
4th Sunday after the Epiphany (B) 
February 1, 2015 
Matthew 14:22-33 
“The Worst Five Letter Word in the World” 

Grace, mercy, and peace be unto you all in the name of God our Father and our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. he text that engages us this morning as we continue the sermon series “The Worst 
Words in the World” is the Gospel lesson as was previously read from Matthew chapter 14. 

My dear friends in Christ Jesus, 

   I have here the February 2011 edition of “Reader’s Digest.” An article this month 

caught my eye right away: “How to Succeed at Life.” Oh boy. I couldn’t WAIT to 

read that one. In summation, if you want to succeed at life, Harvard Business 

experts advise the following: use your resources wisely, create a family culture, 

avoid “just this once” undisciplined decisions, remember to be humble, and finally, 

choose an appropriate level of achievement. Wow. So what does that mean? Does it 

mean that if I can’t do that, have I failed at life? Huh. Sounds like our old, nagging 

friend “doubt” creeping in.  

   Today we continue this sermon series that I am calling “the Worst Words in the 

World.” Thus far we have looked at if, why, sin, and wait. Today, using Matthew 

14, we will look at what I consider the worst five letter word in the world, and 

that’s the word “doubt.” 

    We’ve all seen illustrations from Matthew 14:22-33 in countless Sunday School 

materials. Jesus is standing in a white robe near the boat filled with terrified 

disciples. And then there's Peter. We can see him with outstretched hands, but is up 

to his knees or his waist in the water as he begins to sink.  
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   In addition to seeing all those pictures, I am sure that you have heard countless 

sermons on this text that have allegorized this event and compared it to modern life. 

The point of those allegories was that if you don’t want to fail, or feel like you’re 

failing, then keep your eyes on Jesus during the storms of life and you won't sink, 

but you will overcome. Nothing bad can happen to you as long as you look to 

Jesus. Well, that may sound pious, good and very meaningful, but if that is all a 

person comes away with from Matthew 14:22-33, they have missed the whole 

point. This episode is not about Sunday School pictures or clever allegories…this is 

a text about recognizing and confessing that Jesus Christ is the Son of God even 

when we doubt, and what difference that confession makes in our lives. 

   Allow me to re-visit the details. In Matthew's Gospel this episode occurs right 

after Jesus has fed the crowd of 5000 with 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish. Jesus sends 

the disciples to the other side of the lake via a boat. While the disciples are afloat, 

Jesus goes off to pray. While they are separated, a wind pushes the disciples out 

into the lake. By themselves, scared, in the dark, and probably tired, the disciples 

are on edge. When they see a figure on the water somewhere between 3 and 6 in the 

morning, doubt sets in and they panic.  

   In most Steven King novels and almost all scary movies the ghosts or monsters 

that cause fear and panic appear and disappear again giving the victim only a 

glimpse time and again to increase their fear. But Jesus doesn't work like that. Jesus 

immediately (verse 27) identifies Himself and spoke to them, “take courage; it is I. 
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Don't be afraid.” Then we have the events between Peter and Jesus. Once Peter is 

back safe and sound in the boat, the disciples confessed who Jesus is and they 

worshipped Him. 

   So often the temptation is to focus too much on the episode of Peter and Jesus on 

the water. This text has so much more to say.  This lesson speaks to the identity of 

Jesus and the effect that has on the disciples - disciples who go from wavering on 

the waves of fear and doubt to confession to worship in a boat. 

   Peter and the disciples were on the waves, and in Peter's case, he was quite 

literally among the waves. But in a figurative sense they were all “on the waves.” 

Anyone who has ever been in a boat on rough water knows the feelings: fright, 

uncertainty, doubt. Now, do not forget what the disciples had experienced before 

this. They had been there when Jesus fed the 5000; in fact, they were directly 

involved with that miracle. They had seen Jesus heal, they had heard Jesus preach 

and teach. And yet when the wind came up and the waves rose, they doubted; they 

were scared for their own lives. 

   Hey...don’t kid yourself. Doubt is a powerful tool. It always has been and always 

will be Satan’s greatest weapon against God’s people. It worked on Adam and Eve 

(Gen. 3:1-7). It works on your own heart today.   Doubt says to you “there won’t be 

any resolution to that situation anytime soon.” “You don’t fit in...you know that, 

right?” “Look at the way the cost of everything is rising. You don’t have enough 
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money.” Satan stabs at your heart  and mind with doubt until you also end up 

thinking and believing the devil’s favorite mantra: “did God really say?” 

  It is natural to doubt God’s provision and have a lack of trust, but look where you 

are today!  Even in their doubt, the disciples were led to worship. And their worship 

doesn't mean they sang a hymn and took an offering! Their worship, right there in 

the boat, was to fall down on their faces; they knelt and bowed low before Jesus. 

And why not? This is the appropriate reaction when you stand before God 

Almighty. 

   So how does this relate to us? Well, we are remarkably similar to the disciples in 

our own position and life progression. Martin Luther once said that Christians exist 

as simul justus et peccator in Latin or "simultaneously saint and sinner." We live 

each day in that tension that we desire to worship and confess the great Triune God, 

but we also must deal with our own sin and live in a sinful state that turns its back 

on God because of our inherent doubt and lack of trust.  

   Because sin is an ever-present reality in this life, we know what it feels like to be 

out there “on the waves;” what it feels like to get pushed and rolled around and feel 

the waves crash and feel very afraid and alone. This is why an allegorical approach 

to this text is dangerous. Just because we keep our eyes on Jesus doesn't mean that 

we'll always be all right. You may be the most convicted Christian there is with 

eyes set firmly on Christ, but that will not keep the financial problems away. That 

will not keep the cancer from spreading. That will not end the abuse and addictions 
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in and among your family. That will not keep the fear and doubt away. To think that 

because you have faith in Jesus then nothing bad will ever happen is called a 

"theology of glory" and it's incorrect. Instead, as Lutherans, we confess a Theology 

of the Cross. Everything is all right for us in a very real sense because of Jesus and 

what He did for us on the cross. Faith doesn't keep away the sin and doubt and 

problems; faith gives you the strength to persevere by the help of God the Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit. Doubt says “No,” but faith says “I can do everything through 

Him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:13, NIV).  

   Our resulting confession is the disciple's confession. We too know that Jesus 

Christ is the Son of God. We know that because it has been revealed to us. It has 

been revealed through the Word of God. It is revealed to us in the waters of 

Baptism. It is revealed to us in Christ's presence in Holy Communion. There are no 

doubts found in these blessed Sacraments. Our God is a God who reveals Himself 

to us through His means and reveals what he has done for us.  

   I didn’t go to Harvard. I have a hard enough time reading and understanding 

Reader’s Digest. Yet I can still proclaim to you that, by faith, you are ALREADY 

successful. Your God comes to you amid the doubt, the troubles and trials of life 

and says to each and every one of you, “Take courage! It is I. Don't be afraid.” 

    Amen.
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