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I know it is the middle of August, but try to imagine it is Christmas Day. You’ve been to 

church, you’ve had a splendid lunch and now you are sitting around the tree about to 

exchange presents. How do you feel? Are you excited at what you might receive? Or are 

you worried that the presents you have wrapped for other people might not be good 

enough? Can you receive a present or a compliment as a genuine gift or do you feel you 

must respond with something equivalent? Can you simply say ‘thank-you’ even if you don’t 

deserve it? 

 

Well, this question lies at the heart of St Paul’s message to the church in Rome. It lies at the 

heart of the gospel and it lies at the heart of our relationship with God. 

 

In our heads, we know that God loves us unconditionally; we know that Jesus came to earth 

to save us; we know that salvation is an unmerited gift that we can never deserve. And yet; 

and yet, we so often feel that we must do something; that we must try harder; that we must 

go further; that we must be braver, more courageous, more caring, more humble, more 

loving, more ‘anything’ – so that God will look kindly on us and give us his approval and his 

peace. 

 

Paul tells us that this is futile. Philip Yancey famously said: “There is nothing we can do to 

make God love us more. There is nothing we can do to make God love us less.” That is 

true, but somehow we don’t like it. Many of us would much prefer to do something, just as 

the disciples of Paul’s time did – so he says to the Romans don’t go searching for God as if 

by your efforts you will find him and that he will be pleased that you looked. No! Simply 

remember that Jesus came searching for you – for that is the real gift of Christmas. He has 

already found you and has never left you. All that is required to receive God’s salvation is to 

believe this simple truth, so: “If you declare with your mouth that ‘Jesus is Lord’ and believe 

in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” (v9) No ifs, no buts, no 

doing anything, except speaking and believing for: “Everyone who calls on the name of the 

Lord will be saved.” (v 13) 

 

But that seems so unfair! Philip Yancey agrees! He has written: “The critics are right: Grace 

is unfair.  We deserve God’s wrath and get God’s love, deserve punishment and get 

forgiveness.  We don’t get what we deserve.  Paul put it ironically, “The wages of sin is 

death, the gift of God is eternal life.”  We work hard for wages, which vanish at death; we 

do nothing to deserve grace, and get life eternal.  … It’s unfair that a human rights abuser 

like Saul gets forgiven, or a murderer/adulterer like King David, or a thief hanging on a cross 

who has a conversion just before death.  Yes, it’s unfair—gloriously unfair I would say.” 

(from http://philipyancey.com/q-and-a-topics/grace) But this is the reality of God. 

 

As we turn to the gospel passage for today, we’ll see that having a right relationship with 

God is always more important than right behaviour. 

 

http://philipyancey.com/q-and-a-topics/grace
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First, we learn something very important about Jesus and then about discipleship from the 

example of St Peter trying to walk on water. 

 

Our passage immediately follows the miracle of Jesus and the disciples feeding the 5000 with 

just five loaves and two fish. Everyone must have been amazed and delighted. Surely this 

Jesus is our hero, the messiah who will make everything right again. But notice how Jesus 

responds. He is not taken in by the inevitable adulation from both the disciples and the 

crowds. He doesn’t hang around to hear their feedback on how wonderful the day has been. 

Instead, he sends them all away so that he can pray alone (v23). Jesus frequently did this 

during his ministry, both after times of ‘success’ as is the case here and in times of ‘testing’ 

such as in Gethsemane. We can only guess at what went on during his time of prayer but it 

may not be too speculative to suggest two things: first, he is focussing again on God’s 

Kingdom rather than himself – he takes the position of humility before his Father rather 

than being proud at what he has achieved. Then, second, listening afresh to the Father - 

perhaps he hears again those words of affirmation that were spoken at his baptism as well as 

hearing the next step on the journey ahead. So, having regained perspective in his time alone 

with God his Father, Jesus sets out across the Lake to re-join the disciples. 

 

As Jesus approaches walking across the water, they are all terrified. Then Peter 

demonstrates again his impetuous and spontaneous character as he says: “Lord, if it is you, 

tell me to come to you on the water.” And Jesus says “Come!” (v28f)  

 

In that moment, as Peter responds wholeheartedly to Jesus, he finds himself walking on the 

lake. If only he could have kept his focus on Jesus! But maybe it is not so surprising that his 

attention shifted to his own humanity and the limits of his knowledge. Fishermen can handle 

a boat but they can’t walk on water! And so he starts to sink!  

 

Tom Wright, in his commentary on this passage, says Peter is “caught between glory and 

terror”. What a brilliant phrase that so accurately describes the reality of being a Christian 

disciple. How often are we “caught between glory and terror” as we seek to follow Jesus?  

 

But just as it is all going wrong and Peter fears he’s going to die, we see again the sufficiency 

of God’s grace which overcomes all the futility of human power and wisdom. “Lord, save 

me!” shouts Peter. Immediately Jesus reaches out his hand and, with a gentle rebuke “why 

did you doubt?”, they climb into the boat together (v30f) and the wind and waves are still.  

 

Not only is salvation by grace alone, so is the ongoing journey of discipleship. There is no 

shame in trying and no shame in failure. There is no better prayer than: “Lord, save me!”  

 

And, when everything is glorious, and we are tempted to take the credit, there is no better 

response than to follow Jesus to a quiet place on our own where we can be reminded that 

past, present and future are all safe in God’s hands, not because of what we do but because 

of the grace of God and what Jesus has done and will continue to do in us and with us. 
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Remember the words of John Newton’s great hymn: 

 

"Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, 

That saved a wretch like me.... 

I once was lost but now am found, 

Was blind, but now, I see. 

 

T'was Grace that taught my heart to fear. 

And Grace, my fears relieved. 

How precious did that Grace appear... 

the hour I first believed. 

 

Through many dangers, toils and snares... 

we have already come. 

T'was Grace that brought us safe thus far... 

and Grace will lead us home 

 

The Lord has promised good to me... 

His word my hope secures. 

He will my shield and portion be... 

as long as life endures. 

 

When we've been there ten thousand years... 

bright shining as the sun. 

We've no less days to sing God's praise... 

then when we've first begun 

 

So, let’s say again “Jesus is Lord” and trust him alone for all we need for the journey through 

this life and into the life that is coming. His grace really is sufficient and it really is amazing! 

 

 

 

 

 

Roger Matthews 

22 July 2017 

 

 

 

 

 


