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22 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, while he 
dismissed the crowds. 23And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to 
pray. When evening came, he was there alone, 24but by this time the boat, battered by the waves, was 
far from the land, for the wind was against them. 25And early in the morning he came walking towards 
them on the lake. 26But when the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified, saying, ‘It 
is a ghost!’ And they cried out in fear. 27But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, ‘Take heart, it 
is I; do not be afraid.’ 
28 Peter answered him, ‘Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.’ 29He said, 
‘Come.’ So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came towards Jesus. 30But when 
he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, ‘Lord, save me!’ 
31Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, ‘You of little faith, why did 
you doubt?’ 32When they got into the boat, the wind ceased. 33And those in the boat worshipped him, 
saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God.’ 

34 When they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret. 35After the people of that place 
recognized him, they sent word throughout the region and brought all who were sick to him, 36and 
begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed. 

 

 
Probably like many of you, I’ve been watching The Last Dance – the ten-part Michael 

Jordan documentary that has been airing on ESPN. If you haven’t seen it, The Last 

Dance is highlighting the 1997-1998 season of the Chicago Bulls and their run to the 

NBA Finals. However, as it moves through that season, it tells the story of Michael 

Jordan – his childhood, his college career, his shoe endorsements, his competitiveness, 

his drive to win, and all the things that go with that. 

Watching this documentary has reminded me how much I loved watching Jordan 

play. He remains my favorite NBA player, with Dirk Nowitzki a very close second. 

And, what The Last Dance has done is remind me again that he is the greatest player of 
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all time. Yes, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Bill Russell, Larry Bird, Magic Johnson, Kobe 

Bryant, and LeBron James are all great players. Several of them even surpass Jordan in 

some statistical categories. But none of them had in total what Jordan had. He could 

do it all - scoring, passing, steals, defense, durability, passion, leadership, will to 

win…and at an exceedingly high level. As such, kids everywhere wanted to be just like 

him. 

Earlier this week, Gatorade remade their 1992 Be Like Mike commercial with Zion 

Williamson, Jayson Tatum, and Elena Delle Donne. The commercial features these 

basketball stars of today emulating some of Jordan’s moves. Yet, while this commercial 

features new faces, the lyrics are the same: 

 
Sometimes I dream, that he is me 

You've got to see that's how I dream to be 
I dream I move, I dream I groove 

Like Mike…if I could Be Like Mike 
 

Again I try, just need to fly 
For just one day if I could be that way 

I dream I move, I dream I groove 
Like Mike…if I could Be Like Mike 

 
I wanna be, I wanna be 

Like Mike 
Oh, if I could Be Like Mike 

 
Everybody wanted, and perhaps still wants, to be like Michael Jordan. He could 

seemingly do what no one else could. 

In a 1988 column for the New York Times, Ira Berkow used the analogy that is 

reserved for the best. He wrote: 

No one claims to have seen Michael Jordan walk on water, though some basketball fans are 
convinced he could if he put his mind to it.i 
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He could walk on water if he wanted to. What Berkow and others who use this 

analogy suggest is that Michael Jordan could do the miraculous. He could consistently 

score, defend, and hit game-winning shots in astonishing, unbelievable, superhuman 

ways. The same analogy has likely been used to describe Mike Trout’s baseball abilities, 

Lionel Messi’s dribbling of the soccer ball, Mike Tyson’s streak of rapid knockouts, 

Serena Williams’ forehand serve, and Simone Biles’ complex floor routines. And here 

on Mother’s Day, we may have used the “she could walk on water” phrase in reference 

to our moms, wives, and the other mothers in our lives. 

But to use the phrase “walk on water” with Michael Jordan, Mike Trout, your mom, 

or anyone else inadvertently changes our scripture lesson. It changes the power of the 

miracle and the ability of the one performing it. 

Today is week four in our series, Are You Ready For a Miracle? For the last few weeks, 

we’ve been looking at the miracles of Jesus and asking what they reveal to us 2000 

years later. It was the Apostle Paul who in his letter to the Romans stated that Jesus’ 

ministry came in word and deed (15:18). The words were his teachings. The deeds 

were his miracles. And this phrase – word and deed – is critical to remember. For 

without the miracles, there would be only preaching. Without the miracles, perhaps, 

Jesus would have only been a good teacher. 

