PAGE  
9

Living at the Feet of the Rabbi, Part 5

Risking Faith: February 2nd, 2008

As I was looking through some old photos recently, I came across one that stirred up a lot of fun memories for me. 

· Though, as I starred at it a bit, it suddenly occurred to me that, at the time, there was nothing fun about it.

· During our last few years in Tajikistan, we lived in a small town called Penjikent, about 45-minutes from the ancient city of Samarkand in Uzbekistan.

· Well, every now and then I would need to make the 12-hour drive down to the capital city of Dushanbe, which is about 3 hours north of the Afghan border.

The problem was that getting from Penjikent to Dushanbe was definitely “easier said than done…” mostly because the mountain pass that stood between us at that time of the year was getting more and more difficult to pass because of the snow.

· But because of a meeting we needed to get to, we decided to give it a shot... but not in our car. Our car could never have survived those roads. 

· So, we hired a car and a driver whom we understood to have had a lot of experience crossing the dangerous Anzob pass.

· Now keep mind, most of the drive was between six and nine thousand feet above sea level… so it got cold up there… icy cold.

· Well… we made it down to Dushanbe in one piece… but while down there, a snow storm ends up covering the whole pass… but there’s just no other way to get back.  

So, as we’re heading back to Penjikent, we reached a point where the car could just not climb any more because of the ice.  

· Now you have to understand… the roads are often about 5 inches wider than the width of the car… so there is not a lot of room for error here.  

· In fact, in the book, The World’s Most Dangerous Places, this drive was described not only as beautiful… but as one of the most treacherous in the world! 

· Truth is, I’ve done that trip a number of times… either by road or helicopter… 

But this time, the problem was not just that we couldn’t go any further… but every time we tried, we would slide back a few feet… 

· and because we had just made a sharp turn, we only had about 10 feet behind us.

· I tried to act cool (and believe me… we were cold!). But the truth was, my heart was pounding… mostly concerned about not getting over the pass by the time it got dark…

Well, in the midst of all that, since I’d been behind the car pushing for several hours, we ended up taking a 5-minute break.

· So I decided to get to know a little about the guy who actually had our lives in his hands. 

· After all… our lives rested on the competence and character of the man piloting this Soviet made sedan!

· So I inched over towards him and asked, "So, how long have you been driving people over the pass? How did you get started doing this?" 

Now, you can imagine the answer I was hoping for.  I was hoping he would say something like, “Well, I was a neurosurgeon… but got a little bored so I got a second PhD in road engineering.  But after a while I just wanted to hit the road… and drive people on the roads I helped design.”

· You see… that would have made me feel a little better. But that’s not what he said. 

· What he said was that he’d been out of work for a long time and that he had gotten in some trouble with the law. 

· And so, having recently crashed his own car, he convinced his uncle to loan him his car so he can start taxiing people to and from Dushanbe to make some extra money.  

· Apparently, his selling point with his uncle was that he was no longer dropping Vodka shots the way he used to.

And so, in ever-increasing terror, I slowly moved back to my side of the car… and began trying to psyche myself up… “Everything will be just fine! God doesn’t want us to die on this mountain. I believe! I believe!”
· Not that I had any choice at that point in time… but the question in my mind was, "Can I trust this driver?”  

· Truth is, we all ask that question from to time… "Is there somebody driving this thing, and can that somebody be trusted?"
· Especially through the difficult seasons of our lives, we often try to psyche ourselves up… trying to convince ourselves… "I believe! I believe!”
· In fact, sociologists tell us that people are increasingly putting their faith in faith, these days, rather than God: "If we just believe hard enough things should be ok.”
But there’s just no real substance to that… because faith really has everything to do with the object of your faith.  

· In other words, the real issue is, "Is somebody piloting this thing, and can that somebody be trusted? Is his competence and his character such that I can, with confidence, place my destiny in his hands?" 

· You see, that requires faith… And, if that’s true, than faith clearly requires some level of risk! 

· In fact, I honestly don’t know if God has ever called me to an act of faith that didn’t involve some level of risk. 

And if faith is connected to risk… then risk is connected to fear… whether that is fear of failing… or just a fear of whatever consequence might come from taking that step of faith.

· Well, as we continue our series called “Living at the Feet of the Rabbi,” we’re going to look at three practical truths from the words & ministry of Jesus that teaches us about “living in faith”.

· So, if you have your Bibles with you this morning, go ahead and turn to Matthew 14:24. [Pray]  The first thing we learn from Jesus is that…

1. Faith requires risking failure

In verse 24 of Matthew 14, we’re told that Jesus had just sent his disciples into their small fishing boat in order to cross over to the other side of the Sea of Galilee… while He went up into the hills alone to pray. 

