The 8th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 14] (a)
August 7, 2011

Job 38:4–18;  Romans 10:5–17
Matthew 14:22–33 (NKJV)
22 Immediately Jesus made His disciples get into the boat and go before Him to the other side, while He sent the multitudes away. 23 And when He had sent the multitudes away, He went up on the mountain by Himself to pray. Now when evening came, He was alone there. 24 But the boat was now in the middle of the sea, tossed by the waves, for the wind was contrary. 25 Now in the fourth watch of the night Jesus went to them, walking on the sea. 26 And when the disciples saw Him walking on the sea, they were troubled, saying, "It is a ghost!" And they cried out for fear. 27 But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, “Be of good cheer! It is I; do not be afraid.” 28 And Peter answered Him and said, “Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water.” 29 So He said, “Come.” And when Peter had come down out of the boat, he walked on the water to go to Jesus. 30 But when he saw that the wind was boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to sink he cried out, saying, “Lord, save me!” 31 And immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and caught him, and said to him, “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” 32 And when they got into the boat, the wind ceased. 33 Then those who were in the boat came and worshiped Him, saying, "Truly You are the Son of God."

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Bob Dylan broke the problem of the human condition down to the basics.

You gotta serve somebody, said Dylan.  Doesn’t matter who you are, you gotta serve somebody.

You may be an ambassador to England or France,

Dylan sang,

You may like to gamble, you might like to dance,

You may be the heavyweight champion of the world,

You may be a socialite with a long string of pearls.

But,

said Dylan,

you're gonna have to serve somebody, yes indeed,

You're gonna have to serve somebody.

It’s kind of funny, but St. Peter could’ve written that verse.  As Peter was coming out of the water, drying off his clothes, thinking about his unfortunate dip in the lake—and even though Peter had never been to a Bob Dylan concert—Peter could’ve told us, You do have to serve somebody.

Who are you going to serve?  The one you serve, that’s the one in whom you have faith.

So the question becomes: In whom do you have faith?

Everyone has faith.  Even the most rabid atheist has faith.  The atheist, the one claiming there is no God, he still has faith.  It’s just that his faith is in himself.  Claiming that there is no god, the atheist has no one to be accountable to except himself, and it is from himself that he finds his confidence and strength in life.  He has faith, it’s just that instead of looking at the words of Scripture, or at the Sacraments, his faith looks at the mirror, and there he sees his god.

Everyone has faith.  Just, faith in what?  Faith in whom?

That’s Peter’s problem out on the lake.  He does have faith.  He sees someone walking on the water toward the boat, and he does have faith that this person has power over the winds and the waves:

“Lord, if it is You,”

said Peter,
“command me to come to You on the water.”


[Matthew 14:28] 

That’s faith.  It is faith, though, in Jesus as the one with awesome power over wind, water, and wave.  Faith in Jesus as creator and powerful God over all.  Faith in a God who controls all things.

Peter does have faith.  But faith in Jesus as the one with all the awesome power, that is faith in something far too little.  With a little faith like that, when you realize you are a sinner standing at the face of holy God, you sink.  Matthew 14:31:

And immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and caught him, and said to him, “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?”

Jesus wants Peter to have great faith.  Little faith is faith in that which is too little, and having faith in Jesus as the one with the big power, that is too little a thing, for while power can be awesome and scary, kind of like seeing a man walk on the water, it doesn’t do one thing to cleanse the sinner before God.

Jesus want Peter to have faith in a great thing.  And the greatest thing the sinner can have faith in is, Jesus, the Suffering Servant, Jesus, the One who empties himself out of all power in order to give himself over to death on the cross, Jesus, the one who wants to be known not as one who crushes, but as the Servant, who came to give his life for the sinner.

To have faith in Jesus as the Servant sent by the Father, as the One who comes in weakness, as the forgiver of sins, that is to have great faith, for there is nothing greater for a sinner to have faith in than Jesus Christ crucified, and there is nothing else which saves.


How will we have this great faith?  How will our children, our neighbor, for that matter.

Look out at nature, see the wonders of creation, contemplate the power of God to make something from nothing, to give order to disorder, to bring forth life where before there was none?  Contemplate the majestic mountains, the trees, the fields of flowers, the cycle of the seasons, and consider the God who brings that forth?

Yes.  But that will not bring faith in the great thing the sinner must have faith in in order to be cleansed.  Faith in God being an awesome God who has all power, this will leave the sinner flailing, like Peter in the water upon realizing that he was a sinner standing at the face of the holy Son of God.

The faith that is in the great thing—faith in Christ Jesus crucified, faith in sins forgiven, faith in the God who loves the sinner and bestows his Name upon the sinner—this faith comes by a gentle word spoken into the ear.  Romans 10:17:

Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ.
So God, who loves the sinner, has his Word spoken into the ears of sinners, has his Gospel proclaimed, and he does this by placing preachers in front of his beloved people not to impress them with words of power, but to proclaim to them, preach to them, the Gospel of Jesus Christ crucified.  Romans 10:14:

Whoever calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved. 14 [But] How then shall they call on Him in whom they have not had faith? And how shall they have faith in Him of whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher? 15 And how shall they preach unless they are sent?

So the Lord promises to send men to preach.  Through these preachers, he has sinners hearing of Christ Jesus crucified.  Through that Gospel he is forgiving sins, saving sinners, bestowing faith.  

Faith not in a small thing, but in the greatest.  And the greatest thing a sinner may have faith in is, sins-forgiven.  

With that, the sinner is rescued from serving in fear, rescued from being a servant of the demons, and is called into serving Christ the Lord.

The one you have faith in, that’s the one you serve.  You’re going to have to serve somebody—even Bob Dylan can tell us that.  But only the Gospel tells the sinner, and proclaims to the church, that we are servants who belong to the Son of God.  He is the One who saved Peter from his sins, and who saves us from ours.  His is the blood justifying us before his Father in Heaven, and he is the One who has cleansed us, even as we saw him cleanse little Avigail this morning, in the gift of Baptism.  Our faith is in him and his salvation, and for the sinner, that is the only great thing.  Anything else is a faith far too little.  

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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MATTHEW 14:22-33

