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When Nick was 10, he finally was able to come along with me as a participant in Ride for 

Christ, the annual bike ride fundraiser for collegiate missions that we held each year 

over UGA's Fall Break. I had been in charge of the event for several years. Nick always 

wanted to go and ride his bike with me and the students. In the months before the ride 

we built Nick a bike from parts I had on hand and some new, smaller parts that would fit 

his 10-year-old body. He still looked a bit out of place on the finished bike. He went on 

practice rides with me to get in shape and to get used to the clip-in pedals and shoes. It 

did not take him long to gain the endurance needed for a 30-mile ride with me. On the 

trip he was able to complete his goal of riding 100 miles over three days. He was the 

hero of the students and even earned a hastily made "best young rider" jersey that the 

students gave to him on the last morning.  

He went on Ride for Christ again the next year but was not in nearly as good of shape, so 

he didn't ride as much. The next spring, a year and a half after riding 100 miles, Nick 

decided he wanted to compete in the amateur race of Twilight. I tried to convince him 

not to, but to do the Kids ride one last time. He kept pressing me. I knew he was not in 

very good shape. He had hardly ridden his bike at all in the previous year. I had also 

been to an amateur race to watch one of my students just a month or so before Twilight 

weekend. The 22-year-old student was in amazing shape and was trying to become a 

ranked amateur so he could compete nationally, maybe eventually becoming a 

professional cyclist. The student said the 12-15 year olds from the Parker team were 

riding almost 50 miles per hour in a downhill stretch in his race. I knew folks from that 

team would be riding in this amateur race. Nick was quick when he was in shape, but he 

was not nearly that quick! I told Nick about the folks he would be riding with, but he 

kept telling me, Dad, I've ridden with college students and beat them! I'll be great!" I 

knew what he'd be up against. I knew he wasn't ready.  

But Nick kept pressing, kept insisting, so feeling that perhaps this would be a learning 

experience for him, I went online and registered Nick as an amateur with the National 

Cycling organization. I then registered him for the Twilight race and picked up his 

official number. The night before the race he laid out his jersey and shorts and made 

sure his bike tires were pumped up. He took a couple of spins around the neighborhood 

and returned confident. The morning of the race the whole family loaded up and went to 

the race site on the north western end of Athens. The starting line was on willow street 

facing North. The route took the riders to North Avenue, across the river, down MLK, 

turning back towards downtown on East Broad, back to Willow, up the hill back to the 

starting line. Nick was so excited. Nick was confident. When Nick saw some of the other 

riders, all in matching jerseys, shorts, and helmets with a matching van and tent, and 

coaches in matching polo shirts he looked at me in awe. After checking in the riders 

approached the starting line. An announcer came on the loudspeaker and announced 

how the race would proceed and that riders could take a practice lap if they wanted to. 

Nick got ready to go. I advised him not to. He shook his head and assumed the ready 

position. He took off with the other riders. It didn't take long for the leaders to appear 
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coming back up the hill. It took quite a bit longer for Nick to show up. When he did crest 

the hill there was a new look in his eyes. He was scared. His confidence was gone. But he 

didn't have time to second guess or to even talk to me. About the time he got to the line 

the starter raised the starting pistol and they were off…. I'm not sure how many laps he 

made but it was not many. His enthusiasm for the race couldn’t pull him through. He 

wasn’t able to finish.  

Our Gospel story today is incredible! It's easy to get caught up in the miraculous details 

of this story. Jesus walking on water! Old Pete giving it a try too & at first succeeding, 

but then sinking beneath the tumbling waves, only to be pulled up at the last minute by 

Jesus! It's amazing. It was one of my faves when I was a kid. But let’s back up a bit and 

look at the story in context before we examine this familiar passage again. Perhaps we 

will see it with new eyes. Perhaps we will see ourselves in this story in a way we've not 

done before.  

