
Matthew 14:22-36
Terrifying rescue

“What sort of man … truly you are”

I think they were trying to scare us back in the labs.  Those various compounds
derived from

Overhead: fluoroacetic acid

are all seriously toxic, and some of them can easily pass through the skin.  I know
that people nowadays are talking a lot about 

Overhead: PPE

but this took the need for it to a different level.  So we were told that if by any
chance there was a minute hole in our gloves, and even the slightest drop of this got onto
our hands, we were in serious danger.  In fact, it was even suggested that if we got some
on a fingernail, it would be better, and less painful in the long run, to just rip the fingernail
off then and there.  It would save the arm, they insisted.  That recommended treatment,
though, I have to say, still sounds worse than the trouble.

I  don't  know to this day whether  they were exaggerating for effect.   But I  have
certainly remembered the potential dangers of that chemical!

The  disciples  in  today's  reading  are  also  in  a  serious,  possibly  life-threatening
situation, too.  They have been

Overhead: rowing for hours through the night

against  a  vicious  wind.   I  suppose  we  could  say  that  they  are  experienced
fishermen – and they know this lake well.  If it was just going to be impossible to get to
land against the wind, then they could possibly have just run before it back to where they
had started.  Though I don't know the geography well enough to be able to say that with
any certainty.

So maybe they are not yet panicking … but they must be near exhausted.  They've
been in a situation something like this, a few chapters back:

And behold, there arose a great storm on the sea, so that the boat was being
swamped by the waves; ...

(Matthew 8:24)

But there was a difference then.  Jesus was in the boat.  So they could cry out for
help – even if they thought it would just have been having him bale out the water that was
slowly pulling the boat down.

And they went and woke him, saying, “Save us, Lord; we are perishing.” 
(Matthew 8:25)

But in chapter 14, there is no Jesus at hand.  Or rather, when he arrives on the
scene, the rescue looks at first worse than the danger itself.  The treatment, once again,
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seems at first to be worse than the trouble.  When the disciples thought that they had no
energy left to keep rowing … suddenly …

But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, and
said, “It is a ghost!” and they cried out in fear. 

(Matthew 14:26)

Suddenly they find that they can row faster than they ever imagined, just out of fear.
At  first  sight,  Jesus'  rescue  looks  to  those  disciples  of  his  to  be  worse  than  the
predicament they are already in.   Whereas actually –  when we look at  it,  safe in our
armchairs two millennia later, it's a lot easier for us to see that  the memorable rescue
confirms and extends the disciples' faith in Jesus.

Now once again, this is probably quite a familiar story to you.  You've maybe heard
sermons on it before, and I might just end up repeating what you've heard numerous times
before, with the particular focus on Peter, amazingly, walking on the water.  But I'd like to
tackle this from a slightly different  angle, taking the passage as a whole.   I  thought I
noticed something about the different initiatives taken in the different sections here.

First, Jesus taking the initiative, then Peter, then the other disciples, and finally the
crowd that gathers after the boat has arrived at Gennesaret.

 Jesus' initiative (22-27, 31)

This passage starts off with almost a stern, urgent command from Jesus.

Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go before him to the
other side, while he dismissed the crowds. 

(Matthew 14:22)

What  has  just  happened?   If  you  flick  back,  you'll  see  the  miracle  that  had
immediately preceded this: the “Feeding of the Five Thousand”, which, remember, took
place late in the day:

Now when it  was evening,  the disciples came to him and said,  “This is a
desolate place, and the day is now over; ...” 

(Matthew 14:15)

I think that initial phrase more like means, “when it was becoming evening”.  Once it
starts to get dark in that part of the world, it gets dark much more quickly than here in the
UK.  It's probably right at the start of this time of day.  The light has just started to weaken.
By the time that  five thousand plus people have been fed, and the leftovers have been
collected …

And they all ate and were satisfied. And they took up twelve baskets full of
the broken pieces left  over.  And those who ate were about  five  thousand men,
besides women and children. 

(Matthew 14:20-21)

… then it now has to be very close to full dark.  Perhaps there is just enough light
left  in  the  sky  for  the  disciples  –  some  of  whom  were  very  experienced  with  boats,
remember – to make sure the boat is ready for a trip across the lake.  It's now, with those
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last few minutes of light, or a launch in full dark, which I'd imagine would be rather more
treacherous.  So, no fussing, get going!

Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go before him to the
other side, while he dismissed the crowds. 