· But after the disciples were about 6 or 7 miles out, a storm begins to roll in. 

· So, here they are… in the middle of the Sea of Galilee in the midst of what has now become a terrible storm… afraid for their lives!

Now, remember… a number of these guys are professional fishermen.  They are tough guys… used to being out on tough waters at night.  

· Yet this time they were afraid… they honestly didn’t know if they would make it.

· But then we’re told, in verse 25, that around 3am, Jesus begins to approach them… walking toward them on the water! 

Picture in your mind the size of the waves, the strength of the wind, and the darkness of the night. Picture this little boat struggling to avoid being capsized. 

· Matthew says the boat was "tormented" by the waves—that's the Greek word he uses. These guys were cold, wet, exhausted, and terrified. 

· But just when they thought things couldn’t get any worse… they see, what appears to them to be a ghost, walking toward them.

· So, in verse 26, they do what any group of men in the absence of women would do in that situation… it says that they “screamed in terror!”
· Then, in verse 27, Jesus begins yelling out to them, “Don’t be afraid, it’s Me!”  

Exhausted and terrified, Peter yells back to Him… “If it is you, Jesus, then tell me to come to you.”  And so, Jesus says, “Come!”  

· So Peter, with his eyes so fixed on Jesus that he doesn’t even think about what he’s doing, gets out of the boat and starts walking toward Jesus.

· It’s an incredible moment… Can you feel the waves crashing down on them… can you just feel the wind hitting them at gale force? 

Peter steps out of the boat… and takes those incredible steps… but then suddenly realizes where he is… and he falls in. He doesn't make it. 

· And you wonder... What just happened here? I mean, it looks like he really blew it here. 

· If he just kept his eyes fixes on Jesus… he would have made it, right? But he didn’t.

Let me take a quick detour here for a moment… Raise your hand if you've ever failed a test, if you've ever been cut from a team, if you ever failed to get that job or promotion you wanted…

· Raise your hands if you've ever been impatient with a three year old, if you've ever said the wrong thing.  

· Raise you hand if you’ve ever eaten with the wrong fork or worn synthetic fibers.

· Raise your hands if you've ever experienced failure of any kind.

You see, even though we’ve all failed at one time or another, God never intended that we go through life in a desperate attempt to avoid failure.  

· That’s what I’m talking about when I say that Faith and Risk are always connected.

· And so, as John Ortberg talks about in his great book by the same title, “If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get out of the Boat…”
· To one degree or another, the boat is safe, the boat is secure, and the boat is relatively comfortable. 

· In other words, with all that was going on that night, it does seem like the safest place to be was in the boat… not walking out to Jesus.

The water is high, the waves are rough, the wind is strong, and the night is dark. A storm is out there... and if you get out of your boat, you may sink.

· But if you don't get out of your boat, you will never walk on water… because, again, as Ortberg puts it… if you want to walk on the water, you have to get out of the boat. 
· You see, there’s something inside us that tells us our lives are about something more than just playing it safe… than just sitting in the boat.

· There’s something inside of us… calling us to leave the routine of comfortable existence and abandon ourselves to the adventure of following Christ with all of our heart.
A few years ago, Tom Brady, who many of you will either be cheering for or booing tonight… was interviewed by Steve Kroft for 60-Minutes.

· Now I’m not sport fanatic… but Brady is already at sports legend status… with 3 Superbowl rings to his name… two Superbowl MVPs… 

· a record for the most touchdown passes in a regular season…  

· And, the respect of having brought the Patriots through an entire season without a single loss (except tonight against the Giants)… something that hasn't been done in the NFL in 35 years. 

· Beyond all that, he’s dated actresses and supermodels and makes millions of dollars a year. By most popular standards, this guy has it all. 

That is why I was surprised by some of his comments during that 60-Minutes interview when Kroft asks Brady what all his fame means to him… and he replies…

· "Why do I have three Super Bowl rings and still think there's something greater out there for me? I mean, maybe a lot of people would say, 'Hey man, this is what is.' I reached my goal, my dream, my life. Me, I think, 'God, it's got to be more than this.' I mean this isn't, this can't be what it's all cracked up to be."

· So, Kroft asked him, "What's the answer?" Brady says, "I wish I knew. I wish I knew. I love playing football and I love being quarterback for this team. But at the same time, I think there are a lot of other parts about me that I'm trying to find."

