Meeting Jesus in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

Short, easy to use, faith-provoking insights.

Matthew 14:22-33

"Walking on the sea is not an idle, capricious, magic trick. After spending time alone in prayer, Jesus has stepped out onto the back of a chaotic
and dangerous spirit to go and be with his friends."

Listed on The Text This Week, www.textweek.com: Contemporary Commentary, Studies, and Exegesis for the Gospel reading.

Year A
Pentecost 8
August 7, 2011

Sunday Between August 7 and August 13 Inclusive
Proper 14, Ordinary Time 19

Read the passage at the bottom of this post: Matthew 14:22-33, The Message or Matthew 14:22-33, The
New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).

Click here, Matthew 14:22-33, for an easy to print or email Adobe PDF version of this note.

Sermon by the Rev. Dr. George Hermanson, ".

| love this story.

First, my usual warning NOT to get distracted by the special effects. Too often modern day preachers spend
all their time trying to make the "miracle" seem scientifically plausible, and in effect explain away the
significance of the story. Believing in God is already scientifically problematic, so instead of being plausible,
invite your congregation to wonder.

Having said that, it is important to know that at the time of Jesus, what happens in this story is NOT that
Jesus walks on water. Jesus walks on the sea. And the sea was understood to be a living, chaotic, potentially
deadly spirit.

When the disciples see Jesus walking on the sea, they are not relieved, do not shout for joy expecting that
Jesus has come to rescue them from the storm (also caused by spirits). Instead, they are terrified. The word
used here for "terrified" can also be used to describe a sea that has been agitated and stirred up. In other
words, the disciples’ inner state is now a perfect reflection of their outer circumstances.

They are terrified because they would realize that they are seeing with their human eyes events that can only
happen in the realm of the spirits - their first reaction is that they are seeing a ghost. They are terrified
because while spirits are everywhere in the human realm, it is deadly for humans to be in the realm of the
spirits.
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When Jesus immediately says to them, "Take courage, do not be afraid," he is inviting them to have HIS inner
state instead of theirs. Walking on the sea is not an idle, capricious, magic trick. After spending time alone in
prayer, Jesus has stepped out onto the back of a chaotic and dangerous spirit to go and be with his friends.

What happens next is a poignant testimony of the reality of discipleship, of being a follower of Jesus.
Good old impetuous Peter responds, "Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you."

It is important to note that Peter does not act on his own impulse or authority. He asks to be commanded to
come to Jesus. He gets out of the boat under the protection of the authority of Jesus. And Peter does not go
for a stroll on the sea; he does only what he has been commanded, he comes toward Jesus.

And for a brief few steps, it works!

Peter too is able to walk on the back of the chaotic, dangerous spirit, the sea. But as we all know too well,
there are many distractions in life that take our attention away from what we most cherish. And instead of
keeping his focus on Jesus, Peter notices the wind, and his bond with Jesus is weakened.

Notice that Peter BEGINS to sink. That is, Peter is not walking on water. No one BEGINS to sink in water. Try
standing on water yourself and see how much time you have to cry out while beginning to sink.

And notice too, that Peter does NOT cry out, "Lord, IF it is you, save me." There are no if's, and's, or but's.
Now it is simply, "Lord, save me."

Jesus reaches out his hand and saves Peter. His comment and question to Peter, "You of little faith, why did
you doubt," would be better translated as, "You of little trust, why did you hold back?"

The issue in this story is not intellectual faith / belief. The issue is loyalty / trust, and not getting distracted in
times of trouble and testing.

When they get into the boat, the encounter between Jesus and the spirits of the sea and the wind end; things
calm down.

The statement by the disciples, "Truly, you are the Son of God." is simply an affirmation by them of what they
witnessed with their eyes: Jesus has shown authority over the spirits of the sea and wind - he is Son of God,
since only one of that high a rank in the spirit realm could have authority over the sea and wind.

You and | will not likely go walking on the back of the sea any time soon. But we most certainly will - or
already do - find ourselves in the midst of the storms of life. Jesus can and will walk toward us. Will we trust
him enough to leave the security of the boats we have made for ourselves, and instead risk our lives into his
command?
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Historical background information in this post is drawn primarily from Social-Science Commentary on the
Synoptic Gospels, see link below, pages 81-82.

* Link to Amazon.com Bibliography for Bruce Malina, et. al., Social Science Commentary on ... The Synoptic
Gospels; The Gospel of John; The Book of Acts; The Letters of Paul; The Book of Revelation; and others.

Matthew 14:22-33 (NRSV)

22 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, while he dismissed
the crowds. % And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray. When
evening came, he was there alone, ** but by this time the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land,
for the wind was against them. > And early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea. %% But
when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, "It is a ghost!" And they cried out
in fear. %’ But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, "Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid."”

28 peter answered him, "Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water." 2 He said, "Come." So
Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus. 39 But when he noticed the
strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, "Lord, save me!" 3 Jesus immediately
reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, "You of little faith, why did you doubt?" 32 When they
got into the boat, the wind ceased. ** And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the Son of
God.

New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the
United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Matthew 14:22-33 (The Message)

22 As soon as the meal was finished, he insisted that the disciples get in the boat and go on ahead to the other
side while he dismissed the people. > With the crowd dispersed, he climbed the mountain so he could be by
himself and pray. He stayed there alone, late into the night.

% Meanwhile, the boat was far out to sea when the wind came up against them and they were battered by
the waves. % At about four o'clock in the morning, Jesus came toward them walking on the water. 26 They
were scared out of their wits. "A ghost!" they said, crying out in terror.

%’ But Jesus was quick to comfort them. "Courage, it's me. Don't be afraid."

28 peter, suddenly bold, said, "Master, if it's really you, call me to come to you on the water."
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2 He said, "Come ahead."

Jumping out of the boat, Peter walked on the water to Jesus. %0 But when he looked down at the waves
churning beneath his feet, he lost his nerve and started to sink. He cried, "Master, save me!"

31 Jesus didn't hesitate. He reached down and grabbed his hand. Then he said, "Faint-heart, what got into
you?"

32 The two of them climbed into the boat, and the wind died down. * The disciples in the boat, having
watched the whole thing, worshiped Jesus, saying, "This is it! You are God's Son for sure!"

Scripture quotations from THE MESSAGE. Copyright © by Eugene H. Peterson 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002. Used by permission of
NavPress Publishing Group.
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