone’s over-inflated ego and high opinion of himself, as in: “he thinks he walks on water.”

But no matter how we might use the expression, the idea we are attempting to convey by it has something to do with a person’s behaviour. When we say, “He walks on water” we are saying that from at least someone’s point of view, the person of whom we speak is a model of moral perfection. And really, that’s kind of strange, because if the walking on water episode teaches us anything at all, it’s that it’s faith, and not moral perfection, which allows Jesus – or anyone else – to walk on the surface of the sea. In our Gospel, walking on water has nothing to do with how well someone behaves. Instead, we learn what extraordinary things can be accomplished simply by trusting in Jesus. Faith in Christ allows an individual to rise above the natural and physical constraints that govern the world we live in. The indication is that the more firmly you believe, the less you will be affected by adverse circumstances and the raging storms of life.

That’s the kind of firm faith Jesus wants you to have, and He gives you all faith-building exercises to challenge and strengthen the trust you have in Him. Really, that’s what this story is all about, even from the very beginning of it. You’ll note that in our Gospel, Jesus immediately made the disciples get into the boat. It’s a set up; sort of a classroom exercise. Jesus knows exactly what’s coming. He knows what He wants the disciples to learn, and He knows how this experience will help shape and build their faith.

But don’t the disciples already have faith? Yes they do. But it’s a weak and immature faith. It’s not the kind of faith that they will need to get them through the battles that lie ahead. In fact, I suspect one of the reasons Jesus had to make His disciples get into the boat was that they didn’t want to go. It will be helpful to remember that this event takes place on the evening of the day that Jesus fed the 5000. There’s a huge crowd of happy, satisfied people who are sitting around rubbing their full stomachs and talking about making Jesus their king. From the disciples’ perspective, that must have sounded pretty good. Kick back, take it easy, and be a senior administrator in the kingdom of the Messiah – where bread appears as if by magic and everyone’s happy, healthy, and whole. To them it must seem that a life of comfort and ease is just around the corner. They are exactly where they want to be and they like the way things are shaping up.

But with such visions of glory and ease dancing through their heads, Jesus tells them it’s time to move on without Him, to the other side of the lake. They must have been pretty disappointed. And now, they find themselves in absolute misery. They are wet, cold, and fighting to control their boat in a furious storm. Their muscles ache from fighting against the hard wind and waves all night long. Their hands are blistered and bleeding. And they are still only about half way across the ten-mile wide lake. But the intensity of the storm keeps increasing, and soon they begin to fear for their lives. The boat is coming apart from the violence of the crashing waves. Water is streaming in from leaks between the planks, from the heavy rain, and from the splash of the waves. The disciples are bailing like mad. Their cries of panic like their shouted orders are scarcely audible above the howling wind. And just when it seems it can’t get any worse, these men are terrified by the appearance of a human form mysteriously walking on the surface of the deep and heading right for them. It must have seemed that the angel of death was pursuing them – only confirming their worse fears: that the boat was about to be lost with all hands.

But bear in mind that Jesus intentionally put them in this situation. It was not to punish them, but to help them grow. It was to shatter their false ideas about the Christian life: that it wasn’t going to be an easy experience. It was to help prepare them to stand firm in the face of the crosses they would one day bear. They weren’t going to learn to have that kind of faith just sitting on the shore.

The other thing to remember is that they were never in any real danger. There was never a moment in which Jesus was not in complete control. He was always watching and protecting; and when the disciples became desperate, He made His presence known: “Take courage! It is I. Stop being afraid!”
They are such simple ideas, and every one of us knows that they’re true. So why are they so hard to believe? Not just for disciples in a boat on the Sea of Galilee, but also for you today. Your situation and theirs is really the same. Just as Christ ascended the mountain alone to pray and sent the disciples on ahead, so He ascended into heaven to intercede for you and has sent you on ahead in the ship we call the church. Your goal is to cross over to the other side, and as you go, you struggle against the various storms that have come down through the ages; storms meant to test and strengthen your trust in Him.

And here we run into a strange paradox: on one hand, there’s a tremendous amount of work to do. For the disciples it took constant vigilance and straining muscles to keep the bow into the wind. They couldn’t take their take hands off the oars even for a moment. They had to bail out water continuously. Likewise, today in the church there is a constant working against hostile elements. The church fights to keep on course against its enemies from without, against weariness, flagging faith, and false doctrines from within, and against the dangerous winds of popular culture. On top of all that, situations and tragedies of all kinds threaten to sink the ship – and so it takes continuous effort to keep it afloat. 

