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Text 
When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place. Hearing of this, 

the crowds followed him on foot from the towns. 14 When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had 

compassion on them and healed their sick. 15 As evening approached, the disciples came to him and said, 

"This is a remote place, and it's already getting late. Send the crowds away, so they can go to the villages 

and buy themselves some food." 16 Jesus replied, "They do not need to go away. You give them something 

to eat." 17 "We have here only five loaves of bread and two fish," they answered. 18 "Bring them here to 

me," he said. 19 And he directed the people to sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two fish 

and looking up to heaven, he gave thanks and broke the loaves. Then he gave them to the disciples, and the 

disciples gave them to the people. 20 They all ate and were satisfied, and the disciples picked up twelve 

basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over. 21 The number of those who ate was about five thousand 

men, besides women and children. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week in our journey with Jesus through the Gospel of Matthew we saw a 

famous story – the Feeding of the Five Thousand.  Each Gospel writer has different 

emphases and intentions in telling the stories of Jesus’ life.  In this case we saw that 

Matthew was highlighting the role that he and the other disciples were given in Jesus’ 

ministry of compassion.  Jesus met people’s needs.  He was the perfect example of love.  

A need arose to feed a large multitude who had spontaneously gathered around Jesus.  

And Jesus asked his disciples to meet the need. 

 The only problem was that they had essentially nothing, just five loaves and two 

fish, not nearly enough for a crowd of five thousand plus.  They couldn’t do it.  No way.  

No how.  But Jesus asked them to bring the miniscule amount to him and he miraculously 

multiplied it and gave it back to them to disburse.  Jesus called and then enabled them to 

serve the needs of these people.  Likewise, for his followers today he causes us to love 

beyond our means.  How has your last week gone with this in mind?  Have you found 

your perspective change by beginning each day meditating on God’s love for you in Jesus 

and asking him to give you an awareness and the strength to love others throughout your 

day? 

 We are nothing.  We have nothing.  But because of the work of God in our lives 

we can be used to bring compassion to others.  It’s pretty neat. 

 Today’s passage is the follow up to last week’s story.  Jesus finally gets the break 

he was looking for by himself.  Then he meets back up with his disciples and goes to 

another part of the region and resumes healing many people.  But again there are lessons 
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here; lessons about who Jesus is, who we are, and what it looks like to be in relationship 

with him.  So let’s look more closely at these verses and in short what we’re going to see 

is just this: it’s not the quality of faith that ultimately matters, but the object of faith. 

 

Let’s pray… [“Strengthen the feeble hands, steady the knees that give way” (Is. 35:3)] 

 

Who Is Jesus? 
 Let’s just look through this story first off with an eye to see what it tells us about 

Jesus’ identity.  He’s just made one Lunchable into a hearty meal for thousands, so if we 

take these accounts as accurately reporting history (and there’s good reason to do so) then 

we have to say at the very least that Jesus in that elite category of very special person. 

And the disciples, who saw his exceptionality most closely, listened to what he 

said.  They obeyed him.  “Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go 

on ahead of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd” (v. 22).  “Whatever you 

say, boss.”  That was their attitude, never mind the fact that it was very late by this point 

and it didn’t make a whole lot of sense to begin a sea journey then.  But this was Jesus 

and they listened to him.  Without being authoritarian, he carried with him an unusual 

authority. 

 “After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray” 

(v. 23a).  We already remarked a little bit last week on Jesus’ desire to get away for 

awhile, to recharge, to take a break from the relentless ministry of loving people in word 

and deed.  We said that this is a reflection of his humanity.  He grew tired.  Tiredness is 

not a divine trait – God neither slumbers nor sleeps (Ps. 121:4).  But Jesus did.  He was 

fully human. 

Now, Jesus’ tiredness (physical and emotional) didn’t make him more prone to 

snap.  We saw last week that he didn’t snap.  When we get tired, that just makes what’s 

truly in us more apt to pop out.  I’m much less patient and kind and selfless with my 

family in the evening than I am in the mornings.  Fatigue lowers my guard against 

showing my true colors.  But with Jesus, though he grew tired and was fully human, what 

came out of him was only love, because he was sinless.  So he was a human, but he was a 

sinless human.  And that puts him in a class all his own right there – no sinful nature. 

Notice it also says that Jesus “went up on the mountainside by himself to pray.”  

