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Times of significant growth 

Thinking back over your life, can you remember a time when 

you did a lot of growing?  I don’t mean physically, but in 

other ways:  growing in confidence, developing new skills, 

learning to understand yourself, or deepening a 

relationship?   What were the factors that made you grow? 

I wouldn’t be surprised if in many of your stories there was 

something about facing a challenge:  having to do something 

new, or facing up to your fears or your inadequacy in some 

way.  But you faced it, maybe with the help of someone else, 

and looking back you can see that moving out of your 

comfort zone was the gateway to new discoveries, new skills 

or understanding. 

Today we’ll be looking at the amazing story of how Peter 

tries to copy Jesus walking on water, and what we can learn 

from it about taking new steps of faith ourselves. But first, a 

brief comment on our Old Testament reading from the story 

of Elijah. It has been a bumpy ride for the prophet, as he has 

been the bearer of God’s messages of judgement on the 

Northern Kingdom of Israel, its weak king Ahab and his evil 

wife Jezebel.  Now he has fled for his life, and has come to 



Mount Horeb, otherwise known as Sinai, the place where 

God gave the law to Moses centuries before. In our reading, 

God speaks directly to him, assuring him that it’s not over for 

Elijah yet, and that God has everything under control and 

has further plans for Elijah before it’s time to throw in the 

towel.   

Jesus walks on water 

Today’s story about Jesus walking on water is perhaps the 

best known of Jesus’ miracles after the feeding of the five 

thousand, which we thought about last week. And again, the 

most obvious point of the story is to show Jesus’ power over 

the forces of nature, which the disciples acknowledge at the 

end of our reading, where they say “Truly, you are the Son of 

God!” 

But, like last week, there are other lessons to be learned 

from this story, and I believe they are directly applicable to 

our own lives.  So fasten your seat belts, this could be a 

challenging message! 

Peter, the adventurer 

This story is not just about Jesus. It’s also about Peter and 

the other disciples.   

Let’s remind ourselves of the scene:  after feeding the crowd 

of more than five thousand people, Jesus tells his disciples to 

get into their fishing boat and go across to the other side of 

the lake, while he goes up on the mountain to pray.  They’re 

going to be rowing through the night, but they’re used to 

that – several of them are fishermen, after all.  But the wind 

gets up and they’re having to row very hard to make  any 



progress.  They’re still at it at three in the morning, when in 

the moonlight they see a figure that seems to be walking 

across the water.  Terrified, they assume it’s a ghost. But as 

the figure gets closer, they hear a voice “Don’t be afraid; it’s 

me”.  Jesus? 

Now most New Testament scholars believe that Matthew 

based his gospel on that of Mark, and indeed nearly all of 

Mark’s gospel is contained in Matthew’s most of it verbatim. 

Luke also copied from Mark, by the way.  But Matthew adds 

in quite a lot of material that isn’t in Mark, and this is one 

example.  In Mark and Luke (and John, but the way), Jesus 

then gets into the boat and the wind dies down.   

But Matthew tells us one other anecdote, about Peter.  On 

hearing Jesus’ voice, Peter says a bold thing. “If it’s you, 

Jesus, tell me to come to you on the water.”  “Come”, says 

Jesus. And Peter does.  He’s said he wanted to do what Jesus 

is doing, and now’s his chance.  It reminds me in a way of 

our 18 month grandson, who is always seeing what his 

parents are doing and copying them. Toddlers seem to be 

designed to try new things, blissfully unaware of the 

potential risks. They just get on and do it. 

But Simon Peter is an adult, a fisherman used to the dangers 

of the water. It’s one thing to see Jesus do a miracle, but 

who in their right mind would step out of a boat in stormy 

weather and try to walk on water?  

It’s worth remembering that Peter and the other disciples 

have already had the chance to try doing the things that 

Jesus has been doing. In chapter 10, Jesus sends them out 

two by two to preach the gospel, heal the sick and cast out 



demons.  And they’ve seen miracles happen in Jesus’ name.  

But this walking on water is a new one on Peter – he wants 

to have a go too. 

Having a go 

Can you think of someone you’ve admired and wanted to be 

like, someone in the public eye that you’ve never met, or 

thinking back a bit, maybe someone who was a big influence 

for good on your life, your father or mother or a 

grandparent, a teacher, a work colleague, or a good friend. 

Is Jesus someone you want to be like? Do you dare to 

believe that you could be and act like Jesus? That his power 

could really work through you?  Are you a “can do” Christian, 

keen to put what you’ve learned into practice, or an 

armchair Christian - someone who listens, observes, maybe 

has opinions about Jesus, church and religion, but prefers to 

watch others rather than being very active yourself? In this 

story there is Jesus, Peter who wants to “have a go”, and 

eleven other disciples who stay in the comfort and security 

of their boat and watch. 

Staying in the boat 

Of course, staying in the boat is a sensible thing to do.  

There’s already enough wind and waves out there, so why 

put yourself in danger doing something crazy like walking on 

water?  You’ve got the message – Jesus can walk on water. 

OK, so let’s get on with rowing – we know what we’re doing 

with this.  Walking on water? No thanks, I think I’ll stay in 

the boat. 



What’s your boat?  I think we all tend to want comfort and 

security, and I certainly know that as people get towards the 

end of their lives they often put security and comfort as high 

priorities.  And fair enough, you’ve worked hard, you’ve 

saved up, you’ve provided for your retirement and you’re 

not as physically strong as you once were – why not take life 

easy? 

But unfortunately there’s also the temptation to take that 

same attitude towards our spiritual life.  You’ve done all 

your learning and growing in the faith when you were 

younger, you’ve done your bit for the church. Time to ease 

off.  No need to spend too much time praying, reading the 

Bible or going to church.  

