
Matthew 14:22-33- Do not take your eyes off of Jesus 

 

So the main point of this account from Matthew is…. I can think of a couple of options here: 

When you’re out in a boat, be sure to wear your life preserver. / Don’t try to walk on water 

unless you’re the Son of God. / Or, probably more likely for serious consideration, Do not take 

your eyes off of Jesus. See what happened when Peter took his eyes off the One who was keeping 

him above the surface and focused instead on the wind? He sunk like a bag of bricks! So when 

you’re overwhelmed by more than you can handle, don’t doubt. Believe! Have faith and you’ll 

be okay! 

Did I get it right? That fills in those blanks in today’s bulletin under the sermon theme right? So 

it works! Short sermon today.  

But is that really everything our Lord is trying to tell us this morning in this section from 

Matthew’s Gospel? Look at this story and the sequence of events surrounding it.  

Peter didn’t have any reason to doubt. Remember what happened just before this in last week’s 

Gospel? Jesus and his disciples were tired and looking for a place to rest, when they ran into a 

group of over 5000 people who wouldn’t leave them alone! And what did Jesus do? “He had 

compassion on them.” He taught them, he healed their sick, and he fed them, all 5000+ with a 

couple scraps from a boy’s lunch. We were there last Sunday, so was Peter.   

Now we continue that episode with the sun going down, the crowds going home, and Jesus 

sending off his disciples ahead of him in the boat so that he can finally get his time alone to pray. 

But then the wind starts to pick up. Now this wasn’t like the storm a few chapters earlier in 

Matthew where Jesus was with his disciples in the boat and the waves were crashing over the 

sides and they were sure they were going to drown.  

No, it isn’t the weather that scares them on this night; Jesus does! And I think we would be 

scared too. Just imagine this scene. You’re in a boat out on the water at nightfall, maybe the fog 

is beginning to come in, the steam is rising off the water, and it’s then that you spot this figure 

walking across the water toward  you.  

It’s easy to understand why the disciples were terrified. “It’s a ghost, they said, and then these 

grown men, seasoned fishermen, cried out in fear.” You can see the scene here. But I’m not sure 

if we can blame this misidentification on their faith. It was more of a matter of nighttime 

visibility, or lack thereof. But notice how the purpose of everything Jesus does is to calm their 

fear. Immediately he says, “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” And when Peter asks for a 

closer look, Jesus doesn’t deny him. “Come!” He says.  

In the not-too-distant past Peter had personally witnessed Jesus calm a storm, heal the sick, and 

raise the dead. In the past twelve hours he had seen Jesus postpone his day off, heal even more 

sick, feed the hungry, walk on water, and now Peter gets to feel the water firm up under his own 

feet too. Wouldn’t you think that by now, Peter would sense a bit of a pattern here and come to 

the conclusion, “I can trust this guy. If he says, Come, he’s not going to let me down?” But all it 

takes is a gust of wind for his doubt to throw all that away and down he sinks like a rock.   

So if we were to cut the text off right there, we could accurately title this sermon, “Do not take 

your eyes off of Jesus” Are you up to your shoulders in debt? Does guilt have a chokehold on 

you? Is your family self-destructing? Well, it’s up to you: you can believe or you can sink. 

We’ve all got to do a better job of believing! Amen!  



The problem with approaching this text that way is the fact that this night didn’t end with “you-

of-little-faith Peter” swimming with the fishes on the bottom of the Sea of Galilee. There are 

three more verses here. This passage isn’t just about Christians who doubt and need more faith. 

It’s about Jesus and how he deals with Christians who doubt and need more faith.  

I can imagine Peter thrashing in the water with waves splashing into his eyes and mouth. And in 

more a cry of desperation than faith he says, “Lord, save me.” 

And then the sequence of events which follows that desperate cry is important. Notice that Jesus 

didn’t crouch down while Peter was still treading water and say, “You of little faith. Why did 

you doubt? Why don’t you try trusting a little more? Maybe then I’ll help you.” No look at verse 

31. Immediately—before there was time for Peter even to think about why he doubted—

“immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him.”  

And here’s the larger sequence of events: Over a period of months and years Jesus shows and 

tells Peter 100 times that he can trust him. Then, once again— at least twice in twelve hours—

Peter fails to trust him. So what does Jesus do? Turn his back? No. He shows and tells him for 

the 101st time: “See, you can trust me.”  

So when he asks, Why did you doubt? it’s not with the tone, “You’d better not doubt me again 

or you’ll be sorry!” but rather, “There’s no need to doubt. I’m here for you. You can trust me.” 

I’ve heard and read many well-meaning preachers and authors, Sunday school lessons, get the 

point of this story so wrong. They unwittingly teach Christians to put their faith in their faith. 

