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It wasn't the wind that had them afraid. They knew the wind. They had rowed against it many a night, like this one, and beat it every time. No storm was going to deter them. Already, they were many miles, from shore. They didn't need any help, they could do this all by themselves. 


It wasn't the dark that frightened them. They were friends with the night. They had fished many a night with little or no illumination. No stars? No moon? No light? No problem. The darkness held no terrors, for they knew all about the darkness. 


What was it, then, that had them cowering in the boat? What was it that had caused them to be so terrified their palms were sweating and their hearts were racing and their knees were quaking? What was it? It was something coming toward them, ON the water. Which wasn't possible. They may not have known the laws of physics and gravity, but they knew for sure that no one walks on top of the water, not out where they were, miles from land. 


It's a ghost, they thought. Oh, that's good, guys. Yea, just let your imagination go crazy and see all kinds of ugly, three-eyed slobbering beasts who think you're going to be a feast. Oh, and never mind that ghosts aren't real. Never mind that they had never seen one, because they aren't real. 


What terrified them was the unknown. The unknown is frightening, because it is unknown. The unknown is a thing that lacks substance and form. It's like trying to punching smoke or grab a handful of wind. The unknown tends to be a beast, which serves to heighten the fear and make the beast get bigger and more frightening. They knew how to deal with the wind and the night. They were familiar things. They did not know how to deal with this unknown entity, standing out there where no one should be standing. 


What those frightened men see is a vague outline of a being. It's dark. It's nearly impossible to see. So Jesus stepped closer, most likely within ten feet or so of the boat. Then He calls out, in what should by now be a very familiar voice, one they have been listening to for oh so long, one they should always recognize without a moment's thought, one that has called them to follow him and taught them about following him and spoken to them as a parent speaks lovingly to the child. It is the voice of their companion, their Master, their familiar friend. 


“Be courageous; it is I. Stop being afraid.” Which should have done it. After all, with a word God spoke creation into being. With a word, He spoke to the sea, “Thus far shall you come, and no farther. He commanded the morning to be and caused the dawn to know its place.” This is the Word made flesh. He's not an unknown entity. They definitely know Him.  They do not have any reason to be afraid any longer, for what caused their fear should be the cause of their peace. That voice alone should have been more than enough to calm fears. 


Should have. Apparently, it wasn't enough, for Peter. He doesn't quite believe it's Jesus. For all his bravado and bluster, there's Peter, in the boat, just like the other disciples, crying out in terror. It must have been hard being Peter, the “little-faith” one. His big doubts are choking out his little faith, and fear of the unknown convinces him to ask something more of Jesus, something, what did he think, better than Jesus' words of assurance? Come on, Peter, it's Jesus, the one who just fed five thousand plus. You've seen how when Jesus speaks, what He says happens. 


The doubt has done what doubt always does, blinds and deafens and shuts down trust. The unknown has him in a vise grip of terror. “If it is you, command me to come out.” If? What do you mean if? Peter, Peter, get a grip. 


But Jesus, ever patient, says hey, Peter, come on down. And Peter does. The way Matthew has it written, Peter steps out and within seconds, arrives next to Jesus. He's so close, in fact, that when he begins to sink, all Jesus has to do is reach out a hand and grab Peter before he sinks. 


You'd think that by now, having heard Jesus' voice, and having seen Jesus, since he is now close enough so see Jesus face to face, that  Peter would have rightly concluded that yes, indeed, it is the Lord, and having walked out there, next to Jesus, because he asked and Jesus complied, that would be enough. Finally.  


But no, again, Peter doubts. He loses it, once again, overcome by yep, once again, the unknown. He's never been on top of the water, well, at least, not standing on water and not in a boat. Big unknown. Unfamiliar ground. 


What happens when we are confronted by the unknown? Yep. Pounding hearts and sweaty palms and hairs standing up on the neck and panting breath. Terror that imagines all kinds of stuff. Doubt that shuts down faith. Fear that makes us think that God's Word is not enough, we need more. Where did the unknown get so much power that it can cancel out the reality of what God's Word is? Why is it we do not let “Thy word be a lamp unto our feet and a light to our path?” 


Some are afraid of the dark, because there's something out there, something unknown, something our imaginations conjured up and then fear gripped us. Some fear the morrow, for it is nothing else than a big unknown. Some fear not being able to control life. Some are afraid because they can't be fully prepared. Some fear getting lost. Some fear taking on new challenges, new jobs, moves to a new state. What unknown do you fear? 


Jesus rebukes Peter's little faith, though it is a gentle rebuke. Matthew, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, shines an uncomfortable spotlight directly on Peter and what's reflecting brightly, right there for all to see, for all eternity, is his “little faith.” And in the same light, Matthew also highlights the reason for including this story. It is all about Jesus' identity and power and grace. 


