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Have you ever heard of a “red herring”? A “red herring” is a common logical fallacy used in arguments
intended to distract away from the subject at hand by introducing another topic. The origin of the term
comes from the 19% century, when hunters would train their hounds to follow the scent of rabbits or
other animals. When the hound was on the scent of the trail, the hunter would drag a red herring
across the path as a distraction, and a good hound dog would ignore the much stronger scent of the
smoked fish, and stay on the proper trail.

A red herring argument is used the same way. It’s intended to be a distraction to throw you off the
scent, to change the topic in such a way that you might not even realize the subject has changed. As
Christians, we are confronted with lots of red herrings every day, intended to throw you off the scent
and distract you from following God’s Word. And today in our text we will see just that, examples of:

Red Herring on the Sea of Galilee—Keep on the Scent of God’s Word
Red Herring 1: Of Bodily Distraction
Red Herring 2: Of Fear
Red Herring 3: Of wind and waves

Are you hungry this morning? If you’re like me, the hungrier you are, the harder it is to focus on
anything. | don’t always notice when I’'m hungry, but when | become aware of it, | find it almost
impossible to do anything else until I've gone and found something to eat. And hunger and other bodily
needs can be red herrings when they distract us from God’s Word. For example, right before our text is
the account of the Feeding of the 5,000. There they were, that large crowd of people, hungry and
needing food. And Jesus provided it for them! He took five loaves of bread and two small fish, and
continued to break and distribute them until everyone had their fill. The evidence was clear: Jesus had
to be the Messiah. Only God Himself could do this great miracle, clearly this is the one whom God had
promised to save His people from their sins!

But, that red herring of bodily distraction threw the people off the scent. At the end of that account,
we’re told that the people sought to make Jesus their bread king. He had provided for them, and they
wanted Him to stay with them and continue to feed them. Think of how much easier their lives would



be if they didn’t have to worry about food! And that was all they could think about. The red herring of
bodily distraction took their focus off of what Jesus was saying and the salvation He was offering, and
instead they could only focus on what their bodies were telling them.

That happens to us all the time as well. When we’re sitting in church, you have those bodily red
herrings, like a growling stomach, or general tiredness, and they can distract us from God’s Word. Or
consider your own prayer life, or devotional life? How high up the priority list for you is time with God?
For you, is that the sort of thing that is “if | have time, I'll read a devotion”? “I should spend some time
in prayer, but I’'m really tired, I'd better just go to sleep”? Our bodies present us with red herring after
red herring, which the devil loves to use to distract us from God’s Word.

But let’s consider Jesus, to see what He did when the red herring of bodily distraction tried to throw
Him off the trail. He’d already sent the disciples across the lake, and He would then dismiss the crowds.
And if you recall, the whole reason He and His disciples had come to this location was to try to get away.
They needed a retreat of sorts. Both He and the disciples had been very busy teaching, now they’d just
heard that John the Baptist had been beheaded. They needed to get away and rest. But when they
arrived at this location, there was a huge crowd waiting, which led to another full day of teaching,
ending with the miracle feeding.

And now, Jesus has sent the crowds away, sent the disciples on ahead; He’s gotten the kids all in bed, so
to speak. So, what does He do? Does He grab a bowl of ice cream, kick up his feet, and turn on Netflix?
No, obviously not. Because although Jesus is tired, His body screaming out to Him to just give it a rest,
He knows that what He needs most of all is some time with His Father in prayer. And if Jesus, perfect
and holy God, needed prayer more than anything else, how can sinners like us so willingly neglect to
pray in favor of sleep and food and work?

Seeing Jesus’ example, staying on the scent even with His body trying to distract Him, that’s a call to
repentance for us. Because we see just how easily we get distracted, just how far down our list of
priorities time with the Savior really is for us. But as we take these sins to the Lord and ask for
forgiveness, let’s remember Jesus again, praying there on that mountain. Jesus remained on the right
scent, He prayed, He fortified Himself through a heart-to-heart talk with His Father. He did this for us.
He did this so that He wouldn’t be distracted by His bodily needs and fall into sin, but so that He could
come to us with a word of peace. A word of forgiveness. He did this so that we can come to Him,
wearied and burdened by our sins, and so that He can give us rest.

And, after praying, our Lord still does not rest, but instead takes an evening stroll across the surface of
the water to where the disciples were in their boat. And there was a storm on the sea, which was not
uncommon on the Sea of Galilee. In fact, there’s two different accounts of a stormy sea in the
Gospels. In the other account, the disciples see the storm and are terrified; this time, it’s not the
storm that scares them. It’s actually Jesus. “But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they
were terrified, and said, ‘It is a ghost!’ and they cried out in fear.” And that brings us to the second red
herring trying to throw you off the scent of God’s Word: fear.

| grew up in a house with an unfinished basement, and | used to hate it when | needed to go downstairs
all by myself. So, | would always turn on the lights, then stomp down the stairs as loudly as | could,



making lots of noise. My hope was that if there were any monsters or bad guys down there, that they’d
be scared off by my loud noises. And my mom, of course, always knew what | was doing, and she’d say,
“You don’t need to be scared, Jesus will protect you.” And | knew that to be true, but knowing and
believing are different things, and fear frequently distracted me from the love my Savior had for me.

