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GOD IS NOT GONE
Matthew 14:22-33

The Son of God came to the Kilba people of Nigeria one day.  While eating at the house of an old 
woman in a Kilba village, a woman who was a very poor housekeeper, the Son of God scratched his finger 
on the dirty, rough bowl out of which he was eating and as a result died of blood poisoning.  When God 
heard the tragic report, he withdrew into the heavens.  God was gone from the Kilba people.

Another tradition says that the first cattle people set fire to the long bush grass.  God was disturbed 
by the smoke ... and went far away.

The first time people ate animal flesh, another report says, God was offended ... and withdrew from 
the earth.

An Ashanti tradition reports that an old woman was pounding yams and accidentally struck God 
with a pestle.  The Supreme Being withdrew into the sky.

God was gone.  African people believe in God, but one who is remote and far away.  People have 
displeased God and God has abandoned the people.  The Nupe people say “Soko –– God is far away.”  God is 
gone.  

For many people today ... God seems pretty far away from them too.


Let’s have a little fun here ... It’s test time!  Let’s see how you do with answering some questions 
about religious beliefs in our country.  Keep in mind that the answers are based on all the religious groups 
nationally polled [everything from Protestant to Shinto to Mormon to Buddhists, etc]; therefore they are 
the national totals of all the groups.  And all these statistics come from the Pew Forum on Religion and 
Public Life based on research conducted in 2010.  (religions.pewforum.org) 

First question:
 What percentage of the country believes in God or some Universal Spirit?  50% or less?  60 to 80%?  

Or over 90%?  Answer = 71%.

 What percentage say they do not believe in any form of higher authority?  So you know it’s got to 
be less than 29%.  Answer = 5%.

 Where in the county is the largest concentration of religious believers located?  Northeast, Midwest, 
South, or West?  The South with 36%.  How about the Smallest?  The Northeast with 19%.

 Which age group has the highest percentage of its group who acknowledge a belief in God?  18-
29, 30-49, 50-64, 65+?  Answer = 30-49 with 39%.  The smallest?  65+ with 16%.

 Here’s a 50-50 one.  More males or more females believe in God?  Females with 52%.

 Of those believing people, how many people say they worship at least once a week?  Answer = 24%. 
How about never?  Answer = 5%.

 Just for fun ... how about party affiliation?  What percentage of these folks who believe in a God of 
some form are Republican and Democratic?  Answer = 26% Republican and 32% Democratic.

 One final question: How many people believe that their “God” actually answers their prayers once 
or twice a month?  Only 12%.
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Alright, so a large percentage of people say they believe in some sort of God ... but the majority, by far, 
believe that God is pretty far away from them too.  And remember, these are national totals of all religious 
groups ... not just Christian.

I do have to say that what we believe as Presbyterian Christians offers a different view of God.  Our 
God is not off on a mountain somewhere or sitting on a cloud ... somewhere far off.  No, our God comes to 
us in Jesus, a man ... a man who promised us that he would place within each of us a spark of the Divine ... 
the Holy Spirit.  Jesus is Immanuel –– God with us and God for us. 


Our Gospel lesson shows us very clearly God’s power and presence.  The setting is the Sea of 

Galilee.  Jesus sends his disciples in a boat to go to the other side of the lake to wait for him; he has
dismissed the crowds who had been fed from the five loaves and two fish that we visited last week; and 
then Jesus goes up a mountain to pray.  

I guess you could say at this point he is sort of “far away.”  However, while he was away, the 
disciples, while out in their sailboat, find themselves in a storm at sea.  The winds came up and the boat 
was battered ... the Greek word literally means “tortured” by the waves.  It was somewhere between three 
and six in the morning when they saw Jesus coming to them ... walking on the water!  Matthew tells us 
that the disciples were terrified.  They think they’re seeing a ghost!  But Jesus called out, “Take heart, it is I.  
Do not be afraid.”

“Take heart, it is I.  Do not be afraid.” These words stand at the center of this passage.  What 
Matthew is recording for his people and for us is the clear message that we don’t need to be afraid as we go 
through the storms of life ... because Jesus is with us.  
   Folks, our God does not leave us tossing about in life’s storms.  God is with us and can calm our fears.  
God is with us ... so we should trust and believe and obey.  


Can you see that there is the need for response.  Peter, as the representative for all the disciples, is 

called out of the boat to come to Jesus.  He responds in faith ... but ... he’s still a human being.  He believes
... but wavers.  He responds to Jesus’ call, but still needs God to keep his head above water!  Just like you 
and me in a lot of the circumstances we find ourselves at times.  When Peter starts to sink, Jesus reaches out
and catches him.  Peter could not do it on his own.  

God is not far away.  God Is Not Gone.  