(Matthew 14:22)

And perhaps even that can be a reminder for us not to wallow too much in times of
glory.  It must have been so tempting to just stand around and stare at all those baskets of
miraculous food, just to try to take in the moment.  And yet Jesus tells them to move along.

Folks, remember that we can never really capture the moment.  There are times I
have just sat back and looked at a

Overhead: particularly happy family moment

and tried to impress that scene into my memory … and yet, ultimately, I can't.  The
memories start to blur at the edges almost as soon as I've taken that mental snapshot.  It
is like that 

Overhead: magic chord

at the peak of the symphony, that you know comes at that point … but it's only in
the playing and hearing of that music that that chord does what it does, deep inside you.

Folks, we can't live in the past, with moments of glory.  But don't be afraid to move
on in the company of Jesus Christ.  No matter how wonderful the past, the best is yet to
come!  Although, for these disciples, getting up to that next mountain peak is going to be
seriously taxing!  Perhaps just as well, at this moment, that they don't know how difficult
the night ahead is going to be!

So Jesus and disciples part company, for a few hours.  Not long until full evening
arrives:

And after  he  had dismissed the  crowds,  he  went  up  on  the  mountain  by
himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, ...

(Matthew 14:23)

And what I think is happening here is not quite that in that relatively short time the
boat has scooted out into the literal middle of the sea …  That would be really tricky if, as
Matthew describes, the wind was strongly against them:

…  but the boat by this time was a long way from the land, beaten by the
waves, for the wind was against them. 

(Matthew 14:24)

Actually, the more literal AV makes things a bit clearer, I think:
ADD this

But the ship was now in the midst of the sea, tossed with waves: for the wind
was contrary.

(Matthew 14:24)
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“Midst of the sea” is more accurate, rather than “a long way from the land”. I don't
think it's specifying so much distance as water conditions.  Maybe it's about moving out
from the shelter of some kind of headland, but I think it's that the ship has moved out from
the relatively calm water at the edge of the sea, and is out where it is seriously choppy.
“The midst of the sea” is just  the way that Matthew describes those more challenging
conditions – which might actually not be hugely distant from the shore.  All of which means
its a 

Overhead: long hard slow row

across the few miles of sea.  So that toward morning (!) - the “fourth watch” is 3am
– 6am – they are still labouring out there.

And in the fourth watch of the night …
(Matthew 14:25)

So what is happening here?  What do I mean by Jesus' initiative?  Can I just drop in
one word from Mark's account here, which Matthew hasn't included?

And when evening came, the boat was out on the sea, and he was alone on
the land.  And he saw that they were making headway painfully, for the wind was
against them. And about the fourth watch of the night ...

(Mark 6:47-48)

Folks, that is a miracle in itself, isn't it?  Jesus is up on a hill, yes.  It might even
have been a cloudless, starlit night.  I don't know if that is very likely, with a wind like this,
but I guess it could happen.  But if the sea is as choppy as it says here, one boat several
miles out on a violently disturbed lake, at night … nobody's going to be able to see what is
happening.  But the Bible insists that Jesus saw.

Now just you stop and think about that.  It means that no matter what you are doing,
no matter how it would seem impossible that God knows your dire circumstances … or
else he would have  done something, wouldn't  he??  No matter how it  seems to those
disciples out on the lake, Jesus saw.

In fact, although he's up there “to pray”, he hasn't got his eyes shut.  He sees what
is happening on the lake.  In fact, do you think it's too far a stretch to think that what he
sees happening out on the lake then starts to appear in his prayer?  That's the picture we
have in the Scriptures of Jesus Christ, risen and ascended into heaven:

Consequently, he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to
God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them. 

(Hebrews 7:25)

Now you and I might think … and I'm sure those disciples did … We're on our own,
and if Jesus was going to do anything, why is he waiting so long to do it?  But remember
that Jesus, even if unbeknownst to those disciples and to us,  is taking the initiative.  He
sees.  He prays.  And at the moment he chooses, he moves into action.

And in the fourth watch of the night he came to them, walking on the sea. 
(Matthew 14:25)
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Don't be distracted by the 20th-century nonsense notions that try to take miracles
out of the Bible.  That foolish wisdom decreed that Jesus didn't walk on the water, literally.
No, he just happened to walk on a sandbank … that the experienced fishermen of that
lake knew nothing about.  Isn't that actually more difficult to believe than what it just says?

But remember the conditions on that lake.  Dark.  Choppy.  Dog-tired disciples.  No
wonder that they don't see clearly what's happening, is it?

But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, and
said, “It is a ghost!” and they cried out in fear. 

