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AT SEA WITH THE SAVIOR 
John 6:16-21 (No. 35) 

May 14, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

Just like the story of Jesus feeding the multitude with only five loaves and two fish, the next 
story in our study of John’s gospel is familiar.  In John 6:16-21, John tells a condensed version of 
the time when Jesus walked across the water on the Sea of Galilee. 

The miracle, of course, demonstrates that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  That’s the reason 
John wrote this gospel and it’s the point of every story in it.  Only God could break nature’s laws 
and walk across water. 

But there’s another reason for including this story.  Just as the disciples learned something about 
Jesus that would comfort them in future storms, so too are we to gain comfort from what we 
learn about Jesus in this story.  

This story is told in three of the four gospels: Matthew, Mark, and John.  All of the accounts 
perfectly harmonize with each other. They tell the same story from different vantage points.  As 
we’ll see, John has a particular focus to his account of what happened—a point that he wants to 
make.  We’ll mainly stick with John’s story, but I’ll pull in details along the way from Matthew 
and Mark to fill out what happened. 

So, first, let’s get the story in front of us by reading John 6:16-21: 

"When evening came, his disciples went down to the sea, got into a boat, and started across the 
sea to Capernaum. It was now dark, and Jesus had not yet come to them. The sea became rough 
because a strong wind was blowing. When they had rowed about three or four miles, they saw 
Jesus walking on the sea and coming near the boat, and they were frightened. But he said to them, 
“It is I; do not be afraid.” Then they were glad to take him into the boat, and immediately the boat 
was at the land to which they were going."  

To help guide us through this story, I’ve divided it into what I see as three scenes.  Let’s call this 
first scene the shore. 

I. THE SHORE 

John begins the story, “When evening came. . .”  As we learned last week in our study of chapter 
6, you remember that before evening came, it had been a busy day.  From the perspective of the 
twelve disciples, it wasn’t supposed to be a busy day.  That morning, they thought they were 
going on a retreat with Jesus—a time of rest from a busy ministry season.  A chance to be alone 
with Jesus—apart from the crowds—and talk to Jesus about all that God did through them when 
Jesus sent the twelve out as missionaries. 

They had just come back from their mission trips and Jesus’ ministry was as popular as ever.  
People from everywhere were coming to Jesus to be healed and to see him.  They had been so 
busy, no one even had time to eat.  They needed a break—a season of rest.  So Jesus said to  
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them, “Come away by yourselves to a desolate place and rest a while.”  So the twelve got in a 
boat with Jesus and headed east across the Sea of Galilee to the other side, where there were 
fewer Jewish cities and villages and stretches of isolated areas. 

But as they made their way across the sea (which is really a large lake), the crowds on land saw 
them in the boat and followed them.  By the time Jesus and his disciples landed on the eastern 
shore, in a desolate area, people were already waiting for Jesus to arrive.  Jesus had compassion 
on them and spent the day healing their diseases and teaching them.  And the crowds kept 
coming.  As evening came, there were likely 20,000 or more people in this desolate area and 
more seemingly on their way.  The size of the crowd turned this time of ministry into a time of 
crisis.  They were far away from suitable lodging for this many people and there wasn’t near 
enough food for them all.  Jesus had the disciples search the crowd for food.  All they came up 
with was five measly barley loaves and two fish belonging to a young boy—not near enough to 
feed the crowd.  So Jesus performed a miracle to meet the people’s needs. 

Out of compassion, Jesus demonstrates his care for the people by miraculously making bread and 
fish out of thin air—so much so that every person ate until they were full and they ended up with 
more left over than when Jesus started.  In fact, the disciples went around with their baskets and 
the filled them with pieces of bread and fish—twelve baskets full after starting with five loaves 
and two fish. 

With stomachs full, then, John says, came evening.  As the sun set, darkness came quickly.  
Since it was getting late, Jesus told his twelve disciples, according to Matthew 14 and Mark 6, to 
go down the hillside to the boat and go ahead of him to cross back to the other side (Matthew 
14:22; Mark 6:45).  The plan was that Jesus would stay behind and dismiss the crowd.  So, verse 
16, “His disciples went down to the sea got into a boat, and started across the sea to Capernaum.”  
And after Jesus dismissed the crowds, again Matthew and Mark tell us, “He went up on the 
mountain by himself to pray. . . . He was there alone." (Matthew 14:23; c.f. Mark 6:46). 

