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“When they got into the boat, the wind ceased.”!!
Firewalking in Fiji takes places in the midst of a religious ceremony that is used to bring young 
men to full manhood and mature their spirits. Firewalking at Otago University takes place when a 
psychology professor shows students how by focussing the mind elsewhere and not concentrating 
on what they are doing. One is a matter of faith, the other is a demonstration of the mechanics of 
the exercise. Now is Jesus and Peter walking on water like that, that once the mechanics are 
known, you and I could walk on water too?!!
We know the story so well that we can probably tell it with our eyes shut, and probably shutting 
our eyes brings the pictures from Sunday School days to the fore front, of Peter clambering over 
the side of the boat, and all the time we were suspending our common sense, so swept up in this 
scene were we. There are a number of responses to this story which were common some years 
back. Some accepted the story as is, because if Jesus was the Son of God, he could do anything. 
Others said straight out it was a pious legend, while others saw it as a displaced resurrection 
account similar to that in John 21. Some tried to translate “on the sea” as “by the sea”, while more 
recently Barbara Thiering, had a water level causeway that Jesus was walking on to explain the 
miracle away.  So the debate has continued. To add to it, we must also recognise that there are 
other stories from the Mediterranean about  people walking on water, and from the life of 
Buddha. What do we do with them? Say, only Jesus, or all of them or none of them, or do we 
recognise that the stories might be there for a different purpose altogether.!!
I suspect that it is the latter. One reason is that all the three, Matthew, Mark and John, do not 
refer to this as a miracle, or a sign, or a mighty act of power, which they usually use to designate a 
miraculous happening. It is one of a group of four stories which have miraculous elements in but 
which only the disciples see or experience with Jesus. The fact that it is a story involving insiders 
could mean that the meaning of the story is for insiders, that’s the first thing. You see, miracle or 
not, our question is still, what is the story doing there - for Matthew’s readers, and for us. Did you 
know Luke misses out the story altogether, and Mark and John don’t have the story about Peter. 
That’s interesting for a start. We know that Mark and Matthew’s communities were experiencing 
persecution, and John’s was being marginalised, not persecuted, just pushed out on to the edges of 
things, whereas Luke was writing to a middle class gentile community that was in a comfortable 
situation compared to the others. So this could have something to do with that dynamic.!!
In each of the three accounts Jesus has to send the disciples across the lake. They didn’t want to 
go without him, but he compelled them to go while he dismissed the crowd. Then he withdrew to 
the hills by himself to pray. Later that night, the disciples run into trouble with a storm which 
they are driving straight into. During the fourth watch, which is between 3 and 6 in the morning, 
they see Jesus walking on the sea. A clue here in the writing is that Matthew uses the word that 
has overtones of insight, or perceiving, or spiritual seeing, rather than the word that simply means 
to see something. They were terrified and said “It is an apparition, a phantasm.” As if to prove it is 
not, Jesus said “Be courageous; it is I. Do not be afraid.”!!
What have we got here then. Jesus has to compel the disciples to go and do something they have 
to do alone. It is like a picture of the church community in Matthew’s day. There comes a point in 
time when ready or not, whether you want to or not, you have to cast out into your mission. We 
mistranslate the next bit when we say “ghost”. A ghost is the spirit of a dead person, a 
disembodied soul, and that certainly isn’t meant here. The word phantasm points to the idea that 



the disciples only think Jesus is there, but he really isn’t. It is a pointer to the nature of the story 
itself, of how to interpret it. It may seem that Jesus is only appearing to be with you in your 
persecution, but in actual fact he really is there. It is he who calls us to be of good heart, not some 
idea.!!
Then we turn to the story of Peter. It is only in Matthew that it occurs, though its overall nature 
is similar to how Peter is rehabilitated by John after the betrayal and crucifixion. Here that 
happens beforehand. Peter answers Jesus words with some interesting language. The standard 
translation is “Lord, if it really is you…” The Greek actually says “Lord, if you you are…” Now , I 
think if Matthew had wanted to have the first he would not have put in the second person 
singular there but some other construction which would emphasise the doubt that is supposed to 
be there. Peter goes on to say “bid me come to you on the water.” The word “bid” is not strong 
enough. It actually has the force of “compel”. The only other two people who use the word in 
Matthew are Herod Antipas and Pilate, and they both use it in the ordering of death. They have 
the power to compel men to their death by their word, and both are backed up by the power of 
Imperial Rome and the Lord Caesar. So, my reading is something like this. Peter says “Lord, if 
Lord you are, compel me to come to you.” If you have the power of life and death, then exercise it 
on me. The thing is he puts a silly request in front of Jesus, and there is a certain comedy in what 
follows. Ask me to walk on water, he says, and that is exactly what Jesus does.!!
Now I get into trouble with the next bit. The scene, four o’clock in the morning, in the middle of 
a lake, in the midst of a storm, Peter gets out of the boat and starts walking towards Jesus. But 
then he saw, not the waves, but the wind, and was afraid. Who here has seen the wind? I asked 
about this at Presbytery and people tried suggesting Peter saw the effects of the wind, but that is 
not what Matthew wrote, and he is the sort of writer who was happy to spell out what Mark 
meant when it suited him, but then here we have no other clues. What does the wind represent 
then? Perhaps it is best fitted to an intuition. Given the trouble the church community is in, it 
appears that the trouble is coming from the waves, which represent those doing the persecution 
or such like. Peter sees the wind, the force behind the waves, and in picture form sees the power 
of the Empire behind the authorities and the crowds who are causing such trouble for the 
community. It certainly fits the location of Syria and Antioch at the time that has been worked 
out as being in the seventies of the first century, and of what we know that community 
experienced during those years.!!
Jesus supports Peter and together they get into the boat and at once the wind dies down. There is 
the reference to Peter’s lack of faith which points to Matthew’s acknowledgement of his 
rehabilitation within the Christian community. He had lack of faith, but now.  There is no 
command of Jesus’ to the wind in this story. It points to the need for the disciples to overcome 
their terror and fear that arises when they are separated from Jesus in the midst of trouble. The 
story finishes with yet another confession which links the whole together. “Truly you are the Son 
of God” Another of Caesar’s titles is given to Jesus. Once again the community is challenged as to 
which “Son of God” they will follow, the one behind the dashing waves, or the one who controls 
the wind, and brings peace and eases fear.!!
The thrust of all this is to reassure the community that while they may think Jesus is absent, that 
while they have been sent by Jesus on their mission which takes them into direct conflict with the 
forces of synagogue, temple and empire around them, Jesus is really there for them. So it is with 
us today. As the body of Christ, as the boat of the community of faith, we are also called into 
mission in the world by Jesus. As we falter in the face of opposition, and flounder under the 
weight of criticism,we too can look out and fix our sight, our insight on the Jesus who revealed to 
us the very nature of God, the God of justice and compassion. In that way, we will find ourselves 
at peace in the Lord, and with faith strengthened and doubt eased continue in the world as the 
body of Christ bringing that same justice and compassion.