(Matthew 14:26)

Interesting, isn't it, how quickly we can slip back into superstition!  We saw it at the
start of the chapter, Herod thinking that Jesus was John the Baptist, back from the dead to
haunt him.

I guess we don't tend to go in for that kind of superstition quite so much, with our
Western materialist background – or at least not so overtly.  But when the chips are down,
when we are caught by surprise … do our reactions show that underneath it all, deep
down, we still have some pretty pagan notions about how this world might be influenced by
all kinds of spooky powers?  Even just “fate”?  I remember hearing someone in the family
say, after an auntie of mine died very young from some kind of cancer, “it's the beautiful
who die young”.   What did  that  imply about their view of reality, and hidden powers at
work?

In other cultures, ghosts and spirits or even just “forces” and all that might come to
the fore in people's minds much more readily again.  Instead, I think our superstitions tend
to be more religious:

God will be good to us if we … go to church … say our prayers … use special holy
sounding words when we pray.  He will be specially present at our meetings, in a way that
truly spiritual people will somehow sense … if have a good long “time of worship” … or
insist on using only grand old hymns.

But perhaps, like these disciples, we simply fail to recognise Jesus when he enters
the stage.  Actually, although we talk about the “good news” of Jesus being the Saviour …
isn't it, to start with, challengingly offensive news that we first of all hear?  The Good News
includes startling, shocking stuff like

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and
unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 

(Romans 1:18)

And we have to hear the frightening first half of Romans 6:23 before the gracious
second half:

For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ
Jesus our Lord. 

(Romans 6:23)

Folks, is it possible that at times you reject the Good News of the gospel because it
is not what you want to hear?  It's not phrased in the way that you would prefer.  Just as
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Jesus comes to save his disciples, but they perceive him first of all as a more dire threat
than the waves that are threatening to drown them?

But look, here is Jesus taking that initiative again.  He sees their fear, and responds
… did you notice the word? … immediately.

But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, “Take heart; it is I. Do not be
afraid.” 

(Matthew 14:27)

And it's just the same a few verses later on, when Peter starts to sink into the sea:

Jesus immediately reached out his hand and took hold of him, ...
(Matthew 14:31)

Folks, will you trust that Jesus will be there when you need him?  At that moment of
your need, he will be there, immediately?

That you can always rely upon him to take whatever initiative is needed, whenever
it is needed, as the Good Shepherd caring for his sheep?  Not necessarily at the time that
is most comfortable for you, or most convenient for you, but what is most  good for you.
Even if all you can see right now is that he has sent you off across a stormy lake, and it
has been – it still is! – a long hard row.

 Peter's initiative (28-30)

Now here's what we probably most remember about this incident.  Not even Jesus'
walking on the water, but Peter's.  One side of this coin will challenge us.  The other will
encourage us.  There's his faith, and his focus.

We probably think of Peter as just being impetuous.  There are certainly times when
he opens his mouth and 

Overhead: puts his foot in it

But here is a positive side to that impetuosity.  It's Peter, and not any of the other
disciples, who responds to this discovery that what they have seen is not an apparition, but
Jesus:

And Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on
the water.” 

(Matthew 14:28)

But  I  want  to  argue that  this  is  not  just  the perhaps too-typical-of-Peter  speak-
before-you-think comment.  Yes, it does have elements of that.  This is Peter, after all. But
what Peter said is not totally thoughtless.  There is some clear logic to it.  That

Highlight “if it is you”

could just have well have been translated “since it is you”.  It is the logic of: since
one thing is the case, something else follows from that.  This isn't testing Jesus: “well, if it
is, prove it by making me able to do it too!”  No, this is because it is Jesus.  This is faith.
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Folk, what kind of faith do you have in Jesus?  What do you do or think differently
on account of:  since it is Jesus saying this, it is undoubtedly true?  Because  it is Jesus
saying this, I have to obey this.  Or, more comfortingly, since it is Jesus, he will deliver on
that promise.  So, for example, the words he would speak on the following morning:

“All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will
never cast out.” 

(John 6:37)

If this is Jesus saying this … since it is Jesus saying this, that promise is absolutely
dependable.  If you have come to him by faith, he will never cast you out.  He will never
even desire to cast you out.

That is fine, bold logic there.  That's Peter's faith.  But glorious though that was,
Peter's focus wobbled.

But when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink he cried out,
“Lord, save me.” 