Jesus doesn't say, “Oh, Peter, I'm so proud of you trying to step out in faith.” Nor does He say, “You were doing so well there, but you looked away. Next time, you just need to trust me a little more and you won't sink.” There are no words of praise from Jesus' lips. Rather, He says, lovingly, mind you, “Little-faith, why did you doubt?”


Why, indeed? Peter probably asked himself that question till the day he died. You can envision him, slapping his head every time he recalled this incident, thinking, “Jesus was right there, right next to me. How could I have doubted?” 


We're with you, Peter. We know where you're at and what you're feeling. Why? Why do we not trust God to calm our fears? The unknown comes a callin' and it gets in our face and we're ready turn tail and run in terror before we even find out what the unknown is. Some stressful situation arises and we're all about that fear thing, convinced that we'll never get out of it, probably because some of those situations are of our own making. Like this stuff can overpower God.


And the doubt takes over. It swoops in and messes us all up. Doubt makes mountains out of molehills. Doubt blinds us to see any hope of rescue, any dream of getting back to normal. We see ghosts where there aren't any. We see no resolution to the problem because we're so focused on the near that we can't see beyond it. We see this gigantic unknown, unformed, indistinct thing, and don't know how in the world we're going to be able to fight it. And what inevitably happens is that once we discover what the unknown really is, it wasn't something to be frightened of at all. 


This story is not about us nor is it about the disciples. It's about what the Bible is usually about. It's about Jesus. Twice in this story, Matthew uses the word “immediately” and for good reason. Note carefully where that word is found. Right where it needs to be. Right where they need it to be. Right where we need it to be. 


Right when the disciples are at their neediest. It doesn't matter what they thought they saw. What matters, what always matters to them and to us is what Jesus does. He acts with compassion. He responds with words of comfort and words of assurance, words that create what they mean. “Take heart, it is I. Do not be afraid.” 


There's no chiding because they let their imaginations run wild. There's no scolding because they were afraid for nothing. There's not a hint of Jesus laughing at them derisively because they were acting so foolishly. There's only Jesus, God in human flesh, speaking to them, comforting them, calming fears and responding to a need, whether that need is unfounded or not.


Not once, but twice. Twice, Jesus reacts to unfounded fear with compassion and grace. Look guys, Jesus is saying, it's me. Me, God. How many miracles, how many healings, how many resurrections are you going to witness before that fact sinks in? I created the heavens and the earth, I control the seas, I rule the earth, I preside over death and hell. I am the Almighty. Your troubles? Please. This is all child's play compared to what I will do on a morning not to far in the future. Then, then, your fear of the unknown will meet its end. 


This is Jesus, the God-man, the powerful Lord of all. He who multiplies the food can provide for your needs. He who commands the wind and the seas to obey, he who can manipulate the laws of nature as He chooses, is your Lord. Your Savior. Your God, the God in whom you trust. Even our little faith knows that there is nothing God cannot do. There is no trouble He cannot get us through. There is no fear He cannot calm, no burden He cannot carry for you, no problem He cannot take care of. There is no unknown for Jesus knows all. 


He's the one who walks to the cross and bears the burden of your sin there. He's the one who takes on death in a no-holds barred match, as your substitute. He is the one who conquers death, stomps on the grave, beats the dickens out of Satan in total defeat. This is your God, your Redeemer, your faithful companion in all of life. Your greatest need, the one thing that should have you screaming in fear, is taken care of by Jesus. Death, the biggest, scariest and last unknown you will ever face, has already had its stinger removed. The grave has lost its power. Your sins are forgiven. The judgment is done. We have no fear of this unknown because Jesus knows death and has conquered it. 


There is nothing He cannot handle, nothing that surprises Him, nothing that overwhelms Him, nothing that worries Him. There is no power in all creation that can overpower or defeat Him. There is nothing, absolutely nothing, that He cannot manipulate for our good.  


Who is it that stands next to you, each and every day? Who is with you, in trouble, in pain, in turmoil, in good times and bad, as you face your unknown, never, ever leaving your side? Has He ever moved from that spot? Not once. When we ar afraid, even if our fear is silly and unfounded, Jesus never walks away, disappointed that we let worry and anxiety pump up our imaginations and we expect the worst. 


Jesus is always right by your side, with his compassion. Right there, with his Word of comfort and assurance. Right there, with his nail-scarred hands and feet, hands that hold you close, showing you that those scars tell the whole story. 


What happens when we have little faith? Jesus doesn't scold us or tell us to try harder. Jesus simply says, “It is I. Your Savior. Your Lord. There's no need for fuss or worry or doubt. I'm right here, by your side, and I'll always be where I've always been. Take heart, O doubting sinner. It is I, your gracious Lord. Do not fear.” Amen. 