Jesus was a man of prayer.  And here we get into mysterious territory, but I just want to 

point out that the desire to pray doesn’t just have to be born of human need.  In other 

words, the portrait of Jesus at prayer may not just belong to his human nature.  Here we 

may start to see glimpses of the other truth about Jesus – he was fully God. 

Now someone may wonder: if God in Heaven is God and Jesus on earth is God, is 

God somehow split or divided?  And it gets a bit absurd to think of God praying to God, 

that is if you have a unitarian view of God; a flattened, one-dimensional understanding.  

But in a trinitarian view of the one God eternally existing as three persons – Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit – this makes sense.  From all eternity these three persons of the Godhead 

have been communing with each other, living “in blessed camaraderie with each other, 

delighting in each other.”
1
  So it’s not odd to see Jesus – God the Son joined with human 

nature – talking to God the Father.  Jesus in his perfect humanity and eternal deity 

enjoyed sweet intimacy with the Father.  Thus he stayed up late into the night after a long 

day of helping people, praying.  Rest, relief, time away, was not time away from the 
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Father.  So often for me, in my sinful nature, I view refreshment and rejuvenation as 

being almost anything but spending time with God in prayer. 

So we’re developing a picture of Jesus, just from this passage, as a unique figure.  

He’s a human, but perfect – no hidden vices that come out when he’s exhausted.  In fact, 

he uses his free time to demonstrate an unusual intimacy with God, there’s a connection 

there that is unlike almost anything else ever seen.  But there have been other holy men 

and women who could pray all night before.  There have been miracle workers in the 

history of humanity.  We drew some parallels last week between Jesus’ miracles and 

those of the OT prophets Elijah and Elisha.  But what happens next is unambiguous in 

demonstrating that Jesus is fully divine. 

“When evening came, he was there alone, but the boat [with his disciples in it] 

was already a considerable distance from land, buffeted by the waves because the wind 

was against it” (vv. 23-24).  The disciples are just following orders, rowing their boat on 

ahead to the other side, when a violent wind comes on the lake.  Wind on water is a scary 

thing, not to mention it’s totally dark out.  “During the fourth watch of the night [that is, 

between 3:00 and 6:00 AM] Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake” (v. 25).  Okay, 

this is loaded with meaning. 

Jesus has exhibited remarkable love, done amazing miracles, demonstrated great 

authority, practiced astonishing piety, “but by treading on the sea, Jesus now takes a role 

that the Hebrew Bible had reserved for God alone (Job 9:8; cf. also Ps. 77:19; Hab. 

3:15).”
2
  Take for example Job 9:8 – “He alone stretches out the heavens and treads on 

the waves of the sea.”  Mark says in his telling of the story that Jesus was about to ‘pass 

them by’ and the verb there is the same verb used in the Job context again referring to 

God.  We’re supposed to make the connection.  The ‘passing by’ also reminds us of the 

story in Exodus (Ex. 33:22, 34:6) where the Lord passes by Moses, hidden in a rock from 

the theophany of God’s glory. 

Well, just reading Matthew’s version the connection to Yahweh cannot be missed.  

Yahweh, if you don’t know, is the personal name of God revealed to Moses in Exodus 3 

and literally translated it means I AM.  “When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, 

they were terrified.  ‘It’s a ghost,’ they said, and cried out in fear.  But Jesus immediately 

said to them: ‘Take courage!  It is I.  Don’t be afraid.’”  Which means no doubt, “It’s not 

a ghost.  Don’t freak out.  It’s me, Jesus.”  But also no doubt there’s a deeper meaning 

here, at least for us reading this.  “It is I” translates the Greek ego eimi which was used to 

translate the Hebrew from Exodus 3.  Literally it reads I AM.  Jesus is the Lord, the great 

I AM. 

Okay, if this seems like grasping, just skip ahead to the ending of this story in v. 

33.  The storm is calmed and “then those who were in the boat worshipped him, saying, 

‘Truly you are the Son of God.’”   Jesus accepts the worship of his disciples.  Did they 

fully understand what they were doing?  Did they have a fully developed Christology?  

By Son of God did they mean second person of the Trinity?  It wasn’t completely clear to 

them at that time, but as someone has said, “The disciples are beginning to catch up with 

the readers of the gospel.”
3
  And we, the readers of this Gospel, written by a disciple who 

had put it all together after the fact, are supposed to see that Jesus is divine, more than 

just a godly man, but the God-Man.  This cumulative weight of these details in this 

passage makes for a heavy Christology, a presentation of Jesus that is unparalleled in 

substance. 
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Who Are We? 

