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Pentecost 13  8/10/08  “Crossing Stormy Waters”  Matthew 14:22-33  
I. INTRODUCTION.
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Have you ever noticed that when you get in a hurry, you often make things worse?  Here’s a case in point:  A photographer for a national magazine was assigned to get photos of a devastating forest fire.  Smoke at the scene hampered him and he asked his home office to hire a plane.  Arrangements were made and he was told to go at once to a nearby airport, where the plane would be waiting.  When he arrived at the airport, a plane was warming up near the runway.  He jumped in with his equipment and yelled, “Let’s go!  Let’s go!”  The plane roared down the runway and soon they were in the air.  “Fly over the north side of the fire,” yelled the photographer, “and make three or four low level passes.”  “Why?” asked the pilot.  “Because I’m going to take pictures,” cried the photographer.  “I’m a photographer and photographers take pictures!”  After a pause the pilot said, “You mean you’re not the instructor?”  Hmm!  That must have been a stormy flight!  
Storms in life –– we’ve all had them.  Some of them we cause ourselves, others come uninvited.  In today’s Gospel lesson Jesus helps us to understand the purpose of storms in our lives.  Before we take a look at the account of our Lord walking on water, I want to offer this disclaimer about miracles in the four Gospels.  The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were written between thirty and fifty years after the resurrection of Christ.  Fifty years is not nearly enough time for myths or legends to develop about the life of Christ.  In fact, many of the first readers of the Gospels were eyewitnesses of the miraculous life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  If the writers of the Gospels were trying to deceive their readers by including made-up stories in their Gospels, the eyewitnesses would have known it.  And so when you read about Jesus healing the sick and casting out demons and raising the dead and walking on water, you can believe these things happened because the eyewitnesses who read the four Gospels said they did! 
II. CROSSING STORMY WATERS.
The setting for today’s Gospel lesson finds Jesus being followed by multitudes of people.  But our Lord has a heavy heart.  A couple of days earlier, Jesus had tragically lost His beloved childhood friend, John the Baptist.  Our Savior was grieving His loss and so He sailed across the Sea of Galilee to be alone.  

The crowds, however, didn’t give up so easily.  They followed Him on foot around the lake and were waiting when Jesus and His disciples came ashore.  Instead of turning them away, Jesus had compassion on them and healed their sick.  Matthew tells us there were five thousand men present besides women and children.  There was no food available in that remote place, so when evening came Jesus miraculously fed them with five loaves of bread and two fish.  
The sun was now settling beneath the horizon.  However, instead of seeking shelter for the night, Jesus commands His disciples to get back into the boat and sail across the Sea of Galilee, a distance of seven miles.  At the same time He dismisses the crowds and sends them on their way.  Now, what is the urgency of dismissing the people and sending the disciples on ahead of Him?  The answer is found in John 6:15 –– “When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take Him by force to make Him king, He withdrew again to the mountain by Himself.”  You see, it was never our Savior’s intention to establish an earthly kingdom.  
Jesus –– alone at last –– goes up a mountain to grieve the loss of John the Baptist and to spend time with His heavenly Father in prayer.  Meanwhile, it’s about 3:00 a.m. and the disciples, who were only following the Lord’s command, find themselves about 3½ miles from land in the midst of stormy seas.  Their predicament reminds us of the Christian life.  Just because we’ve received Christ as our Savior and we’re following His will for our lives doesn’t mean we are guaranteed clear sailing.  The truth is, fair weather will only be ours in eternity.  
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Some of you are familiar with contemporary Christian artist Steven Curtis Chapman.  You perhaps also know that he and his family suffered a devastating loss on May 21st when his 5-year-old daughter, Maria Sue, was accidentally hit by his 17-year-old son, after she ran into the path of his SUV in their driveway.  Maria later died at a Nashville hospital.  How do you handle losses like that?  Not only have they lost a daughter, but now their son has to live with the knowledge that he accidentally caused the death of his little sister.  
It is in times like these when you need to grieve your losses the way Jesus Christ did –– YOU GRIEVE BUT NOT AS THOSE WHO HAVE NO HOPE.  Here’s part of what Steven Curtis Chapman said this past Tuesday on ‘Good Morning, America!’ –– “We’ve talked a lot.  And you will hear all of us talk about the process of grieving with hope.  That's what has kept us breathing.  [What has] kept us alive is that while we are grieving, there is a hope that we have that we're anchored to in the midst of just what sometimes seems unbearable.”  The hope that the Chapman’s are anchored to is the same hope that we have –– a crucified and risen Savior who watches over us and has promised to return.  It is this living hope that led Chapman to proclaim at the end of their interview, "I'm going to dance with Maria again!"  
