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I. Faith 
“O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” 

 
That’s what Jesus said to Peter when He hauled the sinking man out of the waves. Peter 

was out of the boat because he believed that, by Jesus’ power, he could walk on water just like 
Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and began to sink. He doubted, because his 

faith was little.  

 
But what does this mean? What is your faith like? I’ve heard this text preached in such a 

way as to hurl the challenge at you: is your faith any greater than Peter’s? Will it fail when trials 
are tough? And if not, what are you going to do about it? You’d better get yourself some faith 

before the Lord chews you out, too!” I think we can do better than that, though. 

 
First, we need to set the stage a little. As we’ve said so many times before, faith is a gift 

of God to you. It’s a popular misconception among many Christians that faith is your work of 
reaching out to Jesus; but faith is a gift of God, not of works. What does faith do? It believes in 

Jesus. It clings to Him. It trusts that He has died on the cross for your sins and is risen again so 
that you might have life. Rejoice in the mercy of God: not only has He given you His Son for your 

salvation, but He has also given you the faith to believe in Him! 

 
Now, faith can be weak or strong, little or great, and your faith may well fluctuate within 

you. Faith is fed by the Lord, present in His Word and Sacraments. The more you receive Him 
and His grace, the stronger your faith is likely to be. The less you make use of His means of 

grace, the weaker your faith will be because it is then unfed. However, it’s important to note that 

your faith is like your pulse: as long as you have one, you’re alive. A strong pulse is better than a 
weak one, and a strong faith is better than a weak faith: but a little faith is still a saving faith, 

because it still holds onto Jesus.  
 

One with a strong pulse can get more done and is less susceptible to death. Likewise, 

one with a strong faith will accomplish more good works and is far less susceptible to temptation 
and doubt. And there is the great danger of a weak faith: it is far more prone to doubt and 

temptation than a strong faith is. 
 

Having said this, we go back to Peter. Peter has faith. He’s one of Jesus’ disciples—he’s 
been following Him for a while. In our Gospel lesson, he’s been sent by Jesus via boat across the 

sea of Galilee; and now, with the other disciples, he’s stuck in a foundering boat making little 

headway against the wind. The disciples are going nowhere—except maybe to the bottom of the 
sea. They’re at the mercy of the storm, and they’re not going to save themselves. 

 
Jesus comes to save them. He walks across the sea on water to see them and says, 

“Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” Actually, we can do better than that translation-wise: if you 

take the Greek word-for-word, He says, “Be of good courage. I AM. Do not be afraid.” The great 
I AM in-the-flesh has arrived to save them.  

 
The disciples aren’t quite sure what to make of this, as people don’t usually walk on 

water; so Peter says, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” Jesus says, 
“Come.” He doesn’t permit this because it’s a good time for a neat trick, or because Peter’s faith 



is strong right now but is about to evaporate. He permits it because it will proclaim His glory to 

the disciples. 
 

Peter starts to walk and apparently makes it a few steps. But when he sees the wind, he 
sinks, and this is key. Remember: little faith is more susceptible to doubt than great faith. One 

who has little faith trusts far more easily in what he sees. In Peter’s case, he sees the wind; and 

at that moment, he trusts that the wind is a greater force than Jesus. He believes that the wind 
has more power to kill him than Jesus has to save him. We could say that Peter has made the 

wind into a god: he believes its power is greater than Jesus. That’s what those with little faith are 
prone to do—trust in other, false gods along the way. 

 
But note this: while Peter’s faith is little, it is still faith. It is still faith that clings to Jesus. 

So even as he sinks, he cries out, “Lord save me.” By faith, he calls on Jesus for salvation, and 

Jesus always hears the calls of the faithful. Immediately, Jesus takes hold of him and gets him to 
the boat. He is, remember, Yahweh in the flesh; or, as those in the boat declare, “Truly you are 

the Son of God.” And thus Jesus is glorified—not only by His control over the weather, but also 
by His mercy for even those with little faith. 

 

II. Against Gods Who Rule By Fear 
So what does this mean for you? 

 
You’re familiar with the First Commandment, “Thou shalt have no other gods before Me.” 

Hopefully, you’re also familiar with the meaning in the Small Catechism. “What does this mean? 
We should fear, love and trust in God above all things.”  

 

We should fear, love and trust in God above all things. This means, then, that a false god 
is something or someone that we fear more than God, love more than God or trust more than 

God.  
 

You’re familiar with idols that tempt you to love them more than God. You’ll be tempted 

to cling to a sin because it feels so good that you’d rather have it than forgiveness—thus that sin 
becomes your idol. You’ll be tempted to deny your faith to keep friends or loved ones close—at 

that point, friends and loved ones become gods. Some addictions, like pornography, are a desire 
for pleasure over righteousness—thus the pornography becomes a god. 

