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Most of us experience life as a conflict of contrasting and often contradictory drives, impulses, 
desires and emotions. I have a friend whom I used to describe as possessed by the four horsewomen 
of the apocalypse. Part of her was like a nun, simple of heart and constant of unswerving purpose. 
Another part was AWOL, prone to getting drunk at a party and doing almost anything in the hours 
of the night. A third part was lost in the imagination of sporting stardom, all gold medals, standing 
ovations and laps of honour. And a fourth part was longing for a settled life of marriage, family and 
a regular career. These powerful but incompatible impulses were like a medieval torture of four 
horses each tied to a different limb of her body and each galloping off in a different direction, 
tearing her apart. It was hard to see how she could ever be happy as there was almost no overlap 
between the four.  

 

I want you to stay with that image of the four horses careering off in different directions, vivid and 
terrifying as it may be, as I ask you now to attend with me to what the story of Jesus and Peter in 
Matthew chapter 14 is really telling us. Let’s first get the key features of the story in place. Jesus is 
the utter and unrestrained presence of God among us on earth. The story tells us that by showing 
Jesus praying on a mountain, communing with God like Moses receiving the Ten Commandments 
on Mt Sinai or Elijah hearing the still small voice on Mt Carmel. But it also tells us that when Jesus 
says, ‘Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.’ That middle phrase literally says simply, ‘I am.’ ‘I am’ is 
the closest we get to the very name of God, since God uses that phrase in the burning bush 
conversation with Moses in the book of Exodus, and when Jesus says ‘I am’ in the gospels it’s like 
an asterisk that says, ‘I and the Father are one,’ or ‘when you see me you see the Father.’ Meanwhile 
the sea, especially in boisterous form with waves crashing round and about, symbolises the chaos 
out of which creation was made and through which Israel was saved from the Egyptians. And the 
boat is a common metaphor for the church, found many times in the gospels, while Peter, on whom 
Jesus is about to found the church, is like the epitome of the church in its strengths and 
weaknesses. Those are the key images and symbols at work in this story and together they tell us 
that here, in 11 short verses, we have a more or less complete description of what and who the 
church is before God and how God beholds the church.  

 

With this sense of what the story is really about, let’s now look more closely at the three things the 
story reveals to us about the church and the way God relates to it. Here’s the first one. Jesus makes 
the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, but the boat finds itself far from the 
land, and battered by the waves, with the wind against it. We want to do our own thing. We don’t 
want to be children, constantly being told what do, shown how to do it, corrected when we make 
mistakes, patronised, humiliated, ignored. We want to do our own thing. We want to train in 
something and then go freelance, work to our own timetable, set up our own company, not be at the 
beck and call of an institution that’s set in its ways or an organisation that’s lost its humanity. In 
short, we want to be free. And free, at least to start with, means being loosed from the chains of 
expectations, demands, judgement and external constraint. But there’s a fear about doing all those 
things. And the story precisely demonstrates the reason for that fear. What if we find ourselves a 
long way from land? What if we’re battered by waves and in peril from the storms of life? What if 
the wind is against us? If you’ve ever been in a sailing boat that got into trouble out at sea, you’ll 
know the creeping panic at the root of this story. But even if you’ve never literally been on a boat in 
trouble, you’ll know what it means metaphorically. No money, no friends, no fall-back options, 
mounting debt, fragile health, hostile neighbours, antagonistic colleagues, dysfunctional family, 
broken dreams, zero prospects for improvement, plummeting economy. Plenty of battering waves 
and adverse winds there.  



 

And this is the first reality of church. We want to do it ourselves. We’re glad that after the ascension 
Jesus left us to get stuck in. We want to be treated like adults, trusted to get on with it, given 
responsibility, invited into leadership, exposed to the challenges of conflict and tension and 
hostility and failure. But we’re scared of the harsh realities of life, the brutal unavoidability of death, 
the terrifying isolation of failure and shame and exposure. This paradox is where this story begins. 