Now I know there are a lot of people who take the 

opportunity of having more time later in life to get involved 

in news ways in the life of the church, and who want to learn 

more about Christianity, and grow in their relationship with 

God. In my last church we had several new people in their 

retirement years come to us wanting to explore the Christian 

faith, some getting confirmed and going on to take leading 

roles in the life of the church. Here in Aldenham I’m very 

conscious of the dedicated volunteers who make this church 

run. That’s so encouraging!  Being a disciple is about learning 

from Jesus, and trying to be more and more like him.  We’re 

never too old to learn and to grow in our faith and our 

relationship with God. And, after all, the older we get, the 

sooner it’s going to be that we meet him face to face. Are 

you ready for that?  Are you looking forward to meeting 



Jesus in person? Or will you feel embarrassed that you’ve 

rather got out of touch with him? 

Getting out of the boat 

I think Matthew puts in this story about Peter walking on 

water because he wants to show why Peter ended up being 

the leader of the church after Jesus ascended to heaven. The 

reading set for two weeks from now shows Peter speaking 

up and acknowledging  that Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of 

the living God”, and Jesus saying of him that “on this rock I 

will build my church”.   

Peter is the one who is willing to leave the comfort of the 

boat and  try walking on water, trying something new, doing 

what Jesus does.  I’m quite sure he must have felt a little 

nervous getting out of that boat and planting his feet on – 

water.  But he was looking towards Jesus, and Jesus was 

willing him on, giving Peter the power to do the impossible. 

Beginning to sink 

And as long as Peter was concentrating on Jesus, all was 

well. But then he looked around at the waves. “I’m not sure I 

can keep this up”, he thought – and as his faith wavered, so 

he began to sink.   

Taking a step of faith, trying something new for God is not 

only potentially scary, but also risky.  And like Peter, we may 

lose the plot and start to sink.  Something similar happened 

later, when Jesus was arrested and Peter, full of loyalty and 

commitment, followed Jesus into the High Priest’s courtyard. 

Here again his courage failed him, and when questioned, he 

denied Jesus three times. 



Jesus sees Peter sinking, reaches out his hand and saves him. 

And he will do the same for us.  Don’t be afraid of failure – 

trying something and failing is better than not trying at all. 

As my grandad used to say, “The man that never made 

mistakes never made anything”.  William Wilberforce 

campaigned for twenty years against the slave trade, 

introducing bill after bill into Parliament until at last he 

succeeded in getting the slave trade abolished. So many 

times he must have thought he had failed. But each time he 

learned something that helped him with the next attempt.  

Walking on water 

I don’t know what getting out of the boat would mean for 

you.  It could be taking responsibility for your own spiritual 

growth, getting help with praying, coming along to our new 

Bible study meeting which starts this Wednesday, or making 

Sunday worship top priority over other activities.  It could be 

offering to visit people who are lonely or sick, or 

volunteering in a charity shop. It could be deciding to take 

giving seriously, setting up a regular donation to the church 

or to other charities, or revising your giving so that it really 

reflects your means, rather than being more of a token 

effort.  It could be taking the bull by the horns and having a 

difficult or painful conversation to try to mend bridges with 

someone you’ve been out of sorts with for a long time. 

All of these things take some combination of courage and 

determination, and a willingness to trust that God will 

provide for you financially, or give you the words to say to a 

person you are visiting, or trying to make up with. 



Walking on water is not an easy thing to do. You risk getting 

wet and needing to be rescued. It's much easier to do 

nothing, to just stay in the comfort and security of your boat, 

not to take a risk or inconvenience yourself.  But then you’ll 

never grow in faith or become like Jesus. 

There’s a book that was sitting on my bookshelf for a long 

time, and it’s all about this story, so I finally took it off the 

shelf and started reading.  It’s called If you want to walk on 

water you’ve got to get out of the boat, by the American 

pastor John Ortberg1.  I recommend it to you, as a way of 

taking up the challenge of this bible story and making a new 

step of faith. So I’ve reproduced some questions from John 

Ortberg’s book below.  Please take some time this week 

thinking and praying about them. Then do something – 

whatever God seems to be telling you.  It could change your 

life! 

But right now, let’s take a few moments to think about what 

this story could mean for us. Let’s be still for a moment and 

consider the first question: What does the boat represent 

for you in terms of the safety and comfort you are clinging 

to, reluctant to step outside of your comfort zone? Where is 

fear or comfort keeping you from trusting God? 

Let’s be still and listen to what the Holy Spirit is saying to us. 

 

Prayer 

 
1 John Ortberg, If you want to walk on water you’ve got to get out of the 

boat (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2001) 



Questions to consider, relating to the theme of today’s 

sermon “How to walk on water” (Matthew 14:22-33) 

If you want to walk on water, you’ve got to get out of the 

boat. 

1. What’s your boat? Where is fear or comfort keeping you 

from trusting God? 

2. What’s one risk you can take in your life that could help 

your faith to grow: 

 Stand up for a value you believe in during a tough 

conversation? 

 Express affection even though it may be hard for you? 

 Take on a challenge that you know will stretch you? 

3.   What’s one failure from your past that haunts you? What 

trusted friend can you share it with as a step in robbing it 

of its power? 

4.   Where are you in relation to Jesus these days? 

 Huddled in the boat with a life jacket and the seat belt 

on? 

 One leg in, one leg out 

 I’m walking on water – and loving it 

 I’m out of the boat – but the wind looks pretty bad 

 

Source: John Ortberg, If you want to walk on water you’ve 

got to get out of the boat (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2001), 

pages 28-29 


