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Part 23 – I Am Walks on Water  
 
John 6:16-21  
This well known account is found also in Matthew 14:22-33 and Mark 
6:45-52. Matthew records Peter’s attempt to join Jesus on the water, a 
detail not found in Mark or John. In John’s account, this fifth of Jesus’ 
signs is situated between the miraculous feeding of the multitude (vv. 
1-15) and Jesus’ declaration that he is the Bread of Life (vv. 22-71). In 
the miraculous feeding Jesus demonstrates his divinity. In the lengthy 
Bread of Life discourse he explains his divinity. In the miraculous 

interlude of Jesus’ walking on the sea, there is both a powerful demonstration and clear confession of his 
divinity which would not have been missed by anyone with a knowledge of the Old Testament.  
 
Setting off in the dark 
Vv. 16-17 – After Jesus went alone into the hills of upper Galilee, his disciples set off in a boat heading for 
the sea’s northeast shore. As they rowed, a storm blew across the water. Easterly winds are common on 
the Sea of Galilee and fishermen must watch the weather with caution. But whatever fear they experienced 
by the rocking of the waves was replaced by fear of seeing Jesus walk toward them across the surface of 
the sea. 

 In the Bible, darkness is a symbol of evil, ignorance, trouble, and sorrow. The Bible speaks of the powers 
of darkness. For people who live in an age of electric lights it is hard to imagine just how all encompassing 
the darkness was for first century people. For them, the darkness of night was palpable. The author of 
Hebrews speaks of darkness in a catalog of things that can be touched (12:18).   

 
A dangerous sea    
Vs. 18 – The surface of the Sea of Galilee lies about six hundred feet below sea level and up to two 
thousand feet below the summits of the surrounding hills. There is a great difference in temperature 
between the surface of the lake and the upper reaches of the hills. That difference in temperatures produces 
strong winds that rush downhill to the surface of the water. These conditions produce storms which arise 
quickly and cause the Sea to be tossed about with large waves.  

 In the Bible the sea is often depicted as a place of danger and even wickedness. In our own day, with all 
of our modern technology, we know more about the surface of the moon than we do the bottom of the 
oceans. The Bible appeals to the sea and its storms as symbolic of chaos and disorder in general and of 
the trials of life in particular. “All your waves and breakers have swept over me,” the psalmist says as a 
way of describing his woe (42:7). “I sink in the miry depths, where there is no foothold. I have come into 
the deep waters; the floods engulf me” (69:2). In Jonah’s case, the sea, which threatens his life, is the 
means by which God visited discipline upon his life on account of his sins: “You hurled me into the deep, 
into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me…The engulfing waters threatened 
me…” (2:3-5). 

 Liberal scholars have sought to explain away the miraculous element of this event by stating that Jesus 
was actually walking along the shore but to the disciples it looked as though he was walking on the water. 
But this explanation is unsatisfactory for several reasons: 1) For them to see Jesus on the shore at night 
would have required that their boat be very close to shore which the passage denies. 2) At least some of 
the disciples were experienced fishermen. They would have known their distance from the shore and 
whether they were threatened. 3) The distress of the event was due in part to the fact that they were at 
least several miles from shore. 4) Their fear was based at least in part on their seeing Jesus walking on 
the water, an event they had no natural explanation for.  

 
A frightening sight  
Vs. 19 – The storm made rowing across the lake a very challenging task. They were rowing because the 
wind was against them. Nevertheless, they rowed what amounted to three or four miles, about halfway 
across the lake. They then saw Jesus walking upon the surface of the water. In the Greek, John shifts to 
the present tense which was at times a literary device used to heighten the drama (“They see Jesus walking 
on the sea”). While the accounts from Matthew and Mark offer more details about the frightening state of 
the storm, John focuses solely on the fear produced by the sight of Jesus walking on the water. Matthew 



Covenant Presbyterian Church                                                                                                February 26, 2023 
 

and Mark report that they initially believed they were beholding a phantom. Such a sight belonged so fully 
to the supernatural that their fear is quite understandable.  
 
“I Am; do not be afraid”  
Vs. 20 – “It is I,” is a translation of the Greek to be verb (ego eimi). And since there is only the verb and no 
predicate, the more literal rendering of Jesus’ words is, “I am.” The Hebrew to be verb (Yahweh) is the 
name by which God identified himself to Moses (Exodus 3:14).  
“Do not be afraid” – Jesus connects his “I am,” with a call for his disciples to not fear. The awesome power 
of God over every detail of his creation works comfort and peace in the hearts of those who know him. 
“Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, and he delivered them from their distress. He made the storm 
be still, and the waves of the sea were hushed” (Psalm 107:28-29). 

 In the Scriptures, water is symbolic of both life and judgement, cleansing from sin, and used as the sign 
of the new covenant. Throughout the Old Testament, God is portrayed as creating, bringing order to, and 
directing the waters. In the days of Noah, God used water to judge the world. He corrupted Egypt’s water 
supply prior to the Exodus. And after delivering his people from Egypt, the Lord divided the waters of the 
Red Sea and led his people safely across. I AM is the undisputed Master of the seas.  

 Job 38:8-11 – “Who shut up the sea behind doors when it burst forth from the womb, when I made the 
clouds its garment and wrapped it in thick darkness, when I fixed limits for it and set its doors and bars in 
place, when I said, ‘This far you may come and no farther; here is where your proud waves halt’?” 

 Psalm 29:3 – “The voice of the LORD is over the waters; the God of glory thunders, the LORD, over many 
waters.” 

 Psalm 33:6-7 – “By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and by the breath of his mouth all 
their host. He gathers the waters of the sea as a heap; he puts the deeps in storehouses.” 

 Psalm 89:9 – “You rule over the surging sea; when its waves mount up, you still them.” 

 Psalm 107:23-24 – “Some went down to the sea in ships, doing business on the great waters; they saw 
the deeds of the LORD, his wondrous works in the deep.”  

 
Safely through     
Vs. 21 – Some suggest that we are to understand this to mean that there was a second miraculous effect 
in the speed with which the boat came to land after the Lord was brought into it. It is far more likely that 
John simply means that after Jesus got into the boat the wind died down and the sea became calm and the 
remainder of their journey went by rather quickly and without any hindrance.  

 The larger point is that Jesus got them safely to the other side. Remember that this is taking place during 
the festival of Passover which is the commemoration of God’s mighty deliverance of his people from 
slavery in Egypt. The memorial Passover meal served as a reminder to the people of that miraculous 
deliverance, especially their deliverance through the waters of the Red Sea (Exodus 13:17-14:31) and 
Jordan River (Joshua 3:1-4:14).  

 “God used Moses to take his people through the water. God used his Son to walk upon the water and 
bring his little band of followers safely to the other side. The link is both profound and powerful. God 
delivers his people from that which would otherwise destroy them by means of a mighty figure appointed 
by himself. Moses and Joshua were mighty men in their own right, but they were only men. Both died 
and neither was able to provide deliverance for Israel in the deepest sense of that word. Jesus was 
different. He was not merely a man; he was both God and man. Therefore when on the cross he was 
swallowed up by the waters of death, he was not overwhelmed by them but could rise above them in 
triumph of his resurrection.”1 

 
Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, 
  and he delivered them from their distress. 
He made the storm be still, 
  and the waves of the sea were hushed. 
Then they were glad that the waters were quiet, 
  and he brought them to their desired haven. (Psalm 107:28-30) 

                                                           
1 Mark Johnson, Let’s Study John (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2003) p. 91 