(Matthew 14:30)

I'm sure you'll have heard people saying about “when Peter took his eyes off the
Lord”.  Well, yes and no.  I think his attention is firmly back on Jesus by the end of this
verse, even if his eyes might still be elsewhere, as he is overtaken the enormity of what
has happened, and the state of the sea making all of this doubly impossible.

But look, isn't there still faith there?  Who does he cry out to?  Is it the guys in the
boat, to throw him a line?  No, he still has faith in Jesus.  That hasn't gone.  But his focus
has.   That  is  how I  would  prefer  to  look at  this.   He has not  committed a shameful,
reprehensible act here.  He has just been human.

Folks, at times we can so seriously beat ourselves up about wobbles.  But wobbling
is how we are.  We do it in the ordinary run of things.  If we were machines, we could drive
and monitor

Overhead: the road ahead

with unvarying concentration.  But we know we are not like that.  Something out of
the corner of our eye … or something in our eye … or a stray thought out of nowhere, and
our attention dips.  Most times it's not critical.  But there have probably been times when
all of us who have driven know that if  something had happened then, during that brief
period of inattention, the outcome could have been serious.  Or that something did, and we
had an uncomfortably chose shave.

And I think we have to simply remember that Scripture is filled with people who take
their  eyes  off  Jesus,  in  one way  or  another,  at  one time or  another.   But  there  is  a
wonderful compassion in the Saviour.  Remember that psalm – and rejoice in that “for” that
shows how this compassion can manifest itself:

As  a  father  shows  compassion  to  his  children,  so  the  LORD  shows
compassion to those who fear him. For he knows our frame; he remembers that we
are dust. 
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(Psalms 103:13-14)

And remember that  Jesus was not God in the abstract,  God visiting earth  in a
hermetically sealed contamination-proof bubble, but God in a fully human body.

For  we  do  not  have  a  high  priest  who  is  unable  to  sympathize  with  our
weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without
sin. 

(Hebrews 4:15)

So where does that lead on to?  A holy boldness, the writer says.  Or perhaps,
today, I'd say an initiative.  Because our Jesus is like this … since it is Jesus …

Let us then  with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may
receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. 

(Hebrews 4:16)

 The crowd's initiative (35-36)

And the crowd on the shore pick up on just a glimmer of this, I think.  Look, it's
Jesus!!

And when they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret. And when
the men of that place recognised him, ...

(Matthew 14:34-35)

And since it is Jesus …

… they sent around to all that region and brought to him all who were sick
and implored him that they might only touch the fringe of his garment. And as many
as touched it were made well. 

(Matthew 14:35-36)

Since it is Jesus, let's get all the sick out here.  Since it is Jesus, just to touch the
fringe of his garment will do.  See that impressive reasoning?  And look, they were right!

But come back a couple of verses before we finish this morning.

 The disciples' initiative (33)

Jesus has immediately reached out … did you notice that?

Jesus immediately reached out his hand and took hold of him, saying to him,
“O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” 

(Matthew 14:31)

Not “reached down”.  He didn't leave Peter to sink that far!  Isn't that a useful little
snippet to grab hold of!  And then, we don't have any mention here of how far back it was
to the boat.  But …

And when they got into the boat, the wind ceased. 
(Matthew 14:32)
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But what did the disciples in the boat then do?  What have they been learning?

And those in the boat worshipped him, saying,  “Truly you are the Son of
God.” 

(Matthew 14:33)

Think back to that earlier episode of the sea and a boat and a storm, when Jesus
awakens from sleep and calls the storm to heel:

And the men marvelled, saying, “What sort of man is this, that even winds
and sea obey him?” 

(Matthew 8:27)

Back in chapter 8, they ask a stupefied question.  Totally understandable.  I don't
hold it against them.  Actually, I think we are meant to ask just the same question at that
point.

But now, six chapters later, Matthew has been laying out more and more by way of
answers about precisely “what sort of man is this”.  So see how these disciples have come
along in their understanding of Jesus, and their response to Jesus.

And those in the boat worshipped him, saying,  “Truly you are the Son of
God.” 

(Matthew 14:33)

It looks as if the suspicion has been growing.  “What sort of man?” was the wrong
question.  Not a sort of man at all.  Perhaps? … do you think? … something more than a
man? … could that be?

And now, they have this further piece of evidence.  The penny is starting to fall,
even if it hasn't finally dropped yet.  “Son of God”?  Could that possibly be?

And in the sudden surprising calm of the boat, these men who have walked with
Jesus for several years drop to their knees.  This time it is the boat wobbling, not the
disciples.  “Son of God”.  Truly!

Are you on your knees with them?

“What sort of man … truly you are”
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