A note here: Like any author today Matthew was trying to make certain points with the 

way he told Jesus's story. He was not just cataloging events in chronological order. Each 

of the gospel writers had certain points they were trying to make, certain audiences to 

whom they were writing, and parts of Jesus's story they wanted to emphasize. Matthew 

was writing primarily to a Jewish audience and he was trying to convince readers of 

Jesus's divinity. In his gospel is includes details that would cause a first century Jewish 

reader to recall Old Testament stories or lessons they learned in Sabbath School. The 

progression of stories in chapters 14 - 17 are particularly focused on demonstrating 

Jesus's divine nature. I'll point those out as we go. 

The chapter opens with John the Baptist being beheaded. Remember, John the Baptist 

was Jesus's cousin and his roll in the story for Matthew is to fulfill the OT prophecy of 

one who would come as a precursor of the Messiah. John even claims to be the 

messenger whose role is to introduce the world to Jesus as the chosen one, the "lamb of 

God who takes away the sin of the world," the "Messiah" in Hebrew, or in Greek, the 

"Christ." After John is beheaded by Herod, messengers immediately bring the news of 

his death to Jesus. Jesus gets the news and seeks solitude to grieve his cousin's death. 

Jesus was probably coming to terms with the fact that he was on a similar path. If he 

kept going as he was, Jesus knew that he would also have to face the authorities like 

John did, and that the result could be the same.  

Before Jesus can get away, the crowds hear that he has left for "a solitary place." 

Somehow, they the crowds beat him there (either it was a place he was known to go, or 

someone snitched).  

Instead of leaving again to find a place to be alone, Jesus spends the whole day teaching 

the crowd. As it gets toward evening the disciples get hungry and they ask Jesus to send 

everyone into town to find food. Jesus prays over the five loaves of pita bread and the 

measly can of sardines that the disciples find. The disciples pass the food around and the 

5000 men (plus women and children) all have enough to eat. There is plenty left over 

that is collected into baskets. This story would remind those reading about it of God 
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providing manna to the wandering Hebrews after leaving Egypt. Only God can provide 

food in a deserted place.  

Before the crowds leave, Jesus sends the disciples off to "the other side" in a boat telling 

them that he will dismiss the crowd. Jesus finally finds the solitude he was seeking, and 

he spends time alone. Before the disciples reach the other side of the lake, they are 

seemingly stranded in the midst of a storm in the middle of the Sea of Galilee. They are 

afraid - it's night, it's stormy, it's over "the deep." Jesus comes walking across the water. 

This also reflects the Old Testament of God controlling the elements and not being 

bound by normal laws of physics. It appears from Matthew's version of this story that 

Jesus is going to pass by the terrified, panicked disciples. That part of the story is not in 

Mark's version of this incident. When they see Jesus, they become even more afraid, 

believing he is a ghost. He calls to them and tells them not to be afraid. Peter asks for 

proof, "if it is you tell me to come out to you on the water." Jesus says simply, "Come." 

So Peter steps out into the churning sea, takes a step or two, gets scared, and begins to 

sink. Jesus grasps his hand before he disappears beneath the waves and helps him into 

the boat, saying, "You of little faith; Why did you doubt?" When Peter and Jesus climb 

into the boat the wind and the waves fall quiet. Again, this demonstrates that Jesus is 

not a mere human, but that he is, as they proclaim in amazement, the literal son of God 

for only a God could control the elements like Jesus has done.   

I've always thought (and been told) that Peter was such a brave, faithful follower of 

Jesus for his willingness to step out of the boat and go to Jesus. I always thought he was 

a superhero of faithfulness! But then I read a blog by Crystal Kirgiss (professor of 

adolescence & popular blogger/speaker). She offers some interesting insights into this 

passage and points out a few things I had not noticed before. Look back earlier in the 

chapter. Jesus sent the disciples off the evening before. After the 5000+ were fed Jesus 

told them to get into the boat and to go to "the other side." Perhaps there was more to 

the instructions than that. Perhaps he had a task for them to do "on the other side." 