· You see, there’s just something in all of us… that aches for more than this world could ever offer… that call to abandon ourselves to all He has created us to be and do.
Jesus comes to his disciples. The disciples see him walking toward them on the sea, and they're terrified. Jesus says, "Don’t be afraid.... It's me." 

· He says, "You can trust my character and my confidence. You can safely, without reservation, with no hesitation, place your life in my hands. You have this storm, you have me. Recognize which is more powerful."

· So Peter says, "All right, Lord. If it's really you, what do you want me to do? Command me."

· Jesus says, "Alright, Peter… then climb out of the boat and come to Me." 
So, Peter lifts one leg over the side. He puts his foot on the water, and then he lifts his other leg over the side of the boat and puts that foot on the water. And then he lets go. 
· He is still standing, and he turns and takes a step toward Jesus. 
· Then he takes another step, and for the first time in the history of the human race, a man just like any other man, is walking on the water.
Then, all of a sudden, Peter realizes what he is doing; he sees the waves; he feels the sting of the water & the wind. And his faith gives way; he’s afraid again… and drops into the water. 
· But here’s that question again… did Peter fail? This is important because what we’re talking about here ought to radically redefine what “failure” is all about in our lives as Christians. 
· You see, failure is not so much an event. It is the way we interpret or judge an event. 
· For example, Jonas Salk created 200 unsuccessful vaccines for polio before he came up with one that worked. Somebody asked, "How did it feel to fail 200 times trying to invent a vaccine for polio?"

· This was his response: "I never failed 200 times at anything in my life... I simply discovered 200 ways how not to make a vaccine for polio."

Somebody asked Winston Churchill, "What most prepared you to lead Great Britain through World War II?" 
· Now, at a time when Great Britain stood virtually alone against Nazi Germany, Churchill said, "It was the time I repeated a class in grade school." 

· The questioner said, "You mean you flunked a grade?" Churchill said, "I never flunked in my life. I was simply given a second opportunity to get it right."

So, did Peter fail? Well, perhaps in a way he did.  His faith gave way. And yet, it was an experience he was able to draw from for the rest of his life.  
· You see, he learned that if you want to walk on the water, you have to get out of the boat. 

· But what about the eleven other disciples out there on that boat that night?

· If Peter’s falling into the sea was a kind of “public failure,” than you’d have to say that, in the very least, those who remained in the boat failed privately. 
· In other words, their failure was safe, unnoticed, uncriticized. 
You see, here’s the deal… Only Peter experienced the shame of public failure that night. But only Peter experienced the glory of walking on the water. 
· And only Peter knew, in a way that the others never would, that when he sank, Jesus would be there; he discovered in his heart that Jesus is wholly adequate to save. 
· Peter had a shared moment with Jesus… a connection that nobody else could have. 
· They couldn’t have had it because they never got out of the boat... because Faith requires Risking Failure.
· The second thing we learn from Jesus about faith is that…
2. Faith means choosing to follow Jesus
Maybe as you’re thinking about your life, you’re wondering what it means to get out of the boat. It sounds good… it sounds right. But you're not sure what it looks like for you. 
· At the heart of it is a choice we all have to make if we’re to become authentic followers (or disciples) of Jesus. 
· You know… a disciple is not somebody who simply believes in certain things so he or she can get into heaven when they die.
· A disciple is someone who says, "It is my ultimate goal to live the way that Jesus would live if he were present in me.”
· But like Peter’s having to choose whether he was going to stay in that boat or step out… it is a choice we also have to make.
I think of a seamstress named Rosa Parks, a member of the Dexter Avenue Baptist church… a devoted woman of God who believed that Jesus had something to teach a segregated world about love and justice and community. 
· One morning in December of 1955, a bus driver told her she needed to get out of her seat and move to the back of the bus simply because she was black… and because a white person wanted the seat. 
· And, in one of the most courageous choices of the twentieth century, she chose not move. And with that, she started a revolution. 
· A few days later, 10,000 followers of Christ gathered together at her church to pray and to ask God, "What do we do next?"

· From that came the boycott against the Montgomery County Bus Company led by the fairly unknown pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church… a young Martin Luther King, Jr.
Because of that choice, a revolution started.  It was not easy; it had a high cost; many were beaten; many were imprisoned; many even died. 
· But it changed the conscience of a nation. It didn't change it enough… but it changed it. 
· It changed it enough that 53 years later, we have a black man not just running for president… but fairly well poised to become the next President of the United States.

· In part, because a mild-mannered, soft-spoken, Christ-following seamstress got out of the boat. 
But, you see, there’s another aspect of getting out of the boat that we also have to contend with in our lives.  

