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Matthew 14:22-33 August 9, 2020
TEXT: Matthew 14:31 “Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, ‘You
of little faith, why did you doubt?’”
PURPOSE: To affirm God’s willingness to be present for us even when we are doubting God’s
presence. 
______________________________________________________________________________

Doubt. Not something we want to have, but something which often plagues us. 
When we doubt whether a loved one is telling the truth, whether that person is a son or
daughter, wife or husband, friend or colleague, even a shred of persistent doubt can stain
the entire relationship.  When we doubt whether decision makers have our best interests in
mind, whether the leaders are school superintendents, or elected officials, or church
leaders, or bosses, our doubting leads to confusion, to frustration, and, in during this
pandemic, to potentially deadly outcomes.  And when we doubt ourselves– when we
question whether we’ve made the right decision, our doubting saps our energy and
undermines our confidence.

I believe that the most difficult doubting is doubting God.  Doubting God may not
be as emotionally intense as doubting a spouse.  It may not be as confusing as doubting
civic and workplace leaders.  But doubting God is like a blood-borne disease – it gets into
our souls and sickens everything.  

I suspect most of us think that doubting is the opposite, even the enemy, of
wholesome relationships and confidence in our decision making.  In the realm of faith, we
probably think that doubting is like holes in a boat, which, if not sealed up, eventually
cause our boat, or our faith, to sink.  Today’s Bible passages tell of two men who doubted. 
I think their stories invite a different relationship between doubt and faith.  

Elijah is Israel’s preeminent prophet.  Unlike the prophets whose names are
attached to a Bible book which collects their prophetic speeches, the Bible gives us stories
about Elijah’s extraordinary efforts to get God’s people, and especially the religious and
government officials, to trust God and be loyal only to God. (1 Kings chapter 17 through 2
Kings chapter 2)  During Elijah’s career, the people of Israel were both worshiping God
and worshiping local deities who were known as Baals.  King Ahab had married Jezebel, a
foreigner, who persuaded Abab to introduce and support the worship of the Baal of her
homeland, who, among other things, supposedly presided over the weather.  

In response, God caused a drought and authorized Elijah to let the people know that
the drought was God’s way of getting them to return to single-hearted loyalty to God.  Afer
three years, when conditions were really desperate, Elijah proposed a contest between him
and all the prophets of Baal.  Each were to prepare a sacrificial bull and lay it on wood for
a fire.  To find out whose god was for real, the prophets of Baal and then Elijah would ask
their god to send fire to consume the offering.  It’s a great story– you can read it in the
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eighteenth chapter of the First Book of Kings. The outcome, of course, is that the God
Elijah served – that would be, the one true God– did send fire, and the Baal prophets failed
to get their god to do anything.  Then the people acknowledged the Lord as the only true
God.  And also, the prophets of Baal were all executed.  

Jezebel was outraged at the slaughter of her prophets, and swore that she would see
to Elijah’s execution.  When Elijah heard this, he “fled for his life,” eventually arriving at
the “mountain of God,” the mountain where Moses, centuries earlier, had experienced
God’s awesome presence and received the God’s commandments.  That’s where we find
him in the part of his story we heard today.  There at the mountain, Elijah complained to
God, and God responded, not in wind, earthquake or fire, but in what has famously been
translated as a “still small voice” (King James version), but more accurately translated “a
sound of fine silence.”1  

This morning, I’m not as interested in exploring the sound of silence as I am
wondering why Elijah, who had just called down holy fire and seen to the wholesale
slaughter of four hundred false prophets would doubt God’s ability to protect him from the
wrath of Queen Jezebel.  I think Elijah’s fear was the result of his doubting God to stay
with him and to protect him as he continued to turn God’s people back to God.  That’s why
his destination was ‘the mountain of God,’ the preeminent place where Israel experienced
God presence and power.  He wanted to reclaim his confidence that God was present for
him.  

Hold that image of doubting Elijah as I take us to the story we heard from
Matthew’s Gospel.  This story immediately follows the miraculous feeding of the
multitude.  Jesus sent his disciples by boat to the other side of the lake without him.  A
fierce wind and turbulent sea kept them from making progress.  But then, in the darkest
hour of the night, Jesus came to them, walking on the water.  Because they initially took
him for a ghost, they were terrified.  But Jesus called out that it really was him, and told
them not to be frightened.  In response, Peter asked Jesus to verify his identity by making it
possible for Peter to walk on water just like Jesus.  Jesus said, sure, try it if you want to,
and Peter got out of the boat and started walking.  But it didn’t take long for him to start
sinking, and to beg Jesus to save him.  Jesus did grab him, and said, “You of little faith,
why did you doubt?”  What Peter doubted was not his ability to walk on water.  That was
just plain stupid.  What Peter doubted was whether the person coming to them was really
Jesus.  If he hadn’t doubted that, he would have stayed in the boat and welcomed Jesus on
board.  

1Seow, Choon-Leong, 1 Kings, in The New Interpreter’s Bible, Abingdon Press, Nashville, 1999.  Vol. III, p. 162.