The disciples were distracted by fear as well. They saw Jesus walking on the sea, and they were terrified,
thought they were seeing a ghost. And it’s ironic, isn’t it? The one that was causing them such fear was
also the one who gave them good reason to never be afraid! Of all the things to be scared of that night
on the stormy sea, they were actually afraid of the God who would calm the stormy sea. Which seems
ridiculous, until you realize that we really do the same thing every time we’re afraid. Again and again in
Scripture, God refers to Himself as our shield, as our protector. Such as in Proverbs: “Every word of God
proves true; He is a shield to those who take refuge in Him.” (Proverbs 30:5) Or in the Psalms: “God is
our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” (Psalm 46:1)

And, if God is our Shield and our Refuge, that means of course that anything that could come and cause
us fear can only arrive on our doorstep because the Lord allowed it through. He allowed it through with
the good purpose that it will work for our good! But we still fear anyway, and so, what we really are
afraid of, then, is actually the God who is in control. We’re no different than the disciples.

So, we need to hear what Jesus said to that fearful bunch. “They cried out in fear. But immediately
Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.”” 1t doesn’t really come across in the
English, but when Jesus says, “It is I,” He's really saying, “l AM.” “Do not be afraid. | AM.” And that is
the answer to every red herring of fear. What does anyone have to be afraid of, if Jesus, the Son of God,
the | AM God—if He is here? What do the disciples have to fear from the storm or the wind or the
waves, or even if there were a ghost—what do they have to be afraid of if Jesus refuses to be separated
from them, if He comes to them? What do we have to be afraid of if the one who “laid the foundation
of the earth” and says to the waves, “Thus far shall you come, and no farther”—if He is with us? (cf.
Job 38:4, 11) What can any terror, any sorrow, any trouble do to us if Jehovah God is here with us?

If there’s money problems, do we have anything to fear when the one who fed 5,000 people with five
loaves and two fish is with us? If there’s bodily pain or impending death, do we have anything to fear
when the One who suffered bodily and rose from the dead is with us? There’s nothing to fear at all
when Jesus, the | AM God is with you. So, stay on the scent! Don’t be distracted by the red herring of
fear!

You know, Peter was staying on the scent, at least at first. He stopped being distracted by fear and was
focused on Jesus instead. “And Peter answered him, ‘Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on
the water.”” And that might seem to be a sort of brazen request on the surface, asking to walk on the
water, but it’s really a beautiful example of Christian faith. Peter is aware of the laws of nature, he
knows that if he stepped out of the boat he would sink beneath the waves. So, He asks Jesus for a
promise, because if Jesus gives Him a promise, then he can depend on that. Even if it means defying
physics—if Jesus says it, the rules are thrown out.

So, Peter clings to that promise. He knows what Jesus has said, and he believes it. “So Peter got out of
the boat and walked on the water and came to Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and



beginning to sink he cried out, ‘Lord, save me.”” Peter was thrown off the scent, wasn’t he? He had His
eyes fixed on Jesus’ promise, but then the red herring of the wind and the waves distracted him. He
took His eyes off Jesus’ promise, and he started to doubt whether he could make it through. His faith in
Jesus’ Word was suddenly gone, and now his faith had nothing to stand on.

The world, even the Christian world, generally gets it wrong when it talks about faith. Faith is often
spoken of as this generic feeling that things will work out. It’s this idea that if you just believe things will
get better, they’ll get better. But that’s not faith. Faith isn’t generic. Faith doesn’t believe whatever it
wants to believe about God. True faith clings to Jesus’ promises. When Jesus has given you a promise of
sins forgiven, of a home in heaven, then it doesn’t matter what storms of life rise up around you,
because you have a promise to hold onto! But if you have faith in your own faith, if your faith is founded
on your own strength of faith, then the waves come, and you sink.

Now faith-in-faith doesn’t sound like a problem that we would have, but it can happen to us easily. I'll
give you an example. Sometimes, we feel very spiritual. Sometimes our emotions can be stirred up in
church, we can really feel forgiven, feel like we’re children of God. And that’s nice when you feel that
way. But if you depend on that feeling, and then it goes away, then you can begin to doubt. Then the
wind and the waves rise up and you wonder whether or not you’re a believer after all, since it doesn’t
really feel like it anymore. That’s faith in faith, and that’s faith that doesn’t last.

Rather than putting any sort of confidence in your own faith or in how you feel, look to Jesus’
promises. Like when God said, “Fear not, for | have redeemed you; | have called you by your name;
you are Mine. When you pass through the waters, | will be with you; and through the rivers, they
shall not overflow you.” (Isaiah 43:1-2) Those are promises that will never change, regardless of how
you feel at any given moment. In any storm there’s nothing to fear. You have Jesus! You have His
Word.

But what if, like Peter, you have faith in that Word, but it's a weak faith? That’s a distinct possibility.
But remember this: Christ’s Word saves the one who trusts in it, even if our faith is very small. The
power of salvation is in the promise that faith grabs hold of. That’s why the Scripture says, “Everyone
who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.” (Acts 2:21) That’s what Peter did. He started
sinking and cried out, “Lord, save me!” And Jesus reached out and saved Him. And much more
important than the strength of our grip on Jesus is the strength of Jesus’ grip on us. And He’s given
you the promise that He holds you in His hand, and “no one will snatch [you] out of [His] hand.”
(John 10:28)

And if Jesus, the | AM God who calms the storms on the sea with a Word, has us, then what is there to
fear? Nothing at all. Keep your eyes on Him. He’ll bring you safely home. Amen.

“And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:7) Amen.