So the scene is that Jesus is up on the mountain praying. The disciples are in the boat headed 
back where they came from earlier in the day.  The disciples were going across the sea in this 
boat at night.  John writes, (v. 17): “It was now dark, and Jesus had not yet come to them.”  
There wasn’t a whole lot of light out there.  On a good night, perhaps you had a full moon. But, 
as we’ll see, this wasn’t a night of clear skies. A storm was brewing. So it was a black night.  
And Jesus had not yet come to them.  Jesus was alone on the mountain. The disciples were alone 
on the sea. 

That takes us from the scene on the shore to the scene on the sea. The second scene in this story 
is the sea. 

II. THE SEA 

John 6:18 "The sea became rough because a strong wind was blowing.” 

That’s not unusual even today at the Sea of Galilee.  The Sea of Galilee is roughly 7 miles wide 
(east and west) and 12 miles long (north and south).  It sits about 700 feet below sea level.  To 
the north and east is a mountain range, which rises well over 1,000 feet above the Sea of Galilee.  
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When the cooler mountain air flows down from the north toward the lower flatlands in the south-
east, it crosses the Sea of Galilee, which has warmer, moist air above it.  All that warm, moist air 
gets displaced by the cooler mountain air and that’s what causes severe storms in the region, 
such that it can stir the water and cause large waves.  That’s what happened this night: “The sea 
became rough because a strong wind was blowing.”  Matthew says that they were battered by the 
waves. 

Now several of the disciples were fishermen of the Sea of Galilee, so they were used to strong 
storms.  But, even so, you didn’t intentionally go out into them. You wouldn’t even do that today 
with a motor boat.   

Several decades ago, archeologists found a boat on the shore of the Sea of Galilee that they dated 
to the first century.  The boat they found was wooden and about 26’ long (roughly the length of 
two average-sized cars placed end-to-end) and about 7-8’ wide. It could hold 15 people. The boat 
had places for four rowers at a time, plus a helmsman, with decks on the fore and aft. It was 
equipped with a central mast for sail.  The boat the disciples were on was probably very similar 
to this one. 

And here they were in the middle of a storm and not close to shore.  Verse 19 tells us they had 
already rowed about three or four miles.  Again, the widest distance between the eastern and 
western shore is 7 miles.  Their journey was probably 5 or 6 miles. So they were in the middle of 
the sea in the middle of a storm. 

Mark tells us they had been “straining at the oars, for the wind was against them” (6:48).  But the 
situation was even worse than that.  Matthew and Mark both record the time. It was the fourth 
watch of the night.  The fourth watch starts at 3 a.m. and goes until roughly sunrise at 6 a.m. 

So they got in the boat at evening around sunset—probably 6 or 7 p.m.—and they were still 
struggling against the storm at 3 a.m. or later.  They had been rowing and struggling for 9 hours 
or more. 

But here’s what’s amazing: Mark 6 says that up on the mountain Jesus could see them. 

Mark 6:47–48: "When evening came, the boat was out on the sea, and he was alone on the land. 
And he saw that they were making headway painfully, for the wind was against them. . . ." 

Let that sink in.  It’s nearly pitch dark in the storm. They are three or four miles away from 
shore. Jesus is even further away up on the mountain. And he sees them.  Somehow, not with 
physical sight, but in a way only God could, he saw them in their struggle. 

O Christian, don’t you know that Jesus sees you in your struggle too?  You are not hidden from 
God. He hasn’t forgotten about you. What has happened in your life is not too distant from him. 
He sees you.  He knows you’ve been rowing for 9 hours and making no headway.  And while 
you’ve been afraid and worn down and feeling abandoned, what has Jesus been doing?  He’s 
been on the mountain praying for you.  Hebrews 7:25 says that Jesus “always lives to make 
intercession for” those he saves.  It’s true right now. He is in heaven, sure. But from there he has 
perfect sight and knows your every step.  And he prays the perfect prayer for you.  He knows 
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that sometimes, the very best thing for you is 9 hours of rowing on a rough sea with howling 
winds in the pitch black where you can’t see your way.  But he is not far from you. 