 So that’s who Jesus is in this narrative.  It’s clear in one sense.  But do we really 

get it?  What do we see about who we are here in this text?  People have often cited three 

aspects of faith using three Latin words.  First, there’s notitia – the doctrinal content, the 

truth to be believed; for example, that Jesus is fully human and fully divine.  This is 

essential to faith.  But there’s more.  The second piece is assensus – mental agreement 

with the stated propositions.  Do you not only see that the Bible teaches the full humanity 

and divinity of Christ, but do you assent to it?  Can you say the creeds without your 

fingers crossed behind your back?  And then there’s even more.  It’s called fiducia.  Do 

you trust Christ, personally, not just intellectually?  Do you place your life on the line for 

these realities and live in line with them? 

 I’ve often used this illustration.  In physics there’s this thing called Bernoulli’s 

Principle.  It’s kind of complicated but one of the applications of it is that air flowing 

faster over the top of a wing than the bottom will create unequal pressures which results 

in lift.  Notitia involves being able to get the definition for Bernoulli’s Principle right on a 

test.  Assensus would be agreeing on paper that this principle is scientifically legitimate, 

that it would work.  Fiducia is getting in a several ton fighter jet and being thrust off an 

aircraft carrier in the middle of the ocean.  You trust that the principle will cause the 

plane to fly.  All three of these aspects are in play when we talk about faith. 

 Now, here’s what we see about us in this passage – we don’t always have perfect 

faith.  Human faith is weak.  At every point of faith I’m certain (well, pretty confident) 

that everyone here has faltered when it comes to Christ.  “Does the Bible really assert the 

Chalcedonian definitions of Christ’s person?”  “I don’t quite get it; how can he be two 

natures in one person?”  And then also, “How does this really affect my life?  Do I know 

and trust Jesus personally?  Trusting in the goodness and love of this God-Man I cannot 

see seems so intangible, easily eclipsed by other things.”  Suspicion enters in.  Doubt.  

We are people who doubt.  Let’s be honest. 

 Only Matthew includes this peculiar piece about Peter and his attempt to walk on 

water.  I have to be honest: I’m not exactly sure all of why this is included or what it 

means.  I mean: are we supposed to try this at home?  “‘Lord, if it’s you,’ Peter replied, 

‘tell me to come to you on the water’” (v. 28).  I’m not sure what to make of that desire.  

Was it good?  Was he supposed to ask such a thing?  Was this a noble act on Peter’s part, 

somewhat akin to the priests holding the Ark of the Covenant, getting ready to cross the 

Jordan River and take possession of the Promised Land in Joshua 3 and stepping out in 

faith into the rapid torrents and as soon as they did the water piled up upstream so they 

could walk through?  Or was it an impetuous request, in line with Peter’s personality we 

see so many other places?  He was an impulsive fellow whose confidence was often 

unfounded and whose ideas outstripped reality sometimes.  Here he would have been 

coming off the high of distributing miracle food to thousands of people.  Maybe he was 

getting a little too cocky?  Some have said that.  I don’t know. 

 But for some reason, Jesus either encourages it or allows it.  “‘Come,’ he said.  

Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus” (v. 

29).  Wow!  That’s pretty crazy, but I guess with faith, nothing is impossible (cf. 17:20).  

Peter, for a moment, was able to do what Jesus did and walk on water.  “But when he saw 

the wind, he was afraid and [began] to sink” (v. 30a).  Fear, we see over and over again in 
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the Scriptures, is the opposite of faith.  And Peter, the rock, the leader among the 

disciples, began to experience a crisis of faith.  His faith faltered.  He “cried out, ‘Lord, 

save me!’  Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him.  ‘You of little faith’ 

he said, ‘why did you doubt?’ (vv. 30b-31).  Peter doubted.  His faith was little. 

 Now we have to decide something at this point.  Was Jesus’ tone here scolding?  

Do you think Jesus was frustrated, disappointed, angry with Peter?  Or was his question a 

gentle one?  More of a statement with a smile, “Your faith isn’t perfect, is it, Peter?”  I 

think, based on the rest of the data we have about Jesus, that it was the latter.  Not harsh 

words.  Jesus, without endorsing doubt – it’s not as if doubt is ideal or the goal… without 

endorsing doubt, Jesus understands it. 