Sometime between 3 and 6 a.m. –– the fourth watch of the night –– Jesus, seeing the disciples in distress, comes walking to them on the water.  The disciples, when they see Jesus, are terrified and cry out in fear.  They think they’ve seen a ghost –– perhaps an evil spirit!  You can imagine their eyes are as big as saucers and their hands are shaking for they didn’t recognize Jesus.  Immediately Jesus said; “Take courage, it is I; do not be afraid.”  “It is I” is literally translated from the Greek as “I AM”.  Back in Exodus, chapter three, Moses asked the LORD, “Who shall I say sent me to set you free?”  The LORD said, “Tell them, ‘I AM’ has sent me to you.”  This is how Jesus was identifying Himself.  “Take courage.  ‘I AM’ is with you.  Don’t be afraid.”  
One night a house caught fire and a young boy was forced to flee to the roof.  The father stood on the ground below with outstretched arms, calling to his son, "Jump!  I’ll catch you."  He knew the boy had to jump to save his life.  All the boy could see, however, was smoke and darkness.  As you can imagine, he was afraid to leave the roof.  His father kept yelling:  "Jump!  I’ll catch you."  But the boy protested, "Daddy, I can’t see you."  Finally, the father replied, "But I can see you and that’s all that matters."  The same is true with our Lord –– He sees us in our storms even if we don’t see Him.  
Now Peter, hearing Jesus’ voice says, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to You on the water.”  Jesus’ response was short and direct, “Come!”  In Peter’s heart there was no doubt that this was Jesus.  And so He got up, stepped out in faith and found himself walking on the water.  As long as he focused on the Lord he walked, but as soon as he focused on the waves, he sank like a rock.  
So often that’s what we do.  We step out in faith, doing God’s will.  Then the storms of life strike:  our children rebel, we lose our job, or we just feel that no matter what we do, we can’t get it right!  We have looked away from the Lord and we’ve focused on our problems and like Peter, our fears take over and we sink into despair.  
A helicopter pilot who flew from an aircraft carrier in the Pacific told this story:  "I was flying the helicopter back to the ship when a blinding fog rolled in.  Flying at a low altitude, I knew that a single mistake would plunge my crew and me into the ocean.  Worse yet, I was experiencing a complete loss of balance –– which is common for pilots flying by instruments.  This loss of balance –– known as vertigo –– was so bad that despite the instrument readings I was certain that I was lying on my side.  For fifteen minutes I flew the helicopter by its instruments, fighting the urge to turn it according to my feeling.  When we finally broke safely through the fog, I was deeply thankful I had been trained to rely upon my instruments rather than on my feelings.”  The same is true in the Christian life –– we rely on Jesus, not our feelings.  
III. CONCLUSION.

Peter, in his moment of crisis, did not rely on his feelings, he relied on his faith.  As he sank into the sea, he cried out, “Lord, save me!”  As he was sinking into the depths of the sea, he cried out to the only Person he knew Who could pull him out –– and that was the Lord.  Whether it’s growing a church, getting married, having children, doing mission work, or going to school –– we do many things as Christians under the Word and command of Christ.  Sometimes we find ourselves in deep water.  We often end up sinking in doubt and despair –– losing sight of Christ because we just can’t keep God’s commands the way we should.  With bankruptcy or divorce or cancer on the horizon, we finally realize that we can’t save ourselves.  We’re dead in our transgressions and sins.  We were never in control.  All we can say is, “Lord, save me.”  
That’s when it hits us.  The strength of our faith is not in whether or not we can walk on water –– it’s not in whether we have “successful” marriages or businesses.  The strength of our faith is in THE OBJECT OF OUR FAITH –– and that’s JESUS.  Jesus didn’t let Peter drown.  Immediately Jesus reached out His hand and caught him.  And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down.  
Even though Peter’s faith came up short in actions, he still ended up being saved.  When we look to Jesus He won’t let us drown in our sins.  He has already secured us in the spiritual boat of Baptism.  Whether you’re walking on water or sitting in the boat –– the main point is that you’re listening to the Word of Jesus and finding comfort in the presence of “I AM.”  For there is no safer place we can be than in the loving care of our Lord.  
Remember the object of your faith is Christ, not you.  Remember also that the strongest faith is not found in only looking at the glorious miracles of Christ –– but the dirtiest ones.  Our faith is strongest when we can see Jesus’ feet nailed to a cross instead of walking on water.  Our faith is strongest when we see Jesus sinking into the sea of God’s wrath, instead of walking on the Sea of Galilee.  For it is only at the cross that we find our salvation completed.  It is only at the cross that we are saved from drowning in a lake of fire and not just a lake of water.  The strongest faith is found when we believe that even though we sink beneath the sea of this life, one day we –– like Jesus –– will walk out of the grave, since Jesus conquered death.  Only by calling to Christ as our Savior will we be able to make it through the winds and waves of life, death and Satan, himself.  As the old song goes, “Put your hand in the hand of the Man who stilled the waters!  Put your hand in the hand of the Man who calmed the seas.”  That, my friends, is how we cross this life’s stormy waters.  God grant it be so for Jesus’ sake.  Amen!!!  
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