You Are Invited #3

“Come On, Let’s Go!”

Matthew 14:22-29
Barely one month in this presidency, John F. Kennedy addressed the Youth Fitness Program, where he said, “We do not want in the United States a nation of spectators. We want a nation of participants in the vigorous life.”
 He might be shocked to know how much a nation of spectators the United States has become. Just in the realm of sports, the total number of spectators at sporting events last year was 137,521,679.
 (I don’t think that’s entirely accurate, because it did not list NASCAR events, which I have heard outnumbers all the major professional sports put together.) Another resource claims that 88% of Americans say they watch live sports, which would total over 301 million people.
 Bud Wilkinson, a famous college football coach, was once a professional football game as “fifty thousand spectators, desperately needing exercise, sit in the stands watching twenty-two men on the field, desperately needing rest.”

Sad to say, the same can be said for most churches in America. This spectator mentality has crept in. Many churches are filled with people who come to worship services to be entertained. They will place their money in the basket, occasionally turn to the hymn that is announced (a few brave souls even sing!), and if the pastor can keep their inter​est for twenty or thirty minutes, they will complement him on their way out. Now with Christian television broad​casts, a person can enjoy a full church service from the comfort of his or her living room. Don’t like the special music? Just hit the “mute” button on the remote! Don’t like the sermon? Just change channels! It’s so much easier to sit back and watch others worship! Spectator spirituality: entertained but not involved.

We might think this is something new, but sadly it is not. God told Ezekiel in Ezekiel 33:30-32,
As for you, son of man, your countrymen are talking together about you by the walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to each other, “Come and hear the message that has come from the Lord.” My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but they do not put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, but their hearts are greedy for unjust gain. Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into practice.
Oh, the people came to church (as we would say today) and they loved to hear the word preached. But it was little more than attending a sporting event or a concert or a movie. The audience spectates but does not participate.

Jesus does not call His disciples to be spectators. The invitation of Jesus is not about sitting on the sidelines receiving all that God has freely given, but about boldly stepping out into living our faith on a daily basis. We have seen the call of Jesus in the simple word “come”: “Come as you are” and “Come, follow Me.” This morning we see another instance of the invitation to “come,” though if I may paraphrase this usage, I’d say it sounds like the line in our call to worship, “Come on, let’s go!”

The Storm of Fear 

Turn to Matthew 14, where we are first confronted with the storm of fear. What kind of weather makes you feel the most unsafe? Tornado? Hurricane? Blizzard? Earthquake? I consider myself rather fortunate that I have not encountered most of those personally, but what unsettles me are high winds. We’ve experienced a lot of that in central Illinois this year, leading the nation in confirmed tornadoes—by a lot! Even straight-line winds can be devastating, and we’ve had our share of those, too.

Matthew 14 identifies a storm that blew up on the Sea of Galilee while the disciples were in a boat. The Gospels record that at least half of Jesus’ twelve disciples were fishermen by trade, very used to the peculiarities of the Sea of Galilee. Yet this storm that came on that body of water had a frightening effect on them, as recorded in verses 22-27,

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.” 

Having dismissed the multitude, Jesus sent the disciples across the bay in the boat. He must have given the impression that He would walk to the other side of the bay. On their departure He went up on the mountain slope to pray. As evening arrived He was alone with God in prayer, while the disciples in the boat were caught in a storm and driven with the wind.
 Matthew says that it was “during the fourth watch of the night.” That’s between three and six o’clock in the morning, when normal folk are sleeping.

Jesus said, “It is I; do not be afraid.” The Greek for “It is I” (ego emi) reminds us of God’s word to Moses, “I Am.”
 I don’t know what God is going to say to you about your storm, but I do know He is going to say, “I am here.”

The Summons to Follow

Next we see the summons to follow in verses 28-29,

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

“Come,” He said.
Not everyone sees Peter’s words in a positive light. Some view Jesus’ later rebuke (when Peter sinks from a disruption of faith) as a rebuke against Peter’s arrogance. For example, John Calvin thinks Peter should have stayed on the boat. It was not for him to walk on water. To do so was to overreach his bounds. We’re not God, he reasons, let’s not pretend for a moment that we are. In a similar vein Matthew Henry writes of Jesus allowing Peter to walk and sink so as to have Peter “check his [self]-confidence.”

However, I don’t see Jesus’ invitation “Come” to be inauthentic or some kind of trick to show Peter how proud or weak or in need of Jesus’ salvation he is.
 I just think that, in Tony Evans’ words, “Peter decided he was better off with Jesus on the stormy water than he was hanging out in the boat with his homeys.”

And Jesus said, “Come”—“the most wonderful word in the Bible” according to one writer.
 Or, as the call to worship put it, “Come on, let’s go!”

The Step of Faith

This leads us to the step of faith, recorded in the rest of verse 29: “Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus.” Without hesitation, Peter climbed over the side of the rocking boat and plopped onto the water. Not into but onto. Step by step, he made his way toward Jesus as if he were walking through snow.

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.
 Faith is confidence in Christ. Faith is also courage through Christ.
 As Warren Wiersbe put it, “Faith is not believing in spite of the evidence, but obeying in spite of the consequence.”
 Faith rivets its attention solely on the Master who says “Come.”
 Max Lucado writes, “Faith is a desperate dive out of the sinking boat of human effort and a prayer that God will be there to pull us out of the water.”

Why does only Matthew record this scene? The fact that the Gospel of Mark, traditionally based on Peter’s reminiscences, is silent about the incident is no argument against its historicity. Peter, who came to learn humility, most probably deliberately avoided alluding to it.
 And perhaps John did not record it because of his intense rivalry with Peter!
At any rate, Peter’s step of faith conquered his fear, if only for a moment. 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.

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. Jesus rebuked Peter, but 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.”
 

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 you this morning? Are you 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

Come on, let’s go!
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