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In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

| read from the end of today's Gospel: "When the disciples saw him walking on sea, they were
terrified, saying 'lIt is a ghost!' And they cried out in fear." (Mt 14:26)

We pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in your
sight O Lord, for you are our rock and our redeemer. Amen.

Fear, terror, great sorrow and unceasing anguish — all are hard to have feelings, and none of
us are immune to them.

We know enough about each other to know some of us in this congregation are suffering in
them right now — maybe long term or something more recent.

We meet each of these hard to have feelings today in our Bible readings through the
experience of Elijah, the disciples and St Paul.

But more importantly, we hear how God addresses them by his spoken word.

Today’s readings have a strong theme of faith and word — God’s word gives and grows faith.
But they are also in the context of despair. So we’ll use that context to see how God’s word
helps us in faith in those times of despair — which can be extended to all other times in life
too.

We'll spend most of our time with the Gospel.

The Gospel commences with Jesus dismissing the crowd of 5000 men plus women and
children that he has just fed.

In this part Matthew's Gospel is telling the bigger story of how Jesus is in control, bringing his
kingdom, on his own terms and in his own time, despite opposition.

You might recall that he had just heard John the Baptist had been beheaded.

He’d gone to find a quiet place to pray, but was interrupted by the crowd and had compassion
on them and started to cure their sick.

The disciples wanted to dismiss the crowd, but Jesus made sure they got something eat.
Now he is ready to dismiss the crowd and the disciples — his perfect timing, so he can go back
to that time of private prayer, modelling the sort of prayer he commanded in the sermon on
the mount (Mt 6:3).

That same quiet control then carries him out onto the sea.

Late that night, the boat is far from land, battered by wind and waves, and Jesus comes to his
disciples — walking on the very water and through the wind that is making their progress so
slow and tiring.

We are told: "When the disciples saw him walking on sea” they have three reactions: “they
were terrified, saying 'lIt is a ghost!' And they cried out in fear." (Mt 14:26)

Clearly the disciples have it wrong.



And if we're honest, fear does the same thing to us.
When fear takes hold, God's presence with us doesn't change.
What changes is whether we can see that presence for what it is.

What really was ‘it’?

The Old Testament book of Job says of the Lord that he "trampled the waves of the sea" (Job
9:8).

The psalmist says his way was through the sea, his path through the great waters, though his
footprints went unseen (Psalm 77:19).

In the world of the Old Testament, the sea is not neutral.

It's chaos — the deep that only God can rule, tread on, or hold back.

So when the disciples watch a man walk across it, their instinct is right: this is beyond anything
human.

But their conclusion is wrong.

They call ‘it’ a ghost, when what they're looking at is God himself, doing the very thing
Scripture says only God can do.

Jesus doesn't leave them in error.

He addresses each of the three reactions of the disciples (Mt 14:27).
To their initial terror he says: Courage!

To their mistake that he is a ghost he says, “Itis I”.

Importantly, in the original language this is simply "l am."

And to their crying out in fear he says "Do not be afraid".

Once again: “Courage! | am! Do not be afraid!”

Behind these words sits the same voice that spoke to Moses from the bush — "l am who | am"
(Ex 3:14) — the same voice that told Israel through Isaiah, "I, | am he"(Is 43:10).

This isn't Jesus offering comfort as a technique, the way you might soothe a frightened child
with a calm tone.

It's comfort because of who is speaking.

The God who has bound himself to speak to his people — not to be found by guesswork or by
climbing to heaven to fetch him, but at the place and in the word where he has promised to
be found — speaks now into the storm.

It's still the same God, still speaking, that we meet today in his word of forgiveness and at his
table — exactly where he has promised that we can find him and in a way that is undeniably
saving for us.

But Peter has his fear cloud his sight.

He asks: "Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water." (Mt 14:28)

That's not bold faith reaching out to imitate Jesus.