Perhaps they were expected by someone. Perhaps they had a mission to accomplish once 

they arrived. We also aren't told what their attitude was for being sent away before the 

crowds were dismissed. There is so much we don't know, can't know about this story. 

But we do know that Jesus sent them to the other side in a boat. And Jesus caught up 

with them in the middle of the night walking across the water. That seems odd to me. 

There were 12 men in a boat, some who were experienced fishermen, presumably 

rowing to get across the lake. The Sea of Galilee is not an ocean; it's a lake. They should 

have been able to row across in a few hours. It should not have taken them all night. 

Perhaps they stopped for a nap?  Perhaps they were stranded in the middle of the lake, 

in the middle of the night, in the middle of a storm because they had been complaining 

about being sent away before the crowds - maybe they were mad at Jesus because he 

had not let them stand around and receive the accolades of the adoring amazed crowds. 

Maybe they were ticked off and so they not rowing hard, if at all. Or giving them the 

benefit of the doubt, perhaps they were numbed by their fear when the storm appeared 

off in the distance, so they panicked and stopped rowing. Maybe they tried to turn 

around to go back the way they came. We don't know why they were not already safe on 
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the other side when the storm came up, but they weren't. They were close enough to the 

side they started on for Jesus to have caught up with them and was passing them on foot 

(as odd as that sounds).  

From the story we can tell that they were so panicked by the storm that they were seeing 

ghosts. Again, these were experienced fishermen. They know this lake. They know that 

storms often roll in quickly across the mountains. They should not have been surprised. 

They should have known what to do. But they were so afraid they didn't even realize it 

was Jesus when he spoke to them. Jesus had to have been close to have a conversation 

with them and to have caught Peter as he was sinking. They should have recognized him 

- even if they were not expecting to see someone walking on the water (I certainly would 

not have expected it). However, they had seen Jesus do all kinds of amazing things over 

the past few chapters. Surely this should not have surprised them!  

Crystal Kirgiss asks,  

“Maybe Peter is not being brave when he steps out of the boat. Maybe 

he's just being stupid. And self-serving. And disobedient. Maybe the 

real courage happens there – in the boat – where God has placed us – 

where nothing “Big” happens – where we don’t keep trying to write a 

better story of our lives because we are busy living the life God has 

given us – where no one sees us or applauds us or notices us or follows 

us or says, “Oh my, look at her! Look at him! What a sight! Gracious, 

aren’t they grand?!” But where we are rowing as we were instructed, 

even in the midst of the storms that we know will probably come 

along.”  

Kirgiss then writes:  

“Here’s the thing about Jesus: if we are determined to climb out of the 

boat into which he has commanded us, and to walk in the direction 

opposite of which he sent us, and to attempt something that only God 

Almighty himself can do – he lets us."  

And when we fail, it is not because we did not have enough faith to do that which we 

attempted, it is because we failed to do that which God called us, led us, and guided us 

to do, but with which we got bored, or became impatient, or gave up on. It's a failure of 

misplaced faith.  

Perhaps in this story we have been reading it wrong and telling it wrong to our children. 

Perhaps we have used the wrong inflections when reading it to ourselves and our 

children. What if when Jesus spoke to Peter he was not speaking with pride, but with 

reluctance, sighing as he spoke, as if saying, "Well Peter, obviously you are not doing 

what I asked you to do, so go ahead, let's get this over with." Maybe Jesus said it like 

this, "Come on" (with a sigh). And then lovingly, perhaps with a knowing chuckle, "You 

of little faith; Why did you doubt?"  
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When declaring that Peter had little faith, perhaps Jesus was not referring to the 

immediate situation, but to Peter's lack of faithfulness in following through with what 

