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It’s funny what leaves an impression on you.   

When I was a child our family had a bible, as every even nominal Christian 

family did, and it had some illustrations in it.  They were actually 

almost like photographs with very clean, sharp color pictures.  And 

the pages they were on were that thick, glossy paper. 

Now there were maybe a half a dozen or so of these in the whole bible, but 

one of them was in Matthew showing a picture of Jesus reaching 

down to Peter who was halfway sunk in the water.  The images were 

stylized, but expressive. 

For some reason that picture has always stuck with me.  Probably because 

when flipping through the bible it often just opened up on that page, 

so I saw it a lot, but also it was just an interesting looking picture and 

different from the rest. 

Despite my memory of it, I confess I never gave it much theological 

thought. They say a picture is worth a thousand words, but in this 

case—not for me.   I took it a face value: Jesus walks on the water, 

Peter walks out but loses his confidence and starts to sink, and Jesus 

grabs and saves him saying, “O, thou of little faith.”  Yes, I did wonder 

if Peter’s sinking was like being in quicksand, ‘cuz it seemed like it 

should have been more like Wile E. Coyote when he goes off a cliff, 

pauses for a second and then drops like a rock.  But that was about 

the depth of my thinking. 

Though I became a deeper learner as I grew up, becoming a storyteller 

really added a dimension.  Namely, worry less about the mechanics, 

such as, how is Jesus walking on the water?  If it’s windy and waves 
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are beating against the boat is Jesus walking up and down the waves?  

Are the parting around him?  

And in the pre-dawn light in a storm how do they even see Jesus or 

recognize him?  

Instead ask, what is the story trying to tell us?   

Last Jesus heard about the beheading of John the Baptist, tried to get some 

alone time from the crowds he was with at Sea of Galilee, but they 

followed him and he ended up feeding 5,000 men—besides women 

and children. 

Today’s story, told so well by Donna, and which also appears in Mark and 

John, picks up right from that point.   

Jesus forces his disciples to take off without him in the boat while he 

dismisses the crowd.  Then he goes up on the mountain alone to pray 

and recharge his batteries.  Meanwhile, the boat is far from shore 

being—literally speaking— tormented by the waves with the wind 

hostilely opposing them.    

Early in the morning before 6:00 a.m. he decides to come down the 

mountain and walk on the water to the disciples.   

You can excuse them for thinking they are seeing an apparition; if you were 

them, what would you have thought? 

But he says to them, “Take heart; it is I, do not be afraid.”  But the 

construction has divine overtones, so not so much “it is I” but, “I am”, 

that is, the name of God, Yahweh in Hebrew.  And “do not be afraid” 

is literally “fear not”, the common phrase in the entire bible and many 

times in Matthew alone.   



“Take Heart” 

Sermon – August 9, 2020 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  3 

“Take heart; I AM; fear not.”  What more is there to say?  And in Mark and 

John, Jesus simply gets in the boat.   

Unique to Matthew, though, Peter says, “Lord, if it is you, command me to 

come to you on the water.” 

“Lord, *if* it is you…”  <sigh>  Where have we heard this before?  “If you 

are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of 

bread.”  “If you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.”  If. 

It sounds like Peter is putting Jesus to the test, like, “Sure, you’re walking 

on the water and you look like Jesus, but are you really?” 

A more “generous” interpretation would be an enthusiastic, “Hey!  If it’s 

you, let me join you!”  To which Jesus could respond exasperatedly 

with, “Why?” 

But instead he simply says, “Come.”  But I agree with some scholars—not in 

a positive way.  It’s not “Come on out—the water is fine!”  It’s more 

like how Donna intoned it, “Come—if you must.” 

Peter gets out of the boat and starts to walk on the water, but notices the 

winds and begins to sink.  Jesus grabs him and chastises him, “You of 

little faith.  Why did you doubt?” 

Now often this is interpreted that Peter should have kept his focus on Jesus 

in believing in him and not get distracted by the wind and the waves 

and that is what Jesus is chastising him for. 

But it seems it’s more than that.  It seems it is more because Peter was 

thinking about himself.  Peter either wants to prove to himself that it 

is the miracle-worker Jesus who enables Peter to also miraculously 

walk on water or Peter wants to personally experience the miraculous 

and come to Jesus.  In either case it’s about him. 
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The lack of faith was getting out of the boat.  Jesus was coming towards 

them.  Peter could have been excited and said, “Lord, join us in the 

boat.”  Instead Peter was eager to leave his fellow disciples to join 

Jesus rather than waiting for Jesus to join them in the boat. 

Sometimes faith is seeing the boat for what it is—a shared experience and 

the opportunity to lean on one another, to encourage each other in 

the storm while waiting on God.  

Sometimes we want our own miracle at the expense of others who are in the 

same boat as us. Jesus reached out his hand and caught Peter, and 

they both got into the boat with the other disciples. It is when they are 

all in the boat together with Jesus that the winds cease. 

And the other disciples don't then say, “Good try, Peter!  Better luck next 

time!”  No, they recognize the true hero in the story is Jesus.  And, for 

the first time in Matthew we hear in today’s closing verse, they 

“worshiped him, saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God.’”   

In Matthew’s Gospel, this story is meant to reveal who Jesus is. But that 

revelation is only possible in the midst of the chaos. If Jesus had not 

forced the disciples to embark on this uncertain journey, they would 

have missed the opportunity to see God revealed in their midst. 

And that it was on boat is noteworthy. 

A boat or ship was one of the earliest symbols for Christianity, and this 

story indicates why it was attractive: when surrounded by adversity 

and buffeted by the storms of life, safety and salvation are 

experienced in the church, in the fellowship of the community, with 

Jesus in its midst.  
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But remember that a ship is not a static symbol. It is a vehicle used to get 

somewhere. As John A. Shedd wrote in his 1928 book, Salt from My 

Attic, a collection of quotes, “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not 

what ships are built for.”   

Indeed, we may ask, "Why did Jesus and the disciples cross the sea 

anyway?" The answer is given in the verses immediately following 

today’s passage—they wanted to get to the other side to minister to 

those people there.  

A lesser known quote from Shedd’s book is, “He who thanks but with the 

lips, thanks but in part; the full, the true thanksgiving comes from the 

heart.” 

As commentator Mark G. Vitalis Hoffman says, 

“So, leave walking on water to Jesus. That ship which is the church is where 

we want to be, and it can provide the way for us to get to other places, 

so that disciples of the Son of God can be moving throughout the 

land!” (End quote) 

So, I hope you get the “picture”: stay on the ship and together let us ride the 

waves to serve others.   

Take heart; fear not—God is in control and that is faith. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