 Doubt is a natural, human experience.  We can’t do anything perfectly, including 

believe in Jesus.  Emily Dickinson described it well – “On subjects of which we know 

nothing, or should I say Beings – we both believe and disbelieve a hundred times an Hour 

– which keeps Believing nimble.”
4
  Faith is not a rigid, concrete, inflexible sort of thing, 

at least in this life.  Again, we are not to seek doubt or revel in confusion.  That’s stupid.  

I think of G.K. Chesterton’s quote – “Merely having an open mind is nothing; the object 

of opening the mind, as of opening the mouth, is to shut it again on something solid.”
5
  

Sustained uncertainty isn’t a good thing.  Doubt is not fun.  We hope to be growing in 

confidence.  But the fact of the matter is that very often we will find ourselves saying, 

“with tears, Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief” (Mk. 9:24; KJV).  Or as the 

disciples begged of Jesus in Luke 17:5 – [Lord,] increase our faith!”  Often these times 

come very close on the heels of triumphs.  Today we feel clear-headed and on top of the 

world; tomorrow we’re not sure about anything and the world seems a dreadfully dark 

place. 

 Where do we doubt?  [And I believe everyone has doubt, even non-Christians, if 

they’re honest, question their faith in themselves, in others, in government, in technology, 

in money, in education]  But for Christians, where do we doubt?  There may be periods 

of intellectual doubt on the matters of notitia and assensus.  Maybe once you start 

engaging with things like textual criticism (You mean there are thousands of manuscripts 

of the Bible and not all of them agree with each other?).  There’s theological diversity 

that can shake you (You mean not everyone who calls herself a Christian agrees on all 

these points of theology; some of them seemingly quite major?).  You may deeply 

struggle with the Trinity or the Incarnation on an intellectually level.  Or maybe scientific 

discoveries have thrown you for a loop.  Some people can be blissfully ignorant of these 

problems, but the intellectually curious will encounter them and may find themselves at 

different times in a crisis of faith. 

 But even more often it comes at us in the realm of fiducia, trust.  Many people 

have a lot of head knowledge and give off a air of certainty, but their hearts are heavily 

guarded.  And actually, most intellectual crises that people have are driven by some 

emotional or existential problem.  Those who wrestle deeply with the notions that God is 

both all-good and all-powerful, have almost always experienced profound suffering.  Life 

in this fallen world of weeds is highly disillusioning.  When you really see (or 

experience) the massive injustices in this world it’s hard not to become cynical.  In the 

wake of unanswered prayers you begin to question whether he’s really there or really 

cares or really does big things any more and can change people.  Maybe you’ve been 

abused by a father; it’s hard to trust a heavenly one.  Maybe your people group has been 
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oppressed or slaughtered by another; it’s not easy to forgive.  It’s those circumstances of 

life that breed doubt. 

“I know it seemed like I was feeding thousands yesterday by Jesus’ power, but 

now I haven’t slept all night and the wind is ferocious.  I’m going to drown.  He doesn’t 

care for me.  He’s not real.  There is no hope.”  We doubt that behind this vast universe 

that’s predominantly dark matter is a personal being that’s good.  We feel insignificant, 

inconsequential, unknown, unloved. 

 We doubt when faced squarely, immediately with death.  It once seemed so far 

off, but now it is real, impending, and to be honest we’re afraid.  We believe on paper 

that Heaven awaits us.  But we struggle.  We don’t want to die.  We are weak.  We don’t 

face eternity with strength and confidence and joy all the time. 

 We doubt whether God’s word is true, whether what it seems he has withheld 

from us is really for our good.  We doubt whether Christ is truly better.  That’s why we 

do any sin.  Any movement towards behavior that biblical ethics would call sin, stems 

somewhere from unbelief.  We don’t believe God will provide, so we steal.  We don’t 

believe a whole host of things about who God is and what he promises and so we run into 

the arms of illicit lovers.  We don’t believe what God has said about us, and so we tell 

lies to others.  We are full of doubts and so we still sin.  That’s what every sin is.  And we 

sin all the time. 

And then we doubt if we’re really that bad after all.  But deep down we know we 

are and yet we doubt the legitimacy of the gospel that says, “Though you are a sinner, all 

that sin was punished in the person of the God-Man (no condemnation left for you); and 

what’s more: all the God-Man’s righteousness (all his love, goodness, piety, absence of 

sin) is given to you.”  “Can that be true?” we think.  “Nah, that’s too good to be true.”  

