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Psalm 105: 1-6                       “Surprising Ventures”                         R.P.C. 
Matthew 14: 22-33                                                                      August 10, 2014 
                                              Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    The first followers of Jesus were not called “Christians” – a designation which 
would come later, and was at first muttered in derogatory tones. Instead these 
earlier followers were called “People of THE WAY.’ 
    Of course there were those of the status quo who would have liked nothing 
better than to have them stomped out. The theology of ‘these people of The Way’ 
was an affront to the Jews; their rather ‘secret gatherings’ were a political 
concern to the Romans who were worried about insurrections; and all the other 
pagan cults wondered how the religious world could bear one more new faith. 
    Who can blame these ‘status quo folks’ for their objections? It was one thing 
for Jesus to say and do such counter-cultural and outlandish things; but it was 
another thing to have these – “ignorant and unlearned people” as one Roman 
official wrote of them – to have folks like these continuing this Jesus tradition. 
 They proclaimed that Jesus was promoting a new kind of ‘kingdom,’ and they had 
now been authorized to do the same thing in his name. Furthermore, they would 
rather die than to recant what they knew to be true: Jesus had been raised from 
the dead!  
    The world has shifted on its axis and these people said that God has sent them 
to tell the world the good news. Such fanaticism and unbalanced devotion among 
such ignorant and common people – well, something had to be done….. it had to 
be stopped! 
    In all of the Gospels, the Son of God begins his work in the world by calling a 
group of twelve rather mediocre people to drop what they were doing and to do 
what he wants them to do. Something about Jesus made him choose, from the 
very first, not to save the world by himself. He wouldn’t be God alone. Seemingly 
uninterested in the experience, gifts, character, or skills of his disciples, something 
propelled Christ to choose some commonplace people. As the Apostle Paul says - 
perhaps thinking of his own calling on the Damascus road - Christ chose what is 
rather unexceptional to confound the world – ‘what is foolish and weak’ were his 
exact words. Jesus chose these twelve not because they were open and receptive 
to his teaching, not because he enjoyed hanging out with them; he chose them 
because – as we discussed last week – he wanted to lay an assignment on them. 
He lovingly invited them to “Come unto me,” so he could then order them to “Go 
into all the world!” 
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    Almost never did he invite them to settle in, settle down, and find peace and 
balance; everything was subordinated to the mission. As Mark’s Gospel so clearly 
states, he chose the twelve “to be with him, and to be sent out to proclaim the 
message.” 
    We recall that Matthew’s gospel - right after the birth narrative and Jesus’ 
baptism - turns to Jesus walking along the road, seeing some fishermen, and 
calling out, “Follow me!” They drop their nets and stumble after him. Matthew 
tells us nothing about the inner feelings, doubts, questions or beliefs in the hearts 
and minds of those first disciples. All the action is OUTSIDE of them. All of this 
takes place at Jesus’ initiative. The account of the calling of the disciples is not 
about who they are, but about who they become once they met Jesus - once he 
enlists them in his work. 
    Jesus still enlists some rather unexceptional folk to a much larger project than 
their own lives. He sweeps us up into a pageant otherwise known as the Kingdom 
of God. Without this summons, this address, our lives are bound to seem small 
and without consequence – which Christians believe our lives would be … without 
Jesus. He makes our lives mean more than they could have on our own. 
    I have all of this on my mind because for today’s passage from Matthew’s 
chapter 14. Jesus commands his disciples to venture forth on a boat trip in the 
middle of the night without him. A storm arises which evokes fear in them; then 
they are astounded to see Jesus walking toward them on the waves. At first they 
think Jesus is a “ghost.” But Peter, the lead disciple - who up to this point had not 
shown much leadership - calls out to him, “Lord, IF it is you command me to come 
to you on the water.” 
    That’s an interesting statement, isn’t it? “Lord, I’ll know it’s you … IF you 
COMMAND me to do something, ridiculous, outrageous and surprising!” It kind of 
sounds like Peter has Jesus sized up as being some kind of outrageous miracle - 
worker. And notice, Peter isn’t getting out of the boat by his own volition – he 
wants a command, as if to protect himself in case he fails by being able to say, 
“See, it’s not my fault; you told me to venture forth….”  Yet, Jesus does exactly as 
Peter asks. But then, that is precisely how Peter got to be a disciple in the first 
place – Jesus called him to venture forth saying, “Follow me.” So the president 
had already been set – an outrageously loving, inviting Savior, has also been an 
outrageously demanding one.  
    When we look at the job description for the disciples of Jesus, we begin to 
understand why so few came to him. Instead, he came to them, just as he did to 
his disciples that night on the sea. Jesus didn’t wait for people to feel the need for 
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something better in their lives; he intruded into their lives, turning them upside 
down.  
    So if you are listening to this sermon hoping that what is being said will help 
you theologically to climb up to Jesus, or historically to think back toward him; or 
intellectually go forward – well, forget it. It’s an axiom of Christian theology that 
our efforts to get to God invariably lead to just another idol – a “god” of our own 
sweet concoction, the “god” we thought we deserved rather than the God we 
actually have, a “god” who is easier on us than the one who looks at us, and 
despite our faults, says, “Follow me.” 
    Jesus is not here for us to get what we want out of God, but rather Jesus is 
God’s means of getting what God wants out of us. Jesus is not simply the most 
effective way whereby we climb up to God; Jesus is God’s self-appointed means 
