
Jesus walking on the water 
 
When was a time that you were really afraid?  
Not just perturbed, or alarmed, but panic sweat, racing heart, pumping adrenaline, not sure 
if you’re going to make it kind of afraid?  
Maybe you, like me, have been fortunate enough that you’ve never really experienced the 
kind of visceral terror that would induce the symptoms I just listed. Aside from frights from 
spiders, or loud car horns, or near misses while walking and the like, perhaps you’ve not 
spent that much time afraid. Or perhaps you have, but your fear is that quiet, stretched out, 
ever present kind of fear- the kind you learn to live with, even though it makes everything a 
little bit worse. Or perhaps you are afraid right now in a way that’s easy to lie to yourself 
about. Perhaps you can distract yourself with odd jobs or conversation, or even convince 
yourself you’re not scared at all. Fear is, as much as we think it might not be, a stable 
presence in all of our lives in one way or another.  
 
Fear and its consequence is very present within our text for today. Jesus, having just fed the 
five thousand plus, sends the disciples off in their boat as he disperses the crowd, and heads 
back up the mountain for a little more alone time.  
Meanwhile the disciples, out to sea, find themselves in a scary situation; a huge tumultuous 
storm picks up and begins to throw their boat around.  
 
This I imagine would be scary for anyone, however these men were seasoned fishermen. 
Apparently sudden squalls were quite common in those parts so this would likely have been 
nothing they hadn’t seen before. 
And indeed, if we look at the text, we see that it’s not the storm which stirs them to fear. It’s 
what happens next.  
They are alone in the midst of a gale, and then they see a figure walking toward them over 
the rocking and pitching ocean. And they are, understandably, terrified. The text can be 
translated as something like them squawking in fear.  
And yeah, of course they are! of all the places you expect to see a person, Jesus or no, you 
don’t expect them to be gliding toward you across a body of water.  
So they are squawking in fright and Jesus calls out to them “it’s me, it’s ok, don’t be scared” 
at which point our boy Peter, the impetuous, the emotional, says ‘well if it’s you, I’ll come 
out there as well”.  
He astonishingly launches himself out of the boat and begins his journey to meet Jesus 
halfway. And he does it too, at least for a while, he is walking on water, until he looks 
around him and remembers the wind, and notices the spray from the huge waves on his 
bare feet, and looks down and realises just what it is that he’s doing. And then he goes 
under.  
I can’t imagine it would have been a slow inching in to the water, more like a split second 
plummet into the icy depths. He claws his way to the air and calls out for help and he’s 
dragged under again and Jesus, who has kept coming closer and closer, reaches out to him 
and pulls him up.  
 
What do you think the disciples made of this? do you think they were wondering if they 
should have joined Peter in the few beautiful moments of his propelling himself over the 



water? Or do you think his ultimate failure to complete his mission reminded them that 
they had the right idea in the first place?  
 
What do you think they thought about Jesus after, or indeed, during this? 
We know what peter thought, declaring loudly “truly you are the son of God” when they are 
both safely aboard the boat.  
 
So apart from being yet another strange and wonderous tale that we can sort of marvel at 
from a distance, what is this story doing? What is the point of Peter stumbling out on to the 
water? And what does this have to do with our fear? 
 
You like me might have heard this story preached before as a cutting commentary on 
Peter’s lack of faith, and a challenge for all to live as though they have the faith that Peter 
should have. Peter tried, but took his eyes off of Jesus and ultimately failed, thus we learn 
we should never take our eyes off of Jesus, not like poor drowning Peter. If we have true 
faith, then the thinking goes, we will be able to do the impossible, even some might term it, 
the irrational.  
 
There are a number of things we can be prompted to ask ourselves by this story. But I don’t 
think one of them should be “how do I have faith without wavering so I don’t stuff it up”. 
And I don’t think we should be wondering how we prove ourselves and our faith banks to 
God, either. Never, and certainly not by doing foolhardy things that ultimately serve no 
purpose.  
 
So if the point of the story isn’t to test our faith against foolish Peter, what is it? As usual, to 
get there I think we should ask some more questions.  
 
I think we should start by asking ourselves where we see ourselves in this story.  
Are we in the boat? Trying to carry on as per usual and finding it hard? Wondering perhaps 
where Jesus can be found in the storm? Or are we throwing ourselves out of the boat, 
launching into a new adventure, looking for an opportunity to leave our comfort zone and 
then finding ourselves falling down into the inky wet depths? 
 
And can we try to imagine what might have been going on for the people that this book was 
first written for?  
A small and growing community, still trying to figure out who they were in the face of 
persecution, familial abandonment and of course fear. Their future was uncertain, their 
present always tumultuous. They could perhaps, see themselves in that boat, pitched about 
on the seas, tiny in the face of the furious elements. 
 
