Outdoor Worship Service 2011

“Stepping Out in a Storm”

Matthew 14:22-33


I confess that I am not much of an outdoorsman.


When I was growing up, my mother would have to order me to play outside. I’d rather be in the cooler basement with my toys than out in the hot, humid summer air. To this day I tend to be more of an “insider” than an “outsider.” I’m not really into hunting or fishing or camping or boating…I suppose that is because I never had much experience of that growing up.


I do recall one experience, though, when friends of ours invited Tammy and I for an evening on the lake in their boat. We left the shore before sunset and stayed several hours. When the moon appeared in the sky, reflecting off the still water, with a cool breeze blowing on that quiet evening—I must admit that was a wonderful experience.


I am glad, though, that a sudden storm did not blow up while we were out on the lake. I am not a fan of storms when I am on land—even indoors—but I can’t imagine how terrifying it would be to ride the waves of a storm in a boat!


Our text for this morning, though, tells the story about a group of men in a boat on a lake at night when such a storm came unannounced. Matthew 14:22-33 records,

Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd. After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, but the boat was already a considerable distance from land, buffeted by the waves because the wind was against it. 

During the fourth watch of the night Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. “It’s a ghost,” they said, and cried out in fear. 

But Jesus immediately said to them: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” 

“Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.” 

“Come,” he said.

Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, “Lord, save me!” 

Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. “You of little faith,” he said, “why did you doubt?” 

And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down. Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.” 

This may be a familiar story to you. No doubt you have heard sermons or devotionals recount this event—and usually these are critical of Peter’s lack of faith as he took his eyes off of Jesus and onto the storm raging around him. But this morning I would like to consider this same incident from a little different perspective.


Instead of concentrating on Peter’s failure, I would like to emphasize his faith. From this passage three truths emerge about Peter’s faith.

Faith requires fearlessness


The first truth is that faith requires fearlessness. We usually remember that Peter’s faith failed and that Jesus drew attention to this. But we should bear in mind that it took courage for the apostle to venture on the water at all.
 Warren Wiersbe writes,
Before we criticize Peter for sinking, let’s honor him for his magnificent demonstration of faith. He dared to be different. Anybody can sit in the boat and watch. But it takes a person of real faith to leave the boat and walk on the water.


We live in a world that is filled with fear. One Internet website lists no fewer than 538 specific phobias, or fears, that afflict people today. Yet the Bible is filled with verses that tell us to “Fear not.” Lloyd John Ogilvie, who served as chaplain of the U. S. Senate, writes in his book, Facing the Future without Fear, “There are 366 ‘fear not!’ verses in the Bible—one for every day of the year and an extra one for leap year!”


Of all the fears that affect people today—including Christians—perhaps the most common is called atychiphobia, or the fear of failure. This fear paralyzes many who are afraid to try because they may fail. So they sit back and do nothing, just like eleven disciples on that boat during the storm.


Theodore Roosevelt once said, “No great destiny ever came to a people who feared the future, who feared failure more than they hoped for success.”
 On another occasion he expanded on this theme:
It is not the critic who counts: not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, and comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; who does actually try to do the deed; who knows the great enthusiasm, the great devotion and spends himself in a worthy cause; who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly.

Far better it is to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs even though checkered by failure, than to rank with those poor spirits who neither enjoy nor suffer much because they live in the gray twilight that knows neither victory nor defeat [Theodore Roosevelt, speech before the Hamilton Club, Chicago (April 10, 1899)].


Robert F. Kennedy similarly said, “Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.” Certainly Peter dared to fail greatly when he climbed out of the boat and began to walk on the waves. We know from the rest of the story that Peter’s faith did fail, and that at that moment he did begin to sink into the sea. We will come to that later in this message, but let us not forget that, when Jesus did rebuke Peter, He did not rebuke the venture of his faith, but rather the doubt that made his faith fail.


Peter’s faith demonstrated fearlessness (at least at first). Let’s give credit where credit is due. J. Vernon McGee observed,

Peter has certainly been criticized for this. They say that he should not have asked to walk on water. Well, I rather admire the man. William Carey said, “Expect great things of God, and attempt great things for God.” Certainly Peter did that! I am afraid that most of us are satisfied with little things from God.
 

God specializes in the impossible. He promises to bring about what is best for us if we only believe. We need Peter’s fearless faith.

Faith requires following


Secondly, from this incident we see that faith requires following. For all those who would criticize Peter for being foolish or reckless, I would recommend that they read this account more closely. Before Peter put one foot over the side of the boat, he asked for Jesus’ direction. Look at verses 28-29. “Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.” “Come,” he said.

Some critics point to Peter’s word “if” as a sign of weak faith. In actual fact, Peter’s words (“if it’s you”) form a real condition, almost “since it’s you.” The request is bold.
 It is a mark of great trust. Peter sensed that Jesus’ commands are His enablements; that He gives strength for whatever He orders.
 Jesus said, “Come,” and Peter came in what Raymond Edman called, “immediate and impulsive obedience.” He went on to add,

We may not approve his impetuosity nor his human impertinence in attempting to walk on the sea; but we must admire his implicit obedience and his deep devotion to his Lord. Most of us are like the eleven, who did love their Lord, but preferred the security of the ship to the uncertainty of the sea. We will not venture beyond sight and sense, for we are not fools or fanatics. We adventure little for our Lord; and although we may know the reality of His presence, in darkness and danger, we have never known the strong hand of the Son of Man holding us up from certain and instant disaster, as did Peter.


