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Miracles       Matthew 14: 22-33 
 

So here we are this morning with a doozy of a story from Matthew. As is so often the case with 
a Bible text, we find an abundance of information and nuance and implication in these verses. 
There is some challenge when we set out to discern what Matthew is trying to communicate by 
including this episode with these details in his gospel. And if we want to call it a miracle story, 
we will need to decide just what part of the story qualifies as miracle, and whether we are 
reading about one miracle; several different and distinct miracles; only one but with multiple 
parts and participants? 

 

If we posted a copy of this Bible story on the wall and played a game of “Pin an arrow on the 
point of the story”, where would you want to put your marker? There are quite a few points to 
choose between, so let’s move through the story as Matthew presents it. 

• Matthew begins by saying that Jesus “made the disciples get in the boat”. Many 
commentators want us to pay attention to the vocabulary Matthew uses here, 
suggesting that “made” is not a strong enough translation of the Greek verb, which is 
better understood as “forced” or “compelled”. Do we want to stop right here and 
ponder why Jesus is so determined to send his disciples across the Sea of Galilee 
without him? 

• Or shall we move on to Jesus dismissing the crowds? These crowds are the thousands of 
people from the previous episode in Matthew’s gospel – it is still the evening of the day 
when they had all pursued Jesus to a remote spot on the lakeshore in search of healing 
for their many and varied illnesses of body, mind, and spirit. Jesus healed them, he fed 
them with the five loaves and two fish the disciples had on hand. Now he sends them 
away. Is that the point of the story? That Jesus will respond to our entreaties, but the 
point of his healing and nurturing acts is to equip us to carry the power and witness of 
those acts back to our communities? That the blessings we receive do not become our 
possessions, but rather gifts which we both hold within ourselves and share with 
others? 

• Perhaps the point of this story is what comes next after Jesus sends the disciples off in a 
boat and dispatches the crowds back to their homes. He goes up the mountain by 
himself to pray. Jesus had been trying to have a moment of solitude all day. After 
hearing of John the Baptist’s murder at the hands of Herod, Jesus tried to withdraw, but 
the people followed him and he spent the afternoon not immersed in private prayer but 
engaged in public ministry of healing and feeding. Now, at last, he has that moment. The 
mountain can be a place to encounter God, as we know from other Bible stories, such as 
those of Moses and Elijah. So, perhaps we should focus here on Jesus’ prayer practice 
and try to glean lessons for our own discipleship. 
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Each of these elements of the story is rich in narrative significance and theological implication – 
and we haven’t even gotten to the main action of the story – the “miracle” parts that we 
remember with a combination of terror and awe when we call these verses to mind: for this is 
Matthew’s account of a wild stormy night-time sea and the water-walking rabbi who comes to 
his wind-tossed disciples. 

So to continue with our list of the spots where we might pin our arrow and focus our attention: 

• The disciples – at Jesus’ insistence – have headed across the Sea of Galilee in a boat. 
During the night, a fierce storm arises and their boat is battered by wind and waves. The 
Greek verb here is actually better translated as “tortured”. So, even though several of 
the disciples are experienced sea-farers, they are in a bad spot.  Bible commentators 
who write about this passage remind us that “The sea itself in biblical thought connotes 
the forces of chaos, held at bay in the creative act of God, but always threatening.” 
(Eugene Boring) A storm at sea holds both actual and symbolic significance for Jesus 
disciples. It is, as one scholar says, THE dreaded possibility, where nothing is stable and 
everything is in flux. (D. Mark Davis) Is this Matthew’s point – that even those who 
follow Jesus will sometimes find ourselves at the mercy of forces beyond our control? 

• Or is his point that even then – when the situation seems most dire – we can trust that 
Jesus knows our need and will meet us in the midst of it? Because that’s what happens 
to the disciples on that stormy night. They have struggled through the hours to contend 
with the ferocious wind and waves. Now, as the night wanes – between 3 and 6 in the 
morning – Jesus appears, walking toward them on the tumultuous sea. 