 

You’re also probably familiar with idols that tempt you to trust them more than God. The 
prime example is yourself: God says “Thou shalt not,” you say “In this situation, I think I better 

shalt,” and thus you trust your own plan more than His. (You are your favorite god—this is true 
for everyone.) Another example might be where you are sick, and you trust in the medication or 

the surgeon to make you well again—not the Lord who has provided the medication and the 
doctors. You may trust the latest economic figures to keep you employed, rather than the Lord 

who has called you to your vocation. 

 
So you’re familiar with thinking of false gods in terms of things or people that you love or 

trust more than God. However, there is the third category: there are false gods that rule by fear. 
There are false gods that seek to lead you away from Jesus not because they promise pleasure 

or help, but because they terrify you into thinking that Jesus is no match for them. 

 
The example of the Gospel lesson is the wind. Remember: Peter saw the wind and 

believed it was more powerful than Jesus—that it had more power to kill him than Jesus had to 
save him. You too will be tempted by false gods who rule by fear. 

 



It may be the god of pain or heartbreak. In this case, it may be a sinful relationship that 

you’re afraid of losing, because you’re afraid that the broken heart would be too great for Jesus 
to mend and cleanse. Therefore, you stay in it out of fear of the hurt. It may be that you’re afraid 

of staying in God-given relationship because there will be some pain on the way to healing it; 
therefore, you get out of it in fear of that pain. It may be that you are afraid of leaving old sins 

behind, afraid what life will be like without them; in that case, that sin has become a god that 

terrifies you that you will be worse off as a new creation.  
 

Your peers may become a false god. Whether it’s on base, in the office, the locker room 
or the classroom, you’ll be tempted at times to deny your faith and confess another because 

you’re afraid of losing their respect or their friendship. You may even be afraid of suffering 
persecution for your faith. In that case, those people have now become gods that you fear more 

than you trust in Jesus. 

 
Disease is a big one. When healing is slow or the disease is chronic, you’ll be tempted to 

believe that the illness is too powerful for your faith and your Savior. In that case, disease has 
become a powerful false god which boasts it has more power than Jesus. 

 

The greatest of all, of course, is death. Many have feared death enough that they were 
willing to deny Christ in order to avoid execution. Confronted by death, many are terrified 

because they can’t see beyond it. They recognize the power of the grave and doubt that there’s 
any way Jesus will raise them up again. The fear of death may cripple people, prevent them from 

doing those things that God would have them do in service to their neighbor: once again, death 
has become a false god that must be obeyed out of fear. 

 

In this world, the false gods that rule by fear look so big and intimidating, while Jesus 
looks so small and weak. These enemy idols are formidable and powerful, and the devil mocks 

you for putting your trust in a Savior who was so weak that man put Him on a cross and killed 
Him. That’s what the devil does, turning everything upside down. And living in this world and 

looking at everything upside down, those with little faith will be intimidated by those false gods 

that rule by fear. At times, you will be intimidated; for at times, you will be of little faith.  
 

But you rejoice, because little faith is still faith. It still clings to Christ. It’s not intimidated 
by what you see—faith trusts in what you do not see, even in spite of what you do. So when you 

are afraid of these false gods, by faith you do what Peter did: you call out, “Lord, save me!” You 

call upon the One who has conquered your enemies, including sin and death and devil. By faith, 
you call on the One who has borne your sins and destroyed the power of the grave. And by faith, 

you hear Him draw near to you in His Word. To you, the risen Christ declares, “Take heart. I AM. 
Do not be afraid.” He forgives for all of your sins—including all of your fears.  

 
By faith, you cry out, “Save me!” Jesus responds, “I have, I do and I will. I have saved 

you at the cross. I save you even now by My Word and Sacrament. And I will deliver you to 

heaven. I have and I do and I will; because I AM.” 
 

A couple of housekeeping items, then. First off, as we spoke of on Sunday, it is important 
to be in the Word—and so I encourage you to discipline yourself to regular Sunday worship and 

daily devotions. You’ll find a handout with some thoughts on that in your bulletin. Be in the 

Word, because it is the Lord’s Word that strengthens faith. 
 

Second, you know of others who are troubled right now by false gods that rule by fear. 
Speak to them and remind them of their Savior. Pray for them. Pray with them. Remind them 

that Christ has conquered all their enemies and shares that victory with them. 
 



I remember reading Martin Luther one time where he talked about being afraid to speak 

God’s Word before his enemies. In effect he said, “When I was afraid to speak God’s Word 
before them, I imagined myself standing before God on Judgment Day and hearing Him say, 

‘Why were you more afraid of them than Me?’” It is good to keep in mind: whatever the gods of 
fear are that tempt you, you will not stand before them on Judgment Day. They cannot and will 

not raise you from the dead. Nor can they keep you in the grave. They do not have the final 

word over you. 
 

Jesus does, and His Word to you is this: “Take heart. I AM. Do not be afraid, because I 
forgive you for all of your sins.” 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


