John Ortberg wrote a book called, “If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat.”  I would add, “and be prepared to get really wet!”  Only Peter was brave enough to step out of the boat - and I’m sure the other disciples were thankful they didn’t make the same mistake after they watched him almost drown - except it wasn’t a mistake.  Your faith can only be strengthened by stretching it.  

There is so much to examine in this passage.  Why would Peter say, “if it’s You, Jesus - tell me to come out to You on the water?”  If it was the devil or a ghost - wouldn’t they lie to him?  We know why he took his eyes off Jesus - we all would have - emotions and fear are really good at overwhelming our faith.  And what was Jesus doing walking out to the boat.  We know He’s God - but what was the purpose - if He’s going to violate the laws of water surface tension - why not just surf to the other side of the lake.  The best answer is - Jesus was setting Peter up for that exact moment - just like when He told the disciples to go into town to get some food and He met the woman at the well for a drink of water and an eternity changing experience for her.

If you were to take a chance - and ask Jesus to let you walk on water - what do you think it would be like?  And we’re not really talking about walking on water here - we’re talking about stretching your faith by doing something you’ve always thought about - but were afraid of. 

Peter climbed out of the boat during a storm and actually took a few steps before losing situational awareness and he “started to sink.”  Notice the words, “started to sink” - he didn’t just become a submarine - it was all done in slow motion with the other disciples watching.  There was enough time to cry out, “save me!”  And Jesus did.

Back to you letting Jesus stretch your faith a little. We have to be careful here.  In another story there is a man whose son is dying and he asks Jesus to heal him.  Jesus says, “everything is possible for those who believe.”  The father cries out, “I believe - help me with my unbelief.”  
There are churches that teach if you have enough faith you will never get sick - never have financial problems - never have any disasters or accidents - you will be blessed beyond measure and die an old man or woman with your 75 grandchildren standing around you singing, “Amazing Grace.”  The problem with that is - it makes you better than Jesus.  Jesus cried and was hungry and got beaten up and had to take money out of fishes mouth to pay the temple tax and wound up getting crucified.  Do you see the problem with such theology?

Why did Peter want to walk on water?  It’s a cool party trick - but of all the things you could ask Jesus to do for you - would that be the one?  The language here is deep.  Peter knows he can’t just step out of the boat and walk on the water.  He tells Jesus to “command him” to walk on the water.  He puts the ball in Jesus’ court and says, “if you tell me to - then I know it will be okay because you are God and I’m not.”  Peter initiates the conversation - he is exercising his faith and his freedom.

I think we sometimes handle prayer this way.  “Hey God, I have a need - but only if you are okay with it - I mean, it will make my life so much easier - and I have been very good lately - so, if you wouldn’t mind - please take care of this for me.”  We tell God what we want - but make it sound like it’s His idea.  That way if things go wrong - we can blame Him after He saves us and if things go right we can take the credit.
Contrast Peter’s story with the story of Joseph and his amazing Technicolor dreamcoat.  Joseph has all these great ideas and believes he is more special than everyone else.  His brothers get tired of his bragging and strip him of his coat and sell him to band of wandering Midianites where he becomes a slave and gets thrown in prison and has to interpret dreams correctly or die.  Joseph has no control - no choices.  He is just along for the ride.  

Which would you prefer?  Which takes greater faith?  Both require you to know that God has your life in His hands - as Jeremiah said, “I have plans for you - plans to prosper you not to harm you - plans to give you hope and a future.”  But it’s not easy to believe that.

Would you rather tell God what you want Him to do and help God with specific directions - or be in the back seat just watching the scenery go by - having no idea where you are going to wind up?

Peter was persistent and arrogant and rash.  But he was also a man of deep faith.  One minute he says, “Jesus - You are the Son of God” - and the next, “You can’t be crucified - stop the nonsense talk!”  Peter had life all figured out - Zig Ziglar and Norman Vincent Peale would have loved him - always pushing and dreaming and trying to control things.   

The faith we proclaim - the prayers we pray - the theology we believe - can get so quickly attached to our own plans, ambitions and desires.  We twist faith to justify our own ends. We believe or want something - so we create a theology or find a theology that agrees with us.  We find a verse here or there so we can say, “it’s in the Bible!”  And then we tell everyone else they are wrong and we are right.  It’s one of the reasons people don’t want anything to do with the church.  How can two churches say something totally opposite and both claim it’s in the Bible? 
The answer to that question goes back to Peter and Joseph.  If we think we can control our faith and our destiny and our theology - we can’t.  We can step out of the boat all confident and proud - but we aren’t Jesus so we’re going to sink.  And as much as we want to believe what we believe - our faith is only as good as what we are believing in.