We’re not told at this point what the disciples were experiencing emotionally as the storm raged 
and they grew weary from rowing against the wind.  They were experienced oarsmen on this sea, 
but the way all three gospel writers describe the conditions indicates that this was a dangerous 
situation. If the boat capsized, it could cost them their lives.  But it’s interesting that all three 
accounts mention nothing about their emotional state until the next thing that happened.  We 
don’t know what they were feeling about the wind and the waves. But we learn what they were 
feeling with what happened next. 

Picking up again in verse 19, “They saw Jesus walking on the sea and coming near the boat, and 
they were frightened.”  It’s only when they see Jesus walking on the sea that we’re told they 
were afraid.  All three writers say the same thing.  They may have been afraid before, but for all 
three writers, the trigger of their fear is seeing Jesus.  They initially thought Jesus was a ghost—a 
spirit. 

Matthew 14:26: "When the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, and said, “It 
is a ghost!” and they cried out in fear."  

In the ancient world, the sea was a place to be feared.  And it was thought that the worst spirits 
were those that came from those who died at sea.  So I do think the disciples were afraid before 
they saw Jesus.  But when they saw Jesus walking on the water, they thought he was a ghost and 
they became undone. They lost it. They reached the height of terror.   

But there was nothing scary in the way Jesus looked. In fact, the opposite is true.  John says 
Jesus was “walking” on the water.  He along with Matthew and Mark all choose the same word 
as one who walks on dry land.  There is no hint of struggle in the word, but it is as if Jesus were 
on a casual stroll.  This is not hard for him to do.  He’s able to suspend the laws of gravity and 
nature at will and do what no man could do—walk across water as easily as walking across the 
land. 

And that leads us finally from the sea to the Savior. 

III. THE SAVIOR 

As he draws near, Jesus speaks to them (v. 20): “It is I; do not be afraid.” 

The words “It is I” comes from two words in Greek: ego eimi.  The pronoun “I” and the verb “to 
be.”  Some say that Jesus is referencing Exodus 3:14, when God says that his name is I AM.  The 
pronoun “I” and the verb “to be.”  Later on in this gospel, Jesus definitely will make reference to 
Exodus 3:14 and call himself the I AM.  And there might be a hint of that here too as he 
progressively reveals who he is.  But mainly Jesus was simply identifying himself in the same 
way anyone could identify himself. 

Jesus identified himself in order to comfort his disciples with his presence.  Don’t be afraid 
because it’s me and I’m here.  And the disciples were eager to receive him.  Verse 21: “Then 
they were glad to take him into the boat.”  Their fear turned to gladness. Why?  Because they  
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now know that Jesus is with them.  In truth, he was always with them—even as he was praying 
on the mountain.  But now they knew he was with them. They saw with their eyes what they 
couldn’t believe by faith. 

The last part of verse 21 is hard to know how to take.  Did another miracle occur? 

“And immediately the boat was at the land to which they were going.” 

The keyword is “immediately.”  The way John tells the story, once Jesus gets in the boat it is as 
if suddenly they feel the boat pull up on the shore and they look around and they’ve somehow 
landed at their destination.  “Immediately the boat was at the land.”  John doesn’t even tell us 
that the wind stopped.  It did according to Matthew and Mark. When Jesus got in, the wind 
ceased and Mark says, “They were utterly astounded” (Mark 6:51).  Some think that John in 
verse 21 simply means that when Jesus got in the boat, the winds ceased, and they had an easier 
time getting to the destination.  It was as though their arrival was immediate. 

But I think John told the story the way he did for a reason.  He is showing that there was a 
sovereign hand guiding their boat all along the way.  When Jesus gets in the boat with you, he 
makes sure you get to the appointed destination.  They immediately arrive because Jesus’ object 
lesson is complete.  They needed to learn the comfort of Jesus’ presence. 

CONCLUSION 

I began this sermon by saying that John included this story in his gospel for a greater reason than 
simply chronology (i.e., the next things that happened).  I said that the disciples needed to learn 
something about Jesus that would comfort them in future storms and in their story there was a 
lesson for us as well. So why did John include this story? 