Jesus had initially asked of him and the other disciples, to get into the boat and to go to 

the other side of the lake. Perhaps he was speaking of Peter's lack of faith overall, a lack 

that resulted in him being so numbed by fear that he was still stuck in the middle of the 

lake, in the middle of a storm, in the middle of the night and not because he couldn't 

walk on water as only Jesus was capable of doing. Perhaps Jesus was commented to the 

disciples overall, who were together in the boat; the disciples who didn't think they 

could feed the crowds when Jesus asked them to, but who ended up doing it after 

Jesus's blessing of the food. Perhaps Peter's overconfidence was primarily because they 

had failed earlier in the day and he was trying to show Jesus how much faith he actually 

had (though it was all false bravado).  

Peter had faith, that's evidenced by other things he says and does throughout scriptures. 

Peter had faith, but it was often misplaced faith. Peter's faith was often not in Jesus, but 

in himself or in his ideas. Faith in ourselves instead of faith in God is always 

little faith. Faith expressed for ourselves instead of in God's community (the 

church) is always misplaced faith. Expressions of faith that are boastful and self-

serving or self-aggrandizing are not expressions that honor Jesus. Such faith is "little 

faith." Jesus calls us to bigger understandings and experiences of faith - faith that takes 

our eyes off of our own perceptions and puts on Jesus's lenses. Jesus calls us to faith 

that serves others, not ourselves. Jesus calls us to obedient faith that is not paralyzed by 

numbing fear, but keeps at the work when others want to quit.  

Crystal Kirgiss brings it home. She wonders,  

"Maybe the real question isn’t, 'When God calls you out of the boat, will 

you be courageous enough to go?' but rather, 'When God commands 

you into the boat, will you be obedient enough to stay?'"  

Maybe we have been reading this wrong our whole lives. Maybe Jesus never wanted or 

intended for Peter to try to walk on water. Maybe Jesus knew Peter would fail. Maybe 

Jesus hoped he would succeed. Maybe Peter never really took a solid step, maybe it was 

more like those cartoons we watched as kids (show cartoon) where the character ran off 

of a cliff and was running in air until he fell dramatically? Maybe as Peter told the story 

over the years he embellished it a bit. Maybe hearing Peter tell it Matthew began to 

remember it differently too. Maybe Peter began sinking right away, but with the waves 

in the Sea of Galilee it looked like he took a step or two before sinking beneath the 

waves.  

Maybe this story helped Peter and the other disciples to begin to see and hear Jesus 

differently. Maybe because of this misplaced faith Peter began to understand what Jesus 

was saying, to see what Jesus was doing, and to begin to put his faith in the right place. 

Maybe after this Peter began to expect the unexpected, to see the power over his faith 

could give him over his fear, and to finally begin to understand the extent of who Jesus 

was. Maybe Peter began to let go of his false bravado, to become more thoughtful, more 
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trusting of others, more understanding of Jesus' intentions. Maybe this failure was a 

good thing for Peter. Maybe it gave him some perspective that upon later reflection 

would become a building block for who he would become after Jesus' Resurrection.  

What can we learn from this way of interpreting this familiar story? How can this apply 

to us? How can it apply to you?  

What is Jesus saying to you now, in this midst of this pandemic craziness? What vision 

has Jesus given you? What passion do you feel led to explore? Is Jesus leading you to 

stay in the boat by keeping on with a task he has given you but that maybe you are 

growing tired or fearful of? One of the key lessons I learned when working through the 

book Experiencing God is to stay with the last task that I heard from Jesus until I get a 

clear sense of a new direction from him.  Perhaps Jesus is leading you to explore a 

distant shore, a new venture that lies ahead? No one can answer such questions for you, 

though many times we wish that they would. Sometimes clarity comes through sharing 

our ideas, our visions, with our traveling companions. Sometimes it comes from seeking 

guidance and input from those not in the boat with us. And sometimes like Peter and 

like Nick, such lessons even come through our failures. And that’s not a bad thing.  