Doubt and Faith
August 9, 2020
page 3

So both Elijah and Peter doubted whether God- or, in Peter’s case, Jesus- were
really there for them in their time of need.  These stories are not just about Elijah and
Peter.  They also are about us.  It is typical for people of faith, especially when troubles
mount and danger darkens our doors, to wonder if God is present, and more importantly,
whether God can protect us from powers capable of doing us in, whether those powers be
human or natural.  

We pray for loved ones, and the people for whom we pray don’t get better.  Isn’t
that an invitation to doubt God’s interest or ability?  We pray for a resolution of the
pandemic, and instead, it surges.  Isn’t that an invitation to doubt God’s interest or ability? 
We pray for peace, and conflicts around the world increase, and divisions in our own
country get more and more bitter.  Isn’t that an invitation to doubt God’s interest or ability? 
We pray for justice, particularly for black and brown and poor people, and they continue to
suffer.  Isn’t that an invitation, particularly for the people who suffer injustice, to doubt
God’s interest in their plight or God’s ability to rescue them?  

Once the doubting commences, the next thing that happens is that we worry that
God doesn’t help people who doubt God’s power to save.  We have to be totally,
completely confident that God is here for us, or, so we think, God won’t be here for us. 
Nothing could be further from the Bible’s take on this.  Go back to the stories of our two
doubters.  Elijah doubted God’s ability to protect him from Jezebel.  He ran in fear, but
God didn’t say, “Hey, you’re doubting me?  Fine!  Hire your own security team.  See how
that works for you.”  No, God met him on the mountain.   God visited him as a sound of
fine silence.  God heard his complaint, and God gave him a new mission.  

Peter doubted whether the strange water-walking figure was Jesus, even after Jesus
introduced himself.  When he asked Jesus to prove his identity by enabling him to do what
only God can do, and then sank, did Jesus let him drown?  No.  Did Jesus at least let him
get a few mouthfuls of water, just to teach Peter a lesson about trust?  No.  Jesus
“immediately” reached out his hand and kept him from sinking.  Okay, Jesus did deliver a
gentle reprimand– “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  But that question meant that
the relationship between Jesus and Peter remained intact, in spite of Peter’s doubting.  

We tend to think of doubting God as hindering faith and inviting God’s
disappointment.  These stories suggest to me that God can use our doubting to draw us into
deeper faith.  In the relationships Elijah had with God, and that Peter had with Jesus, as
well as in our relationships with God, faith entertains doubts, and doubts pursue faith.  

I just finished participating in an online book study of a deeply moving book titled,



The Cross and the Lynching Tree, by James Cone,2 who was one of my professors in
seminary.  Cone makes a compelling case that the crucifixion of Jesus and the lynching of
Black Americans served the same social function, which is, to terrify a group of people so
they wouldn’t get too uppity, and also served a similar theological purpose, to assure
suffering people that God is with them to redeem them from suffering.  In the book, Cone
tells stories of brave people who sought to put an end to the practice of lynching.  One of
those people was a Black woman named Ida Wells.  Ida was born a slave in 1862.  She was
a bold and untiring critic of lynching, so much so that she not only was the target of white
racist hatred, but also was regarded as too radical for most Black reformist groups.3  Ida
held a strong Christian faith, even though she wondered why White Christians could both
express faith in Jesus and condone and even justify lynching.  Cone wrote this about how
her doubt and her faith were related:  “Faith and doubt were bound together, with each a
check against the other– doubt preventing faith from being too sure of itself, and faith
keeping doubt from going down into the pit of despair.”4  When I read that, I thought, hey!
That doesn’t just describe Ida, that describes me.  Lord knows I’ve lived with a mix of
doubt and faith for as long as I can remember.  I do wonder why God doesn’t act more
forcefully on behalf of oppressed peoples.  I certainly wonder why oppressed people,
certainly African-Americans, but also, people in El Salvador, and Zimbabwe, and the
Philippines, and dozens of other countries, continue to hold on to faith in God even though
God doesn’t seem to be coming through for them.  And I wonder about myself: how is it
that I can continue to preach a God who is with us no matter what when I so often wonder
if God is present for me?  In Cone’s reflection on the doubt and faith of Ida Wells, I found
my answer.  

Doubt is not faith’s enemy.  Doubt is faith’s corrective.  Doubt keeps us humble. 
And faith is doubt’s helping hand.  Faith keeps our doubting from doing us in.  God knows
we’re nowhere near as confident in our faith as we think we have to be.  So God comes to
us; God addresses us in fine silence; God offers a hand to hold when our desire for proof is
doing us in.  Because God loves us no matter what, God will always be there for us, even
when we doubt that God is with us.  Elijah learned that.  Peter learned that.  And God
surely will give us opportunities to learn that as well.  

2Cone, James H., The Cross and The Lynching Tree; Orbis Books, Maryknoll, NY, 2011.  

3Ibid., p. 127.  

4Ibid., p. 131. 