That’s why we are spending some time on a topic that we don’t quite know how to 

handle in the scientific, rationalistic world of today. Three weeks ago, we dug into how 

a blind man was given sight. Two weeks ago, we explored how a demon-possessed 

man was cured of his affliction. Last week, we analyzed the fact that a four-day-dead, 

stinky Lazarus was resuscitated and able to walk out of his tomb by Jesus’ command. 

But the scripture read for us a moment ago is different. The other miracle stories 

involved healing – the most common type of miracle. Today’s scripture is a nature 

miracle. 
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Graham Twelftree, the dean of the London School of Theology, suggests that 

nature miracles are very different from healing miracles. Chief among these differences 

is the fact that the disciples appear to be the only ones who know about them...at least 

initially. Of the 35 miracles of Jesus depicted in the Gospels, only nine of them belong 

to the category of nature miracles. These include: 

• Jesus turning water to wine (John 2:1-11) 
• Jesus feeding the 5,000 (Matt..14:15-21) 
• Jesus feeding the 4,000 (Matt 15.32-29) 
• The catch of fish when Simon Peter and the other disciples were called (Luke 

5:1-11) 
• The calming of the storm (Matt. 8:23-27) 
• The coin in the fish’s mouth (Matt. 17:26-27) 
• Jesus cursing a fig tree and causing it to wither (Matt 21:18-22) 
• The second catch of fish when the resurrected Jesus appears to his disciples 

along the shoreline (John 21:1-14) 
• Jesus walking on water – our scripture lesson for this morning. 

 
The nature miracle of walking on water is sandwiched between two other nature 

miracles – the feeding of the 5,000 and the feeding of the 4,000. Our scripture text 

opens just after the crowds – amazed by Jesus’ miraculous feeding – are gathering to 

make him their king by force. Sensing the frenzy of the crowd here on the east side of 

the Sea of Galilee (or Gennesaret as it is called in our scripture lesson), Jesus decides it 

is best to get the disciples out of there. He compels them to get in a boat and go on 

ahead of him to the west bank while he spends a little time on the mountain in prayer. 

Somewhat reluctantly, they agree, and they set off across the water. 

As I’ve shared before the Sea of Galilee is not that big – thirteen miles from north 

to south and eight miles at its widest point, east to west. It has a surface area of 41,000 

acres and is 141 ft. deep. Yet, in biblical times, no one knew quite how deep the Sea of 

Galilee was – it was deeper than they could measure. This caused some to believe that 
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it was “unfathomable” – endlessly deep, opening into the underworld.ii It represented 

the depth of all those things working to undo the faithful. 

As we know, the journey across the water was not uneventful. As the disciples made 

their way west, they encountered a stiff headwind – or better said, one of the sudden 

and frequent windstorms characteristic of the weather patterns for that region. The 

winds blew the boat on the water, tormenting it. They were tossed about from side to 

side. And given the ferocity of the wind and waves, landing the boat wasn’t an option. 

The risk of the boat being blown into rocks and battered on the shore was greater than 

the risk of being deluged by the surging waves. And so the disciples spent the better 

part of an anxious night navigating the waves. 

In the fourth watch of the night (between 3:00 and 6:00 am), Matthew tells us the 

disciples saw a figure approaching them on the water. The disciples may have been a 

little unsettled by the winds and waves, but it was this appearance that freaked them 

out. Given the popular thought that they were above an opening to the underworld, 

they likely believed that something had escaped from there and was coming to work 

them woe. Verse 26 records them crying out, “It is a ghost!” 

This is probably a natural reaction given that they were far from the land – too far 

away for someone to walk up to them. Literally, the Greek says they were “many stadia 

from the shore.” A stadia was an ancient Greek unit of length. It was roughly two 

football fields in length or approximately 1/8 of a mile. They were nowhere near the 

land. And just for the benefit of our modern minds that want to rationalize what’s 

about to happen, this little detail rebuts the rationalization that the disciples were 

confused and just saw Jesus walking on the shoreline. It also rebuts the claim that Jesus 

was just walking on stepping stones beneath the surface of the water, giving him the 

appearance of walking on water. Chances are, there weren’t enough stepping stones to 

get Jesus out to the middle of the Sea of Galilee. 
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Although terrified by the approaching figure, Jesus’ response apparently relieved 

their fear. “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” Hearing those words, they knew 

immediately who the figure on water was. And while we don’t know how the other 

disciples responded initially, we do know Peter’s reaction. Perhaps there, in the middle 

of a tumultuous sea, the crashing waves sounded like a soundtrack in his mind. 