of getting down to us. Jesus is God Almighty, specific, definite and standing next 
to us – a frightening thought perhaps for modern folk who prefer a God more 
vague than Jesus. Really now, if we were dreaming up a useful god to fulfill our 
every wish and run our every errand, would we have dreamed up a Jesus?  I 
doubt it! 
    Perhaps that is why few people went to Jesus, and he went to them. Jesus 
seldom said, “Love me,” and never said, “Agree with me.” Rather, he most 
frequently commanded simply, “Follow me.” And not too long after he said, 
“Follow me,” as soon as we got to know what he expected, he said, “Don’t be 
afraid.” What does that tell us about the Way he invites us to walk? 
    It’s a fearful thing for someone like Paul, Peter, or you or me to be called by 
Jesus – not only because Jesus is often demanding and difficult, but also because 
he places such great faith in his followers. To follow him is to serve him and to 
serve him is to be sent out to do what he does – sharing ‘good news’ by word and 
action. 
    Jesus refuses to reign alone. He enlists commonplace women and men to work 
with him and for him, to be his body, commissioned to be the only glimpse of 
Jesus most people will ever see. We are to be a visible, bodily sign of what he can 
do and is doing in the world to set things right. “God is making an appeal to the 
world through us,” says Paul. We are to be God’s living sermon. We are God’s 
loving invitation to the world to “join up,” - to not just join another human 
organization, but also to be joined with Christ. 
    Some historians believe that Christianity triumphed because Jesus, God 
incarnate, gave birth to an organization that astounded the world with its acts of 
charity in his name. In the first centuries of the Christian era, when at least two 
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plagues decimated the Roman population and rich people and their priests fled 
the city, the Christians stayed and cared for the sufferers, no matter who they 
were. So by their witness, in just a century or so, this small sect became the 
dominant faith of the Roman Empire. These “people of THE WAY” put into 
practice a story and an ethic that was a rebuke and an alternative to the ways of 
the culture. But the world took note of Jesus by first noticing his followers. Jesus 
was first know and is perhaps still best known in the quality of lives that he is able 
to produce through his summons, “Follow me.” 
    After his resurrection, Jesus “presented himself alive to them by many 
convincing proofs, appearing to them for forty days and speaking about the 
Kingdom of God,” so says the Book of Acts. Then the very last thing he says to 
them is, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth.” 
    You may recall that on the Sunday after his crucifixion a couple of disciples 
were trudging from Jerusalem to Emmaus when a stranger joined them on the 
road. The stranger talks with them and discusses scripture with them until they 
arrive in Emmaus. The disciples invite the stranger to stay and eat with them and 
… well, you remember the rest. When this stranger takes the bread, blesses it and 
gives it to them, their eyes are opened and they see that the stranger is no other 
than the risen Jesus. Thus the Jesus movement into the world hasn’t ended; it’s 
begun. 
    In a way, this account is also a definition as to who a Christian is to be. A 
Christian is someone who has been surprised by Jesus, who commands and 
demands that commonplace people engage in some outrageously extraordinary 
activity for the kingdom. The risen Christ loves surprises. We’re just walking along 
minding our own business, when suddenly Jesus shows up, joins our table, talks 
to us, opens the scripture to us, and to our amazement – Jesus has invited himself 
into our lives. When that happens, brace yourself – there’s a good chance that 
he’s going to assign you an outrageous job. 
    To be a Jesus follower is more than something that we chose or decided for 
ourselves – the conventional way that we modern people think that we are 
leading our lives. If we follow Jesus down his narrow way it’s primarily because he 
invited us to walk with him. We got adopted. We got called to get out of the boat 
and walk upon the sea of uncertainty toward him and with him. And should we 
panic, he is always there with an outreached hand. As Jesus told his disciples, 
“You didn’t choose me; I chose you and appointed you that you should bear fruit 
in my name.” 
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    Yes, I identify with you … Jesus should have called and chosen someone else to 
“go and bear food fruit.” Yes, we all have our limitations. Yet by God’s grace, and 
by the accounts and actions we know of Jesus, we know what God is doing. So we 
can believe that God knows what God is doing in calling someone like us to 
witness for the kingdom. Sure, the shoes are too big for us to fill; sure we have 
our doubts, fears and reservations. But apparently Jesus can work with that; as he 
has done ever since the calling of those first disciples. Apparently, the 
composition of the citizenry of the kingdom is the prerogative of the King. 
    Jesus dared to offer himself as a model for his followers. Jesus’ people – we 
‘People of the Way’ dare to attempt to imitate him. Rather than lower the bar to 
the level where almost anybody could succeed as a disciple, he raised the bar so 
high that no one could succeed without a lot of divine assistance, so as to keep us 
dependent on him, as the one who leads. Jesus really cranked things up so that 
according to him adultery was redefined as lust, and theft of another’s stuff was 
redefined as even coveting or wanting another person’s stuff. He set the bar so 
high that, since Jesus, nobody could ever say, “the the point of religion is trying to 
live a good, moral life.” His ethics rendered everybody a sinner, even as he 
promised that everybody could be forgiven. 
     So it is today that we see poor, undependable, brash, fearful, hot and cold, 
believing then denying Peter – commanded by Jesus to leave the safety of the 
boat to venture forth on a perilous sea in the middle of the dark night. It was 
Peter of all people … Peter who was called out on a surprising venture as Jesus 
reaches out to take his hand. Perhaps we are to take this as an image of how 
Jesus wants to treat us as … his rather unexceptional disciples.    Amen.    
 
  
 
  
 
 
  