A long time ago when I was working on my doctorate, we got to meet some of the top pastors in the nation and spend one on one time with them.  It was amazing.  One of the toughest was when we met at a coffee shop with a pastor who had founded a church and pushed health and prosperity as a reward for faith - which was great until he was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor.  He prayed for healing - it did not come.  I always wondered what his last hours were like as he met Jesus face to face.  I do not doubt his faith - and I know why he did what he did - but how do you explain that Jesus?

Jesus reaches through the waves and the wind as we start to sink and pulls us into His arms and sets us inside the boat.  He sets us back into a community that watched us try to walk on water.  He does not yell at us and say, “what were you thinking?”  He knew what we were thinking.  He knows us inside and out so it’s not a surprise.

So why put us back among people that saw us make fools of ourselves?  The church is not perfect, or even practically perfect.  It is a community that gathers around The Cross and who in many and various ways have all cried out with Peter, “Lord, save me!”  And across the spectrum of our faith and our doubt, Jesus does save.  The greatest churches are not the largest or prettiest - the greatest are the ones who know the power of the Law and the Gospel and trust in the forgiveness of God.

There is an old Bob Newhart skit where he plays Dr. Switzer, a no-nonsense therapist.  He charges $5 for the first five minutes and it’s free after that. When the patient tells him the problem - his answer is simple: “Stop It.”  And he just keeps saying “stop it” over and over again as the person gives excuses after excuse.  

If only it were simple.  If only we could stop being a sinner - if only we could choose to have more faith.  If only it was as simple as making a decision.  “Jesus - let me step out of the boat and walk on water - be a better spouse - find a job - love my neighbor - stop being addicted - save money - go to church more - care for myself.”  Wouldn’t that be great?

I won’t speak for you - but my life of faith has been a lot more like Joseph - only I don’t have an amazing Technicolor dream coat - but I do have silk red professional bullriders jacked from the national finals in Oklahoma City in the 1970’s - not quite the same.  I have great plans - but I’m not brave enough to ask Jesus to let me step out of the boat and walk on water - instead I find myself being taken captive by culture and fear and doubts and pain.  I know God has everything in His hands - it’s just I wish He would tell me where we’re going and when we’re going to get there.  And my faith is challenged and pushed as I’m dragged along.

Some of you are new to the Jesus’ story - some of you have been listening to it since you were born.  Most of us have had a preacher tell us we needed to have “more faith” and it hurt because we tried and failed.  We’ve seen the miracles people claim - and sometimes we wonder why them and not us - or why not all of us if the stories are true.

I’d love to promise you that you could step out of the boat and walk on water today - that I believed in you - and I do believe in you - but I’m pretty sure if we step out - the only thing that is going to happen is we’re going to get very wet.  And if Jesus isn’t around - we’ll need someone to rescue us.  I put a kiddy wading pool at the back of the church with a little bit of water in it - all of you can walk on that water today without fear - although don’t slip!  

What I want to tell you today is the story of a God who created the universe and who created you.  A God who didn’t give up on us when we rebelled and tried to become our own God.  Even when we turned a deaf ear - this God continued to speak to us through prophets to remind us He loves us.  And in the fullness of time this God who is our God sent His Son into our world to be our Savior.  Jesus ate with sinners, scoffed at the powerful, went toe to toe with the religious elite, loved the loveless, healed the sick, fed the hungry, gave water to the thirsty and hope to hopeless.  And even though - or actually because He did all of that - we nailed Him to a cross and killed Him.  

Neitzche was right for exactly three days - God was dead.  But then on the third day Jesus walked out of the grave and held up those beautiful nail scarred hands and said, “peace be with you.”  A rather strange greeting to the people who killed Him in the first place. But, that’s Jesus. 
And then Jesus said, “if you believe in Me - you’ll still die, but death won’t be able to hold on to you for more than a second - and then you’ll be with Me in heaven forever.”

Stepping out of a boat onto the water is cool - but it’s nothing compared to stepping out of this world and into heaven.  And when Jesus said, “oh, ye of little faith...” - I hope you caught the fact that He said Peter did have faith - even if it was just a little bit of faith.  And that’s where we need to remember the parable about the mustard seed - and Jesus saying, “if you have faith the size of the tiny little mustard seed - it’s enough!”

Don’t be afraid to exercise your faith - it’s made to stretch.  And understand you’re going to take your eyes off of Jesus and start to sink once in a while - it’s human nature.  But always remember Jesus is right there with you.  It’s never been about the amount of faith you have - it’s always been about Who your faith was in and more importantly how great His faith is in you is.  Don’t miss the opportunities that God offers - you might get wet - but it’s a story that you won’t mind telling again and again because it’s about God and His grace and mercy - In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