You hear things like, “You’ve just got to believe. You’ve just gotta have faith. You just need to 

put your trust in Jesus and everything’s going to be okay.” As if Jesus does 99% of the work and 

a solid faith is the 1% we need to contribute to fill in the gap. As a result of this attitude, it’s not 

uncommon to hear people making Christianity more about their faith than about Christ. I know 

you’ve heard some of these things: “I never would have made it through without my faith.” Or, 

“My faith is what kept me going.” I don’t mean to belittle the importance of faith at all this 

morning Christians, but just to clarify its role: Your faith doesn’t wash away your sin. Your faith 

doesn’t carry you through difficult times. Your faith doesn’t save you. Jesus does.  

To some that may sound like a distinction without a difference, but it makes all the difference 

when you’re doubting. When your family has crumbled to the point that your spouse will no 

longer talk to you, when no matter kind of treatment you receive at the hospital, your illness just 

keeps getting worse, and on a scale of one to ten your spiritual strength is at a negative two, to 

hear “You’ve just got to believe?”—It calls for something that you don’t have the strength to 

give. When you’ve messed up so badly and it’s no one’s fault but your own, and there’s nothing 

you can do to change it and you’re pretty sure God won’t forgive you, to hear “You just need to 

put your trust in Jesus”—“Well, at that point you’re probably thinking to yourself, “why would 

he ever help me?”  

You see how our eyes, even our eyes of faith, work sometimes. It’s a human weakness: 

Wherever faith clings to the promises of God, doubt is always right there lingering in the back of 

our mind, constantly asking the serpant’s question, “Did God really say?” Whether we like to 

admit it or not, our eyes are constantly caught navel gazing rather than staying fixed on the one 

who can help. That’s what makes Jesus’ eyes different than ours.  

Think of a three-year-old who’s so proud of sleeping in her own bed at night. But then comes a 

thunderstorm and she races to her mother’s side of the bed in fear. What does her mom say? 



“How many times do I have to tell you that lightning can’t hit you when you’re in your bed? 

You’ve got to trust me, girl!” No. She picks her daughter up and holds her close and gently 

whispers, “it’s ok, I’ve got you. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” And you know 

what that three-year-old does? She holds onto her mother just as tight, trusting; not because her 

mother told her she had to, but because she knows her mother won’t let her down.  

That’s how Jesus works. When Peter was dripping wet back in the boat, can you imagine him 

saying, “I never would have made it if it weren’t for my faith!?” No, it was Jesus who saved 

him, even when his faith was overwhelmed with doubt. Jesus didn’t save him because he 

believed. It was the other way around! He believed and he worshiped and said, “Truly you are 

the Son of God,” because Jesus saved him.  

In the same way, when a Christian family is crumbling and their faith is shriveling, what they 

need to heal isn’t a lecture on having a stronger faith. What they need is Jesus. To hear again of 

his love for marriage and family. How he’s faithful even when no one else is and loves even 

when no one else does. And since he does that for them, they can do that for each other. The 

Christian who’s faith is teetering after being hit by one illness after the next, what she needs is 

Jesus. To hear Jesus say, “Never will I leave you, never will I forsake you.” To hear him say, 

“Dear daughter, my plans are not to harm you, but to give you hope and a future, to keep you 

focused on the life to come.” And the Christian who can’t forgive himself, what he needs is 

Jesus. To see how Jesus reached out and rescued a man who thought that some wind was 

stronger than the Son of God. To hear what God said to King David after he stole a woman and 

killed her husband, “The Lord has taken away your sin.” To see how John the Baptist pointed at 

Jesus and shouted, “Look! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” and then 

how Jesus went and died on a cross to do just that for a world of people who didn’t believe in 

him.  

Can you see yourself in Peter? You believe! You really do! But you also doubt! You really do 

that too! Sometimes your faith is way up here but there are also moments when it’s way down 

here. So look at Peter today and see how Jesus deals with Christians just like us. Our lack of faith 

is no match for his faithfulness. He reaches out and saves the weak, the guilty, the sad, the 

overwhelmed, and the doubting and he shows and he tells us in his Word all over again our 

whole lives long for as long as we keep listening, “Oh, you of little faith. There’s absolutely no 

reason to doubt. I forgive you. I love you. I’ll never leave. You’re safe.” And as a result of his 

repeated showing and telling, we believe.  

So don’t take your eyes off of Jesus, yes that’s true. But what this account is telling us far more 

is this: Jesus won’t take his eyes off of you. He’s helping you every time he speaks to you from 

his Word and reminds you what he’s done and what he does. It’s in that word that he reaches out 

his hand to catch you so that you’re not left navel-gazing and putting your faith in your faith, but 

putting your faith in your unfailing Lord.  

And when you do that, at the end of your exhausted life on this earth, you’ll be able to say, “I 

never would have made it through without my Jesus. I doubted. I stumbled. I fell. I turned away. 

But he didn’t. He never took his eyes off me. He graciously brought me back to his Word and his 

sacraments and held onto me, and that’s the only reason I held onto him.” May we all say that. 

Amen



 