 

Here’s the second dimension of the story. Early in the morning Jesus comes walking towards the 
boat on the lake. The disciples are terrified, and say, ‘It is a ghost!’ They cry out in fear. But Jesus 
says, ‘Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.’ We want to see the glory. We travel across the world to 
the Grand Canyon, to the Angel Falls, to the Great Barrier Reef, to the Great Wall of China, because 
we want to see the glory of beauty in water, rock, sunset, myriad colours and textures and creations. 
We go to Old Trafford, to Lord’s, to Wimbledon, to Twickenham because we want to see the glory of 
a Federer backhand, an Ibrahimovic bicycle kick, a Stokes catch, a Tuilagi dummy. We send 
constant photos to one another to convince ourselves we’re beholding the glory in selfie or smiling 
face, in hilarious cat antics or witty cartoon. We go to concert, play, opera, rendition, because we 
want to experience the glory of the exquisite, the poignant, the deft, the gracious. But as Oscar 
Wilde said, there’s only one thing worse than not getting what we want, and that’s getting it. Look at 
the disciples in this story. They see the glory like maybe no one ever has before. Jesus walking on 
the water towards them. Not a stunt glimpsed from afar but an act of the greatest mercy and gentle 
power right up close and for them alone. And… they can’t handle it. They think it’s a ghost, in other 
words a scary fantasy, or something worse – a creature from the deep. Remember the words of 
Isaiah, ‘Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees. Say to those who are of a 
fearful heart, “Be strong, do not fear! Here is your God. He is coming to save you.”’ These words are 
fulfilled at this moment. But the disciples are petrified. 

 

And this is the second reality of the church. We spend a lot of time and energy longing for God to be 
more present, wishing the doubts and sneers of the sceptics would evaporate in the face of the 
overwhelming and indisputable revelation of God’s presence and power and grace. But when it does 
happen we’re terrified, would much rather things went back to normal, would almost rather be in a 
sinking ship than face the awesome and breathtaking wonder of the living God. As Hebrews tells us, 
‘It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.’ This is the second paradox of the 
church. 

 

Here’s the third dimension of the story. Peter answers, ‘Lord, if it is you, command me to come to 
you on the water.’ Jesus says, ‘Come.’ So Peter gets out of the boat, starts walking on the water, and 
comes towards Jesus. But then Peter notices the strong wind, and gets scared, and begins to sink, 
and cries out, ‘Lord, save me!’ Jesus immediately reaches out his hand and catches him and they get 
into the boat. We want to be part of the action. We hate it when we’re off work for a few days and 
the big event seems to have happened without us. We resent it when we’re part of a team but the 
flashy and mouthy ones get all the credit and their work is valued more than ours. We say things 
like ‘Life isn’t a rehearsal’ because we don’t want to feel we’re being just a passenger when we 
should be driving the bus. Peter doesn’t want faith to be an observer’s arm’s length game – he wants 
to be in the thick of it, inspired and empowered by Jesus to do what only God can do. But then he 
turns into a cartoon character who races over the side of the cliff and looks down and panics and 
reaches out an elongated arm to claw himself back to safety. This is the crucial moment of the whole 
story. Despite Jesus in front of him, despite his desire for true faith, real action, beholding the glory, 
Peter at this vital moment has more awareness of the threat of the waves than of the mercy of God. 
He jettisons his desire to be an agent of grace and shouts out for the welcoming arms of security.  

 

And this is the third reality of the church. We long for charismatic experiences, for social justice 
breakthroughs, for thousands converted and many healed. We say let there be peace on earth and 
let it begin with me. But when the moment of truth comes, we’re more aware of the panic of 
nature’s challenges, other people’s judgements and our own shortcomings than we are of the grace 
and power of God. This is the third and final paradox of the church. 

 

People argue over this story because they want to know how Jesus walks on water. I think that’s 
missing the point. The point of this story is that in 11 verses we’re told exactly what it’s like to be the 



church before God. First God empowers us, we find ourselves out of our depth, and we long for 
simplicity. Then we long to see the drama of God’s glory, God appears to us, but we’re too 
frightened and prefer familiarity. Finally we want some of the action, God calls us into service, but 
we panic and prefer safety. Like ropes attached to limbs yanked by horses in different directions, 
these are the forces that pull the church apart. 

 

The moral is, be careful what you wish for. We say we want to be free, we want to see the glory, we 
want to be part of what God’s doing in the world. This story show’s we’re a bit more complicated 
than that. Before we get too cross with the church, we need say, ‘I wonder if this story is actually 
about me.’ That leads us to humility – even repentance. But the good news is, it’s also a story about 
God, who, despite everything, continues to empower us, continues to be revealed to us, and 
continues to save us. Amen. 