Unfortunately, many Christians believe (because they are taught) that faith and action are two separate things. We believe in our minds, and such belief is sufficient to save. But the Bible knows nothing of a faith that does not obey the commands of God. Jesus asked His disciples, “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” (Luke 6:46) Faith requires following orders, obeying the commands of our Lord.


Why is there such a distinction? I believe much of it comes from a desire to avoid legalism or any form of works-righteousness. Because some, such as the scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’ day, tried to teach that a person’s good works will get them into heaven, Christians sometimes go to the opposite extreme to separate faith and works altogether. But James clearly teaches that, “Faith without deeds is dead” (James 2:26). If we don’t obey, we really don’t believe. Peter heard the command of the Lord, and he obeyed.


We often sing from our hymnals, “Trust and Obey.” I believe it would be accurate to say to trust is to obey. Let us never try to separate the two.
Faith requires focus

Finally, faith requires focus. This is, of course, where Peter’s faith ultimately failed. I like the way Michael Green describes this event:

Jesus invites the trusting disciple to share that victory parade with him. And when Peter gets out of the boat to go to Jesus, he finds it works. He can walk on the storms of life. And then he wonders what he is doing. He takes his eyes off Jesus. He looks at the wind and the waves. And he begins to get engulfed.


This is the part of the story we remember the best. I’m not sure why it is that we tend to be more interested in people’s failures than in their successes. Maybe it is because when we see others fail we somehow feel better about ourselves. (That must be why the gossip magazines sell so well in our society!)


At any rate, Peter’s faith initially demonstrated this essential focus. Oswald Chambers points out that the storm was real when Peter stepped out of the boat:

The wind was actually boisterous, the waves were actually high, but Peter did not see them at first. He did not reckon with them, he simply recognized his Lord, and stepped out in recognition of Him and walked on the water.
 


As long as Peter kept his focus on the Lord, he was able to do the impossible—walk on top of the water. When he lost that focus and began to consider his surroundings, then he was unable to do anything but sink! In the space of a few seconds Peter proved two Scriptures: Paul writes in Philippians 4:13, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength”; while Jesus stated in John 15:5, “…apart from me you can do nothing.” With Christ—everything; without Christ—nothing. Pretty clear, isn’t it?


So how does that work in everyday life? Chambers concludes,

We step right out on God over some things, then self-consideration enters in and down we go. If you are recognizing your Lord, you have no business with where He engineers your circumstances. The actual things are, but immediately you look at them you are overwhelmed, you cannot recognize Jesus, and the rebuke comes: “Wherefore didst thou doubt?” Let actual circumstances be what they may, keep recognizing Jesus, maintain complete reliance on Him.


Keep your eyes on Christ, not on your circumstances. Let the winds and waves blow—you are safer in the storm with Jesus than you are in the boat with the eleven.


The first time I heard this passage from this perspective was in a personal testimony by a man called into full-time Christian ministry. He recounts how a Christian brother came to him with a message from God. “I’m kinda skeptical about God giving messages to other people for me,” he admitted, “but I figure I wasn’t listening very carefully, so He had to tell somebody who was.”


His friend reminded him of this very passage we are considering today. He admits that when he began hearing the story, his mind raced ahead to anticipate how Peter took his eyes off the Lord and began to sink. But that was not what his friend had in mind at all. Instead his friend said, “Do you realize that Peter was the only disciple willing to get out of the boat? There were eleven other disciples sitting in a warm, safe, dry, comfortable boat. Only Peter had enough faith to get out to walk to Jesus in the storm.”


Then the friend said, “Dana, right there at your desk, you are sitting in your boat, and it’s safe and it’s warm and it’s dry and it’s comfortable. But you need to be walking in the storm with Jesus.” From that moment on, he committed himself to full-time Christian ministry, reaching out to others with the message of Christ. He concluded with these words: “It’s not because I am some kind of spiritual giant, but I can tell you this: There is more happiness and more peace in the storm with Jesus than there is in the boat alone.”


Where are we this morning? Are we sitting where it is safe and comfortable, afraid of failure, just trying to hang on? Jesus is walking on the water, and He is inviting you to join Him. Are you willing to step out of your boat and walk with Jesus in the storm?


That testimony I mentioned a few moments ago ended with the chorus I want to end our services with today. It is a very simple chorus that has tremendous meaning…if we mean it. Let this be our commitment to Christ today:

I have decided to follow Jesus; I have decided to follow Jesus

I have decided to follow Jesus; no turning back, no turning back

Though none go with me, still I will follow; though none go with me, still I will follow

Though none go with me, still I will follow; no turning back, no turning back
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