· First it’s the commitment we need to make to surrender our lives to Him.  

· But secondly… there is a commitment to follow Him in spite of the fear and insecurity we will often feel…

· To follow Him even when we’re not sure where He will take us… or even if we don’t like where we think He’s going to take us.

Listen… Jesus commands the disciples to get into the boat. They do. A storm comes, and they're afraid. 

· Jesus comes to them on the sea, and when they see him, fear turns to terror! 

· Jesus says, "Take heart, don't be afraid." Peter asks what he is supposed to do. Jesus tells him to get out of the boat… and come to Him. 

· That’s why John Wimber spells faith, r-i-s-k.

· And so, Peter gets out of the boat, walks and then sinks. What does he experience? More fear! But then Jesus rescues him once again. 

· And that's not the last time Peter is going to face fear in his life.

To be a disciple is to be a learner or a student. It is to choice to grow in Christ. And growth means entering new territory, getting out of the boat. Every time you do that, the potential for fear is there.

· To be honest… I’ve been at this thing for a while now… and what I can tell you is that this potential for fear will never really go away.

· Every time you get out of the boat, every time you face a new challenge… a challenge way bigger than your own resources could meet… you may just experience fear. 

In a sense, discipleship is always a choice between comfort and fear. It’s a choice that often requires stepping out of the safety, security, and comfort of the boat. 

· That's not good news for many of us because we’re so easily driven toward comfort. 

· We like to come home and just “veg out” —usually in front of a television set. 

· But, you see, being a "couch potato" is not exactly good training for would-be “water walkers.”

And yet, those eleven other disciples out there on the Sea of Galilee that night were acting like a bunch of “boat potatoes." They didn’t want the risk… they didn’t want to risk any more fear. 

· You know, churches are often criticized for being full of "pew potatoes," people whose religious faith amounts to little more than spiritual padding that will add comfort to their lives. 

· Maybe your boat is pretty comfortable. Maybe you remember a time when you stepped out of the boat on a regular basis: "Jesus… just say the word and I'll come." 

· But maybe over time you've gotten too comfortable in there… you’ve gotten yourself to where comfort and safety have become more precious than risking faith.

Maybe you're afraid. I know that feeling. I cried in the airport waiting for my flight to Tajikistan to leave back in 1994… I didn’t know when I would see my family again.

· I remember back in 2000 sitting on the Morristown Green with tears in my eyes… wondering if we could pull this church-planting thing off.  

· At that time, several months before our first home group, I only had two single guys committed to being part of the church plant.

· And on just one day… the one guy told me that he was moving to New York and the other guy said he changed his mind.

· I felt fear… fear of failure… fear of the whole thing falling apart before it ever started.

· You see, getting out of the boat for me was not just about church planting in Tajikistan or in Morristown… it was dying to fear and insecurity.
Walking on the water is about coming to Jesus, and if you try it you may sink. But I have a secret for you: it doesn't matter. 

· It doesn't matter because Jesus is more than adequate to save sinking people.

· Peter gets out of the boat. He noticed the strong wind, became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, "Lord save me!" 

· It's Peter’s confession of the Lordship of Christ and a plea for deliverance. 

· And what did Jesus do?  Again… we read in verse 31 that Jesus immediately reached out his right hand and caught him.
A guy falls off the side of the cliff. He's on his way down a sheer cliff. I mean… this guy’s going to die. He throws his hands out… 

· And by some miracle his hand latches onto a branch that's shooting out from the side of the cliff. He grabs onto it.

· So, there he is… suspended hundreds of feet in the air. So he yells, "Is anybody up there?" 

· Suddenly, this voice comes and says, "Yes."  He says, "Who is it?" 

· The voice says, "It's God." The guy says, "Oh, that's wonderful. Save me, Lord."

· The voice says, "Okay." The guy says, "What should I do?" The voice says, "Let go of the branch." 

· After a long pause, the guy yells, "Is there anybody else up there?"
You see, the point isn’t that Jesus will always bail people out in an instant. Truth is, it was hours after the storm began that Jesus finally came and stilled the waters.

· There are times in our lives when God will bring us to the end of our resources so we can discover the vastness of His.