The sea itself is almost a character in this story by the way. The sea was a symbol of tumult, 
chaos and was aligned with the forces of mischance which separates us from the good 
things of the world. It was vast and unknowable and represented all that seems out of 
control and dark. This is why stories such as God creating the earth and taming the waters, 
parting the sea, Jonah and the whale, were so important- they said something vital about 
God’s relationship to this primordial place and to fear itself.  
 



So when the people of Matthew’s community heard this story, they were perhaps reminded 
once again of all they could not control- the circumstances in which their little church boat 
sailed and whether it stayed afloat or not were not things they could always help. And 
where is Jesus in this time of pitching waves and deep uncertainty?  
 
Here he comes, walking lightly over the chaos and the tumult, unbothered by all that is 
primal and dark and terrifying. 
 
Perhaps what frightened the characters in the story is seeing Jesus out in the middle of the 
trouble. They expected him to be with them in the boat, known and understood and helping 
them feel safe.  
 
And what of Peter? 
Is he our example? Or a lesson in what not to do? 
 
Something to note about Peter is that he did walk on water for a bit, no matter how it 
ended up. That seems remarkable. He also seems to know that faith is connected to 
obedience, hence his asking Jesus to call him out of the boat rather than simply jumping 
himself. There is also something interesting about the fact that he did what we in the boat 
of the church are often called to do- to go where it’s uncomfortable, and scary, and where 
we are not in control. But, his plunge out of his comfort zone doesn’t last long because he 
remembers where he is, knows he can’t do it, and falls down.  
Sadly, irritatingly, this is something utterly relatable. Sometimes we take a plunge and think 
we’re doing the right thing, and then we fail spectacularly. That is part of both being human 
and being the church.  
 
And where is Jesus when Peter is taking his ill-fated walk? Moving ever closer, ready to grab 
peter’s hand, despite his failure, ready to gently chide and to sit alongside him anyway.  
 
Peter has learnt something important here that we, and those hearing this story for the first 
time also need to learn- his weakness. In the Kingdom of God recognising your 
imperfections, knowing your smallness and weakness, is a sign of strength. Why? Because 
we can’t rely on our strength, and we don’t need to. Peter, sopping wet and sitting in the 
boat with his friends looks at Jesus and says what is the pivotal line of this piece: surely you 
are the son of God. This story, I think, isn’t about Peter and whether or not his faith was 
good enough, this story is about Jesus, and who Jesus is.  
 
This story calls to the disciples, to the early church, to Christians throughout the ages and to 
us now a sweet and strong reminder that no matter where we are- in the boat, afraid or 
carrying on as normal, or taking the plunge into something unknown and potentially 
catastrophic- no matter where we are Jesus is walking through the tumult, across the waves 
toward us. Jesus is holding out his blessed hand to help us up again when we fall. Jesus is 
the son of God, truly present, truly with us, truly lord over that which scares us, truly 
mysterious, truly holy.  
Some language that it’s easy to miss in the story comes when Jesus is reassuring the 
disciples who are full of terror at seeing what they assume to be an apparition walking over 
the waves.  



He calls out Take heart, it is I, do not be afraid. The translation in the Greek has this 
declaration closer to the Hebrew ‘I am’, as in, the name of God. This is Jesus saying to them I 
know you don’t know quite yet, but I am the one you worship of old and I’m here with you 
now. This story is a revelation, a revealing of Godself as present in the person of Jesus.  
 
What a heartening, if a little strange, reminder for the early church, battered by the winds 
of circumstance and politics and nearly drowning in the waves of persecution and in 
fighting. There was much to be afraid of. There always is, and is now.  
 
We walk with constant uncertainty, now more than ever. We don’t know when this 
pandemic will end and when or if we will ever be able to resume our old lives. The world can 
seem an increasingly dark and treacherous place. There is much we can’t control and it’s 
totally reasonable that that can lead us into fear. And that’s not even getting into the fears 
we might have that we are unloved, that we are alone, that we are frauds and we’ll be 
found out, that we are unforgiveable. Fear can feel like a constant companion.  
 
But. God is with us. Emmanuel walks over all that scares, divides and threatens us, to offer 
presence and a hand to lift us up.  
 
There is good news here, amongst the bad or confusing news of life on earth.  
 
When we have the bold vision and take the leap of faith, this doesn’t mean we will be 
successful. 
When we doubt and wonder and ask Jesus if he’s really here, this doesn’t mean we’ll be 
abandoned. 
It is ok to be fearful. It’s ok to be afraid of the storm, and the unknown and the future 
Our fear doesn’t have to stop us from seeing Jesus and stepping into further discomfort in 
the hope that something beautiful will happen. 
 
And our fear doesn’t ever mean that God isn’t present, our fear doesn’t mean that we are 
alone or doomed. Our fear doesn’t name us or own us. Jesus is with us, even in the tumult, 
even when we can’t recognise him walking ever towards us.  
 
Amen.   
 
 
 