As we think of an answer to that question, we should note two things striking about the way John 
tells the story.  First, he tells the story with no commentary and says nothing else about it 
anywhere. He simply tells the story.  Before this story is the miraculous story of Jesus making 
bread (vv. 1-15).  After this story is a longer story of Jesus’ interaction with the crowds who 
followed him, in which Jesus says he is the Bread of Life come down from heaven (vv. 21-71).  
So there’s a theme of bread that runs through chapter 6 and this story of Jesus walking on the 
water in between. 

Again, I think John includes this story for a reason greater than telling us what happened next.  In 
one sense, if he didn’t include the story, the rest of chapter 6 would make sense.  So there must 
be a way that Jesus walking on the water relates to Jesus making bread. 

The second striking thing about this story is all that John leaves out. His account is the least 
detailed of the three gospels: 

• John doesn’t mention that Jesus was praying on the mountain. 
• John doesn’t mention that it was the fourth watch when Jesus came walking across the 

water. 
• John doesn’t mention they think Jesus is a ghost at first. 
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• John doesn’t mention that Peter got out of the boat and walked on the water. 
• John doesn’t mention that Peter began to sink when he became afraid and was rescued 

and rebuked by Jesus. 
• John doesn’t mention that when Jesus got in the boat, the storm ceased. 
• John doesn’t mention, like Matthew, that the disciples worshiped Jesus when he got in 

the boat or, like Mark, that the disciples were astonished at what Jesus did because their 
hearts were hardened. 

John’s account is condensed. Or, you might say, John’s account is tightly focused.  Focused on 
what? What is it that John is driving towards?  The story is focused on Jesus and the climax of 
the story—the point that all the other details are driving towards—is verse 20, when Jesus 
identified himself, “It is I; do not be afraid.” 

In other words, when there seemed to be no way that Jesus could be with his disciples, Jesus 
performs a miracle to be with them.  The point is the miracle of Jesus’ presence.  Think again 
how John builds the story. 

On the shore, the disciples get into the boat, but they get into the boat without Jesus.  On the sea, 
it is dark and John writes that “Jesus had not yet come to them.”  Then when Jesus comes to 
them, he comforts them by identifying himself. And when he gets in the boat, they are glad and 
they arrive at their destination. 

This miracle wasn’t done for the masses, this miracle was done for the disciples he loved—his 
precious disciples.  It was for them not the crowds. 

In the miracle of making bread, Jesus showed that he would provide.  This was a great lesson for 
the disciples to learn.  But he goes on to show them another lesson, which is why John records 
the story.  In this miracle of walking to them across the stormy sea, Jesus showed his disciples 
that he would be present with them and that they’d never be too far out of his reach. 

The promise of Jesus’ presence is one that he continued to remind his disciples.  He said, just 
before he returned to heaven in Matthew 28:20, "Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age.”"  Even when you can’t see me, I’m with you. 

And Paul, in his letter to the Philippians, reminded those who were in a season of anxiety that the 
Lord would be with them: 

Philippians 4:5b–7: "The Lord is at hand; do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by 
prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the 
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ 
Jesus."  

How do you get this peace? Through prayer? Yes, but also knowing that the Lord is with you.  
This is the lesson he was teaching his disciples.  In the storm, Jesus came to them. In their 
hardship and distress, Jesus came to them.  Jesus came and then he got in the boat with them and 
they arrived at their appointed destination.  Jesus is saying to his disciples then and now, I will be 
with you.  No darkness is too dark, no waves too high, no sea too wide, for our Lord to come and 
be with you in your distress and confusion and turmoil (~Ridderbos). 
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He hasn’t lost sight of you. The darkness and the storms and the sea won’t keep him from you.  
Jesus is showing that no matter where you go or how bad it gets or what people do to you, I will 
be with you.  When you think you are out of my reach, I will walk across the water to be with 
you.  I will get in the boat with you.  And together we will get to the place I have planned for 
you. 

So, Christian, turn your fear into gladness.  With the eyes of faith, see now that Jesus has been 
with you, Jesus is now with you, and Jesus will be with you forever. 
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