But the other side of the paradox is that there is never a time when things are not completely in the hands of the Lord. No matter how bad it gets, the ship is never in any real danger of sinking. Because all the while Jesus has been watching, guiding, and protecting. He knows your limits – and to help you grow, sometimes He pushes you to them; but He will never let you drown.

Just as He defied our natural laws of physical time and space to come to His disciples in their time of need, so He does today. In fact, you find Him first in the same place the disciples did: standing on the water. Remember, it was at your baptism, in the water and the Word when you first heard His voice say, “Take courage! It is I. Stop being afraid!” In a similar way, you hear His voice whenever His words of comfort are proclaimed; and you are rescued by Him when He comes to you miraculously in His Supper. That’s where you receive His salvation. That’s where He says to you, “See, you have nothing to fear: I died to save you from everything that might harm you.”

Friends, the Lord’s goal is to get you to trust Him absolutely for all things, physical and spiritual. Like Peter, you all have a little faith. Christ is working on giving you still more to drive away your fears, to keep you from despair... to keep from letting the circumstances around you deceive you into believing that God is not going to keep His promises. That kind of faith is a powerful tool for accomplishing God’s will on earth. What’s His will? Simply that you trust in Him, and share your faith with those who do not so that they too can come to the joy of His salvation.

And so, as difficult as the storms are, don’t shy away from them. Sure, at some level you’d all prefer to remain on the shore, or have nothing but smooth sailing – and you thank God for the periods of rest and recovery He grants you. But you know it’s in the storms that the faith you need is being made complete. So, despite the discomfort, thank God also for difficult times.

Christ wants you to have more than just a little faith. And you want it too because, unless the boat gets across the lake first, there will come a day when Christ will call each one of us individually out of the boat. In the hour of death you’ll step out on the surface of a surging, dark sea where you’ve never walked before. That could be a very frightening experience. Then, you will not want to focus on the towering waves and howling wind; but you’ll want to keep your eyes on Jesus and confidently walk towards Him. And if, in a moment of weakness or fear your faith falters, if you become distracted and start to sink, you have only to utter the prayer of Peter, which itself is the simplest and deepest expression of faith: “Lord, save me!” And reaching out for you with His own mighty hand, He will. Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

PRAYER FOR THE EIGHTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Most holy and eternal God, You rule over all, and have given us victory over all our enemies.  We come before You with humble hearts to praise You.


We thank You that You so richly supply the world with daily bread, that You fill the earth with untold resources, that You give every seed the miracle of growth, and send the rain to make fruitful the efforts of those who farm the soil.  But, above all else, we thank You for that great love that has satisfied the hunger of our souls by sending from heaven the bread of life, Jesus Christ Your Son.  Grant that we may believe in Him with all our hearts, and find joy and satisfaction in Him alone.  Help us each day to turn to Him who was wounded because of our sins, and bruised because of our iniquities, so that by His punishment we may be cleansed, healed, and forgiven, and may know in Him the joy of unbroken fellowship with You.


Gracious God, You know that we are weak and sinful.  Give us the strength that we do not have of ourselves.  Fill us with faith, hope, and love, so that we may live as Your children and enjoy life in all its fullness.  Give us the power to stand firm in the spiritual battles of this life, the resolve to be Your true and loyal servants, and the ability to conquer our sins and to live in righteousness.


Bless Your Church, O God.  Supply it with pastors who pray without ceasing, proclaim Your Word with boldness, call people to repentance and faith, and prepare them for the final coming of Jesus our Saviour and judge.  Give all of us opportunities to speak the Gospel to others, and grant that we may do it with certainty and conviction, with a sense of urgency, and with genuine love for people’s bodily and spiritual welfare.


We thank You for the many mercies You have shown to our country.  Strengthen all forces of righteousness in our midst, and overthrow all the powers of evil.  Teach us to trust in You, for You alone help and protect us.


Bless our homes with Your continual presence and help.  Put Your Word in the hearts of children, and Your love in the lives of parents, so that they may all enjoy the bread of life for ever.


Deal mercifully with those among us who are suffering, bereaved, lonely, and depressed.  Free them from their troubles, and bind them to You, that they may know the security of Your presence, and live to serve and praise You.


All these things we ask in the precious name of Jesus Christ, our Saviour, who, together with You and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.
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