It's closer to a test — if it's you, prove it — the same shape as the tempter's "if you are the Son
of God." (Mt 4:3)

Jesus grants it anyway. "Come." (Mt 14:29)

Peter's actual stepping out of the boat at this point is faith responding to that one word, not
faith proving itself.



Now... Peter almost gets there, upheld by faith in Jesus.

But then he sees the wind, and he's afraid, and he begins to sink.

Notice what's happened: nothing about the wind has changed, or about Jesus.

What's changed is where Peter's attention has gone — off the one who spoke and onto the
danger around him.

That's what fear does.

It moves your eyes off the Lord.

And what does Peter pray?

Three beautiful words: "Lord, save me." (Mt 14:30)

A cry, mid-sink, in faith to the only one who can save him.

And immediately Jesus reaches out his hand and catches him.

This immediate reaching out by our Lord to the simple prayer "Lord save us" has comforted
many a Christian over the millennia.

It's worth returning to in your own times of fear — to picture that hand reaching for you.

For that's exactly what he did again, comprehensively, once for all, at the cross.
But this time it was with both hands, stretched out on that timber to save us.
For this reason, Jesus at all times, in all our fears, would like us to keep crying out, "Lord save

us.

And he would also like us to take his words to Peter to heart: "You of little faith, why do you
doubt?" (Mt 4:31)

That’s because it’s as much a reminder not to doubt as it is a gentle chiding for the times
when we do.

Jesus and Peter step then into the boat, the wind stops, and the whole boat finds its voice:
"Truly you are the Son of God." (Mt 14:33)

That confession comes after — it seems faith is finally catching up to what Jesus had already
declared while they were still afraid.

Now let’s leave that for moment and go to today’s Old Testament Lesson.

Elijah's fear that caused him to run to Mt Horeb isn't God approaching him — it's evil Queen
Jezebel, vowing his death after God's own victory over Baal's prophets on Mt Carmel.

He flees, and in his terror stops praying for the Lord to show his strength through Elijah’s
service (eg. 1 Kings 18:36-37), but "take my life." (1 Kings 19:4)

He has forgotten where his strength was ever from.

God doesn't answer that prayer as prayed.

And he comes not in the spectacular... not in the wind, earthquake, or fire.

Instead he is there in his word after a quiet gentle little breeze.

At that point he commands Elijah back to his everyday vocation and corrects his sense that
he's the last one left, saying, "Yet | have left me seven thousand in Israel." (1 Kings 19:18)
Elijah already belonged to that community and God’s power was still at work.

Fear had simply hidden it from him.



And St Paul in our Epistle today?

In Romans 9 he too writes of great sorrow and unceasing anguish — a level of despair as sharp
as Elijah's and the disciples'.

But he breaks the pattern we have so far heard by writing in confident faith.

You see, he is writing from the other side of the whole story Matthew has been unveiling —
Christ's life, death, and resurrection now complete.

Nothing here is clouded.

And the thing is that he doesn't get over his anguish before he can confidently say what he
does — he says it right in the middle of it.

That’s because the word is already near, in mouth and heart: "Jesus is Lord," raised from the
dead. (Romans 10:8-9)

And when we confess it back, our faith given by him is declaring that we are his saved people
too.

So therefore, what do these three storms of despair leave us with?

Well... you are invited to think of it as a compact toolkit for our own fear, great sorrow and
unceasing anguish.

Something like this:

Firstly: Listen to Christ. He says: "Courage! | am! Do not be afraid."

Then don't take your eyes off him — his word that creates faith.

Pray in faith, trusting in the only one that can save.

Expect him to keep pointing you back to your vocation, and the people around you that he has
gifted to help you at this time.

And remember that he is on our lips and in our hearts, so, like Paul and the disciples in the
boat, we therefore keep confessing who he is.

In that confession, he keeps pointing us back to his hands, reached out to save us — found

where he has tied himself to us, in his word and his sacrament, not where we think he should
be.

For even as we endure fear, great sorrow, and unceasing anguish... we keep confessing “Truly
you are the Son of God”.

All this | proclaim to you in Jesus' name. Amen.