· I can tell you from my own personal experience… that every significant period of personal growth in my life and ministry has been preceded by a major experience of testing… where I was required to step out of the boat.
· Guys… following Jesus will often require a choice between comfort and fear. It’s a choice that often requires stepping out of the safety, security, and comfort of the boat. 
· What boat is God calling you to step out of this morning? 
Maybe he’s calling you to help another person or family… to give beyond what you can comfortably give.
· Maybe He’s calling you to address the disrepair in your marriage or closest relationships… to deal with the issues that have kept you from living God’s best life together.
· Maybe He’s calling you to lay something down that’s been a distraction… or to be part of the solution for a some of the injustices we see can see all around us if we would only take the time to look.
Maybe He’s calling you to get more personally involved in Arms Around Morristown.  
· I mean, what if someone said, “I’m going to pray every day for a month that God would provide $100,000 for us to help single-mother families here in the Morristown area”… and then you started dialing the phone. 
· Could it happen?  Only if you get out of the boat.
· The 3rd thing that Jesus teaches us about faith, and I’ll close with this, is…
3. Faith results in remarkable things

As a result of Peter getting out of the boat… as a result of his so-called failure and the redeeming hand of Jesus… Peter’s life was given a whole new course… and his life would never be the same.

· You see, when people get out of the boat, the power of God is put into play and remarkable things happen.

· Let me tell you a story about an insurance salesman named Bob, who lived in the DC area.  

As a new Christian, Bob was like a sponge… with such a desire to grow in his relationship with Jesus.

· Well, one day, a friend from church shared with him about prayer… reading him Jesus’ words in John 14, “Ask whatever you will in my name, and it will be yours." 

· This guy, Bob, was completely blown away… completely ready to take God at his word.

So, he decided to pray… and as he did, he found himself praying for a certain country in Africa that he’d been thinking about for a while. 

· When he heard about this, Bob’s friend offered him this challenge.  

· He said, "If you pray for one month for this country, and at the end of the month if nothing has happened, I will pay you $500. But if something remarkable happens, you pay me $500. But, if you don't pray every day, all bets are off." 

· Bob agreed to do it… and started to pray.

Well, just a week or so later, while dinner party, everyone at Bob’s table began sharing what they did for a living. 

· One of the women said she worked at a medical facility that regularly worked with orphans in the country in Africa Bob had been praying for.

· Bob sat up, and he started pumping her with questions. She asked him, "How come you're so interested?" He told her about this strange prayer arrangement. 

· She said, "Would you be interested in visiting this country and seeing these folks?" Bob said yes. So he flew there and toured their facility. 

Well, needless to say, as Bob toured the facility, he found it to be desperately in need of supplies and medicine. 

· So, when he came back to the United States, he started writing and calling pharmaceutical companies in America and ended up raising over one million dollars worth of medicines to be sent back to this place in Africa.

· Afterwards, that same woman phoned him and invited him back to participate in a big celebration in the country. 

· While there he met the president of this country, who had already been told, how Bob raised over a million dollars worth of medicines for the facility. 

· In fact, he ends up inviting Bob to the capital and gave him a presidential tour!

While passing a prison, Bob asked the president what those prisoners were in there for. The president said, "Those are political prisoners." Bob said, "You know, that's not a good idea. You should let them out." 

· They finished the tour, and Bob flew back to the United States. 

· A few days later, he got a phone call at two o'clock in the morning from the US State Department asking him, "Were you recently in ..." and he named the country Bob had visited. 

· Bob said yes. "Did you say anything to the president of that country about political prisoners?" Bob said he had.

· "Well, I don't know what you said, but they have been released. We have been trying at the State Department for years to get these prisoners released, and now they've been released. What did you say?" 
· Bob said, "Well, I just told him it was a bad idea to have political prisoners."

You see, when people get out of the boat, amazing things happen. What if everybody here were to say, "I want to get out of the boat?”
· What if everybody in this room were to say, "Jesus, command me. I'm yours." Can you imagine the kind of power God would release in this community?
· Can you imagine what we could do as a community here in our area is we all chose to get out of the boat… to not only risk failure… but to risk faith?
· You see, guys… Jesus is still looking for people to get out of the boat… He’s looking for people who will choose risky faith over comfort & safety. 
If you do… if you do choose to step out of that boat, you will face problems. Yes, you will face some storms along the way. Your faith will not be perfect, and you just might sink. 
· But I also know this. I know that when you sink, Jesus will be there. He’ll be there to pick you up. He will not leave you alone. 
· And even more than that… I also know that every once in a while, if you choose to step out of the boat, you are going to walk on water… and you will never be the same.
· I know it’s there… that something inside of all of us… calling us to leave the routine of comfortable existence and abandon ourselves to the adventure of following Christ.
· So… are you willing? As you purpose to Live at the Feet of the Rabbi, are you will to step out of the boat this morning?