And so we resort to ways to atone for our own sin ourselves and work hard enough to 

earn our keep in this world, always doubting whether we’ve done or are doing enough.  

My grandmother is in her 90s and winding down.  She has lived a full life, raised four 

boys alone…  She’s a hard-worker.  But now she is feeling useless, a drain on other 

people, worthless because she can’t contribute.  She says she’s just a nuisance.  That’s 

got to be really hard to do nothing, and still believe you’re valuable, you have worth, you 

are acceptable because of Christ.  It’s hard to believe. 

 

What’s Our Relationship To Jesus? 
 We are people of doubt, even the strongest among us, the Peters.  Circumstances 

rise around us and the winds of suspicion blow suddenly into our minds.  Sometimes the 

conditions can become prolonged or chronic.  We begin to get that sinking feeling.  

There’s nothing solid it seems to stand on.  Peter was filled with doubt, but notice 

something important – “He cried out, ‘Lord, save me!’  [And] immediately Jesus reached 

out his hand and caught him [and brought him into the boat]” (vv. 30b-31a).  I once heard 

someone remark something like, “You never read in the paper: ‘Drowning Man Saved by 

Superior Clinging to Rescue Worker.’”  It’s not the quality of faith that ultimately 

matters, but the object. 

 Think of a guy who is scared to death of flying.  He’s read about Bernoulli’s 

Principle and it seems to make sense from what little he knows about physics.  But he’s 

nervous.  He gets on the plane sweaty, fidgets with the barf bag, holds on to the arm rest 
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with white knuckles…  When he lands in Hawaii is he any less in Hawaii than the 

frequent flyer sitting beside him?  No. 

 Or here’s another illustration.  Suppose someone is teetering on a precipice and 

falls off.  In desperation she sees a limb, a branch, a twig hanging out.  Now this is a 

sturdy, strong oak, but she doesn’t know that in the moment.  Her split second 

calculations are spelling doom.  But she reaches out and grabs the branch.  How certain 

does she have to be about the branch for it to save her?  If she’s only 10% sure and she 

grabs it, is she only 10% saved?  No.  Of course not.
6
 

 It’s not the quality of faith that ultimately matters, but the object.  Religious 

people often deal with doubt by suppression and they are impatient with those who 

express doubts, even though the Bible expressly says, “Be merciful to those who doubt” 

(Jd. 1:22).  Why?  Because they doubt grace.  They think it’s still somehow the quality of 

their faith that saves them.  But it’s the object.  It not anything we do that saves us, even 

our believing.  It’s Jesus who saves us. 

 Jesus is the Righteous Branch (Jer. 23:5).  Reach out to him.  He is Man and so he 

understands our struggles and temptations.  He is God and so he is in control.  He is 

capable.  He is good and compassionate.  And he in the end is the One who has hold of 

you.  I pray that your faith and trust in him will be strengthened more and more, but when 

the doubts come know that it is the object of your faith that saves you, not the quality. 

 And as Charles Spurgeon said about this verse, “Peter was nearer his Lord when 

he was sinking than when he was walking.”
7
  When we are weak; when we have lost all 

illusion of being all that; when we are simply crying out with the modicum of faith we 

can muster then we often experience the strength and mercy of the Lord sustaining us in 

profound ways.  That’s not a bad place to be.  Sure we’d like to be walking on water all 

the time, but then we might stop believing in Jesus and start believing in ourselves. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let’s come to him now…  As the last verses of this passage show again, he is full 

of mercy.  Even just a touch of the edge of his garment is enough.  Maybe this week of 

trying to ‘love beyond your means’ has gone terribly.  Maybe you’ve fallen flat on your 

face.  Cry out, “Lord, save me!”  And he will.  He has given us this Table as a means of 

strengthening our faith.  It is for believers.  But if you’re just barely hanging on… if you 

feel like you’re barely a believer… this is especially for you.  Come to Jesus, the God-

Man, the Son of God who took on flesh so that he could live and die for you. 

 

Benediction 
“Find rest, O my soul, in God alone; my hope comes from him.  He alone is my rock and 

my salvation; he is my fortress, I will not be shaken.  My salvation and my honor depend 

on God; he is my mighty rock, my refuge.  Trust in him at all times, O people; pour out 

your hearts to him, for God is our refuge” (Ps. 62:5-8). 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 18, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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