The African stories I shared describe what seems to be the common human experience that God is 

far from struggling people who feel abandoned to their troubles.  Another myth from Ghana, tells of an old 
woman who attempted to regain contact with God by piling up the mortars in which yams were 
pounded and turned to powder.  She almost reached God ... only needing one more mortar.  She then 
attempted to take the bottom mortar from under the tall stack in order to finally reach the heights where 
God was, but of course the result was that the whole stack of mortars tumbled to the ground.  She could 
not reach God.

Martin Luther, the man who started the Protestant Reformation back in 1517 wrote these words 
for us:

“I believe that I cannot of my own reason or strength
  believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to Him,
     but the Holy Spirit has called me through the Gospel.”

We cannot climb a ladder or build a tower to reach God ... but we don’t need to.  God Is Not Gone.  
Our God is not far away but with us.  All God asks of us is to believe ... to realize that that spark of the Divine
is right here in our hearts ... the Holy Spirit right here for us all.  Too often we are like Peter ... “oh ye, of little 
faith” ... but Jesus still comes to us to lift us up, to catch us and to save us.
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Some people have trouble believing the miracles of Jesus.  They can easily accept that Jesus told 
good stories and taught a better way to live.  Yet today, many are skeptical that five loaves and two fish 
could feed five thousand men and unnumbered women and children.  They doubt very much that Jesus 
could walk on water or that Peter could too.

Some people, like Thomas Jefferson, dealt with the problem of miracles by just cutting them out of 
their Bible.  Others have tried to give some rational answer to the question of how they happened.  Maybe
everyone carried a sandwich along with them to hear Jesus, so they really didn’t need the bread and fish 
after all.  Or maybe Jesus was standing on a reef or sandbar.  I know that a few years ago an Israeli 
entrepreneur was planning on building a walkway just under the surface of the Sea of Galilee, so that 
tourists could duplicate the experience of Peter and walk on water ... well, sort of, at least get a picture of 
themselves doing it.

But the miracles of Jesus are not magic.  Neither are they recorded to draw attention to themselves 
or even to impress people with Jesus power ... they are there to demonstrate Jesus’ compassion and love.  
Jesus is Lord and Savior, and in our text, the disciples confess Jesus as the Son of God, but the point of this 
story ... as that of last week’s miraculous feeding ... is to show Jesus’ compassion.  Jesus healed the sick.  
Jesus fed the hungry.  Jesus stilled the waters.  Jesus’ power is used to help people.  It’s all about 
compassion and love.  The miracles demonstrate over and over again that God is not remote or far off.  God 
has not abandoned His people.  God Is Not Gone. God is there for you with compassion and love.


Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Christian author and winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1970 for his 

writing that helped to raise global awareness of the Gulag, the Soviet Union's forced labor camp system, 
said that only once during his long imprisonment in a labor camp did he become so discouraged that he 
thought about suicide.  He was outdoors, on a work detail, and he had reached a point where he no 
longer cared whether he lived or died.  When he had a break, he sat down, and a stranger sat beside him ... 
someone he had never seen before and would never see again.  For no apparent reason, this stranger took a 
stick and drew a cross on the ground.  Solzhenitsyn sat and stared at that cross for a long while.  He would 
later write, “Staring at that cross, I realized that therein lies freedom.”  At that point ... in the midst of a storm 
... he received new courage and the will to live.  The storm didn’t end that day, but through Jesus, Solzhenitsyn 
found the strength to ride it out.

I don’t know what storm of life will come your way this week, or what storm you may be enduring 
at this very moment. But I know this: even as the storm rages around you, if you will listen very carefully 
with your heart, you will hear a gentle voice calling to you, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” And in time 
... the storm will pass. And Jesus will still be there.  

This Gospel miracle today, is a reminder to those struggling Christians and to us, that Christ is still 
present.  God Is Not Gone.  We still receive help in trouble ... support and encouragement.  Why?  It’s all 
about compassion and love.


About forty-five years ago, Time magazine ran a cover story about modern theology and asked the 

question, “Is God Dead?”  It was the most controversial issue in the magazine’s seventy-five years of 
publishing.  William Barclay wrote a very short response to the article:

“God does not die on the day when we cease to believe in God. But we die on the 
day when our lives cease to be illuminated by the steady radiance, renewed daily, of a 
wonder, the source of which is beyond all reason.”

God Is Not Gone.  We may not always see the Lord walking to us, calling us to come.  We may not
always hear the words, “It is I; do not be afraid.”  We may not always feel Him grabbing our hand, lifting us 
up, drawing us close.  But ... Jesus is there.  God has not abandoned us.  God is not far away.  God Is Not Gone.  
“Take heart.”  “Take heart.”  

Amen and Amen.