“Sometimes I dream, that he is me.” Peter wanted to join Jesus on the water – in 

walking on water. At the Lord’s invitation, he stepped out on the water and took a few 

strides. But then he realized where he was and he began to sink. Crying out, “Lord, 

save me!” Jesus did just that. Jesus reached out his hand and caught Peter. 

Two things became abundantly clear in that moment. First, water-walking was 

reserved for God. The Old Testament books of Job, Psalms, Isaiah, and Habakkuk 

(Job 9:8, Ps. 77:19, Isa 43:16, 51:9-10, Hab. 3:15) all describe this as a power belonging 

to God alone. Peter’s sinking while Jesus walked confirmed for the disciples that Jesus 

was the Son of God. That’s part of what this nature miracle reveals. Jesus does what 

only God can do. 

This is where the suggestion that an athlete or other key figure can “walk on water” 

takes away from the power of this miracle. We use that phrase because we are amazed 

at how Michael Jordan unimaginably managed to make the ball go in the hoop. We are 

amazed at how our coworker completed a mammoth project in record time. We focus 

on the “how” – how they pulled it off. Unfortunately, that kind of thinking influences 

our thinking about this gospel story. The question of how humans perform miracles 

gets transposed to Christ’s miracles. We get caught up in how Jesus walked on water. 

We focus on how Jesus did the miracle instead of who Jesus is as God’s son. By doing 

so, we emphasize Jesus’ humanity and de-emphasize Jesus’ divinity.iii We overlook who 

Jesus is. 
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And that’s a critical misstep, because the second thing that became abundantly clear 

when Peter couldn’t walk on water is that Matthew wanted readers to see Jesus coming 

to his disciples in their hour of need. This is intended to be a picture of what Jesus still 

does in the lives of believers when we’re sailing through our own storms in the 

darkness.iv Jesus isn’t simply our guide or life coach; he’s our Savior, the One who does 

for us what we cannot…The Lord who walks atop the sea not only directs wind and 

wave but also death and life.v Jesus’s miracle of walking on water was not to “show 

off” who he is but to come to the aid of his threatened disciples. That is to say, while 

the story is indeed talking about who Jesus is, it emphasizes his function rather than his 

nature. As Messiah he is the one charged and empowered by God to shepherd and 

care for God’s people.vi 

And I think that is most evident when the storms of life whip up around us. It’s in 

the challenging times of life that we sense God’s presence most clearly. This isn’t 

necessarily the way it should be. And I’m certainly not saying that God only appears 

when we most need God. Rather, there is something about significant challenges and 

trials that clarify our priorities. There is something about serious ordeals of our lives 

that cut through the fog of everyday distractions that allow us to see God more 

clearly.vii 

The deep, the waters, the storm are all around you and me…and even within us. All 

sorts of things confront us with our mortality and our undoing. Maybe it’s terrorism 

and the uncertainty we have for our safety. Maybe it’s broken relationships and 

irreconcilable rifts between a mother and daughter. Maybe it’s despair and 

hopelessness. Maybe it’s war and violence and its toll on the fabric of our society. 

Maybe it’s the disease within us or the COVID-19 around us, slowly unmaking our 

bodies, destroying our health, our minds, slowing us down. For the disciples, it was in 
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a moment of extremity that they perceived most clearly who Jesus is.viii And the same 

can be true for us as well. We just have to focus on what we know. 

In the dark of night, the disciples, rocking back and forth on the waves, knew that 

Jesus had been left back on the beach. In the timeline of history, you and I today know 

that Jesus has been left back there nearly 2,000 years ago. In both cases, it is clearly 

impossible that he could come to us.ix But he did for the disciples, and he does for us. 

And, like Peter, our response should be to bravely dip our toes into the storms of life 

with the assurance that Jesus has us by the hand. 
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