• The startled disciples do not recognize their teacher and friend in the figure that 
approaches and – with their perceptions shaped by the storm’s continuing threat – they 
react with terror, believing no doubt that this visitation from beyond their isolation is 
more likely to hold menace than comfort (Lance Pape, Connections). They raise a cry of 
warning among themselves: It is a ghost! One commentator suggests that the word 
translated as “cried out” in the NRSV is actually closer to “squawked”, with implications 
of a panic that loses all dignity. (Davis)  

• Perhaps some of you would want to pin your arrow on Jesus’ response to the disciples’ 
panicked outburst. He says to them: Take heart; it is I; do not be afraid. The call to put 
aside fear is a familiar one, scattered throughout Scripture; the standard greeting 
offered by angels when they speak to someone, so we might very well want to focus on 
Jesus’ words of reassurance as the point of this story. 

• Or perhaps you’ve kept hold of your arrow through all those moments in this gospel 
account of a night in Galilee; perhaps you have held out for what comes next. Because 
we have now gotten to the part of the tale that many of us most relate to. Peter – 
always the bold, impetuous disciple – commands Jesus to command him to step out of 
the boat and walk across the stormy water that separates them. Jesus does command 
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him and Peter takes a few buoyant steps before he looks around at the world in which 
he knows humans cannot walk on water and he loses that buoyancy.  

• Peter sinks, Jesus saves him, they return to the boat, the storm stops, and the disciples 
look upon Jesus with a new depth of realization and reverence. 

• Any moment in that astonishing sequence could reasonably claim to be the point of this 
story, the vehicle for an important lesson about divinity, about humanity, about 
creation, and the convictions, connections, and covenants we hold. 

• Much commentary on these verses centers on the question Jesus asks Peter after 
rescuing him from sinking: You of little faith, why did you doubt? Is Jesus rebuking Peter 
for having insufficient faith? Encouraging him to live confidently within the faith he does 
have? Is Jesus speaking through Peter to the Christian church? There are many possible 
lessons to draw from this moment between Jesus and Peter on a storm-tossed Sea of 
Galilee.  

It is both a challenge and a gift that this Gospel story – like many Scripture passages – offers us 
such a wealth of points to ponder; holds within its verses so many ideas and implications 
deserving of our attention. 

The challenge becomes acute and distracting when we think there is one “right” message and 
meaning to be found in Scripture; when we agitate ourselves into frantic, worried efforts to 
identify and understand that single right lesson of the text. For example: Is the point of this 
story that we should be like Peter and step out of the boat? Is the point of the story that be 
should not be like Peter with his doubts but should instead have faith big enough and steady 
enough to keep us from sinking? Be like Peter? Don’t be like Peter? What’s the penalty if I get 
this wrong? 

The gift of the gospels’ multi-faceted stories comes when we realize that reading Scripture is 
not about getting it right or wrong but abut encountering Jesus. 

So all those possible focal points we listed? Solitude, prayer, storm, miracle, faith, doubt, 
rescue, reverence. Each one of them is a place to encounter Jesus. To learn something about 
him and about ourselves.  

We might each have picked a different spot to pin our arrow this morning. Each of us might pick 
a different spot on different readings of these verses and will benefit from every one of those 
encounters. That is the great gift of Scripture. 

Here is where I have pinned my arrow to mark the point of this story. I have pinned it right 
smack in the middle of the very idea of miracle. I am pondering the fundamental, 
transformational concept of wonder in the face of what God can do and will do to create and 
sustain life in this world. I’ve actually had my arrow pinned there all week. 
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On Monday, as I was just beginning to pitch my weekly thought tent in this morning’s story 
from Matthew; as I was trying to acquaint myself to these verses about Jesus and Peter and 
water and walking and sinking and being raised; just as I started to ponder that we have opened 
the month of August with miracle stories of Jesus multiplying the loaves and fishes last Sunday 
and walking across a stormy sea today. Just at that point, I happened – by chance perhaps, or 
perhaps not – to spend an hour of my afternoon watching a Nature episode about birds’ eggs. 

And I learned so very much about the intricacy and precision and coordination involved in the 
whole process of egg production and incubation and hatching as I listened to Sir Richard 
Attenborough speak of what he called nature’s most perfect miracle. It made me realize that 
the stories of miracles we read in Scripture should not convince us that “miracle” is a narrow 
and closed category, but should rather inspire us to look around, wide-eyed, amazed, and 
delighted at how the world is filled to bursting with holy miracles. 

Matthew has given us a doozy of a story about Jesus praying in solitude on a mountainside 
before striding across a stormy sea to rescue his disciples from the fear and doubt that so often 
threaten to overwhelm us. 

Whatever event or emotion or insight you find in that story to contemplate and treasure, I pray 
that it will be for you a miracle of grace. 

Amen. 

 

 

 


