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Walking on Water
John 6:14-24

If you’ve ever walked by a pond in the summertime, you’ve probably noticed bugs that look like
giant mosquitos standing on, and sometimes scooting across, the water. The bugs are called water
striders or pond striders and they come in more than 350 species. They are harmless despite their
imposing size. They spend virtually their whole lives standing on the water and feeding on
decaying bits of mosquito larva and other bugs. It was long thought that water striders secreted
wax from their legs to create tiny pontoons for each foot. This has been found not to be the case,
however. Magnified 120 times, you can see that the water strider’s legs are actually covered with
tiny hairs. Those hairs trap air bubbles and the bubbles are what keep the insect afloat.

You’ve probably also seen these bugs run or skate across the water. The secret to their propulsion
is the little dimples you see under each leg. If the water’s surface was truly flat, the bugs would
just run in place but by pushing on the back side of the dimples in the surface with their two
middle legs, they can move forward. It’s like when you run in dry sand at the beach. Your feet
push the sand backward, which makes running difficult, but you still make forward progress.

Assisting water striders is something called surface tension. Water molecules want to stick
together.  Surface tension is why a glass of water filled past the brim doesn’t spill. 

Water striders are known by another name.Sometimes they’re called “the Jesus bug,” and if it
surprises us to see bugs walking on water, imagine what it was like for Jesus’ 12 disciples to see
him walking toward them on the surface of the Sea of Galilee. 

 
It happened shortly after one of Jesus’ biggest miracles. Jesus and his disciples had been living at
a hectic pace, traveling from town to town in Galilee, grabbing food when they could and
sleeping wherever their exhausted bodies dropped. 

One day, hoping to get away from the crowds, they headed into the hills past a fishing village
called Bethsaida. They really needed a break.  

But as they looked behind them, back toward the lake, they saw people, thousands of them
streaming toward them.  If this had happened today, the hillside would be dotted with news crews
and boom trucks with microwave antennas and satellite dishes. 

The disciples knew why the crowds were following. It wasn’t because of them but because of
their leader, the rabbi from Nazareth who not only taught the ancient scriptures with authority but
he performed eye-popping miracle after miracle. 
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• He changed ordinary water into wine at a wedding. 
• He healed the son of a palace employee – by long distance. 
• Sick people, people with birth defects–even a paraplegic–all healed by Jesus. 
• It’s no wonder more than 5000 people would trail Jesus into an area where there wasn’t

even any place to get food. 

A boy surrendered his lunch and Jesus prayed over the five barley rolls and two dried fish. He
told the huge crowd to sit down in groups of 50 and 100 – and then the disciples passed out as
much bread and fish as anyone could eat – and they collected 12 baskets of leftovers.   

Sixty years later an old man – a former disciple of Jesus, who was there when the miracle
happened, sat down to write about this event. He remembered well what the people who had just
eaten were saying.

“That rabbi must be Messiah.”
“He’s greater than Elijah.” 
“Let’s make him king.” 

John 6:14 After the people saw the sign Jesus performed, they began to say, "Surely
this is the Prophet who is to come into the world."  15 Jesus, knowing that they
intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by
himself. 

He slipped away – didn’t take any disciples with him. Ducked into a ravine and disappeared so
he could have some alone time. Finally.  

You can’t fault the crowd for wanting to make Jesus king. They despised Herod and the Roman
occupiers, and they knew their ancient scriptures predicted that God would one day send a
deliverer – Messiah – who would reclaim the dignity and glory of King David’s throne. 

“Let’s make Jesus king!” 

Jesus’ rejection of kingship probably baffled his own disciples as much as the crowds.  He was a
compelling teacher. He preached redemption and forgiveness of sins. His disciples baptized
people and unlike several other wanna-be messiahs from recent times, Jesus authenticated his
message with genuine miracles that only God could do. But Jesus knew if he let this populist
movement crown him king at this point in his ministry, his earthly mission would fail.

Before he disappeared, Jesus apparently told his disciples he would meet them at a designated
spot, and if he didn’t get there by a certain time they should go ahead and leave for Capernaum
without him. Capernaum was just four miles southwest. Going by boat was easier than hiking the
trail – plus the boat ride would give Jesus’ disciples a little respite from the crowds. But Jesus
never showed up. As the day progressed into late afternoon the disciples were probably
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wondering where Jesus was. Is he okay? Did somebody find him? Does he need our help? He
should have been here by now. He knows how long it takes to row four miles. Verse 16 says,

 
John  6:16 When evening came, his disciples went down to the lake,  17 where they
got into a boat and set off across the lake for Capernaum. 

It’s possible nobody said anything aloud but ominous thoughts are suggested by the next
sentence, middle of verse 17.

 
17b By now it was dark, and Jesus had not yet joined them.

You know what happens when it’s dark. Things that mildly concern you in daylight grow much
larger in the dark. Jesus’ no-show and that concerned his disciples. And then the wind started
picking up. At first it was just a normal evening breeze. The Sea of Galilee is usually calm during
the morning hours but late in the day the surface gets stirred by air currents rushing down from
surrounding hills. Squalls on the large lake formed quickly and became quite violent at times. 

Lapping ripples became breaking waves and soon the disciples found themselves bucking a full
gale. Whitecaps threatening to swamp the boat. Jesus absence made the dark thicker and the
storm even more threatening. Verse 18.

 
John 6:18 A strong wind was blowing and the waters grew rough. 19 When they
rowed about three or three and a half miles,

Rowing under these conditions would have been very hard work. Another gospel says they rowed
for 9 hours, so, clearly, they spent a lot more time keeping the boat righted and the bow pointed
into the wind than making headway. 

 
When they had rowed three or three and a half miles they saw Jesus approaching
the boat, walking on the water; and they were frightened.

I guess so! Let’s back away from the story for just a moment. Ever notice how crises tend to
build, one thing on top of the other.  Many catastrophes result from a series of decisions or
circumstances. 

That was true of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil rig blow-out. It killed 11 men and spewed 4.9
million barrels of oil into the Gulf. Investigators blamed the disaster not just on the blowout
preventer valve that failed 5000 feet underwater but on nine separate decisions. Seven of the nine
decisions saved the companies involved time and money so they accepted the risk.  

Airline crash investigators say the typical airline disaster involves seven consecutive human
errors. Remember United flight 173, in 1978.  162nd and Stark. The airplane ran out of fuel. Vicki
and I were living just a couple blocks away. 
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The first time I crashed in an airplane I was with a friend in his 1949 Luscomb 4-seater. We were
flying 250 miles from our village to Nome. It was a gray winter day, not terribly cold, about -10
below. With only four hours of daylight we didn’t have much of a window. We took off and hit
snow flurries over the Nulato hills about 50 miles into the trip. An hour into the flight we were in
the Gisasa River valley when it was snowing harder but it was dry snow not sticking to the
wings. 

Comparing notes later, we both wondered if we should turn around at that point but neither of us
said anything. By the time we got to Alaska’s west coast we were too low on fuel to turn around
but we got into white out conditions. In a whiteout, you cannot tell the difference between the sky
and the ground. Everything is white. 

We tried to radio Nome for a weather report but the radio relay station was out of service. We
decided to track into an abandoned runway on instruments and wait out the storm on the ground.
We were close to the deck trying to visually locate the runway when my buddy yelled, “Hey was
that the runway?” “I think so.” Well, it wasn’t. Our runway turned out to be a narrow dike which
we cartwheeled off of, landing upside down. Doors off, ski legs were broken, wings off but
neither of us was hurt badly. We stayed overnight in one of the buildings and some Eskimo
trappers happened on us the next day and they took us to their village. 

About ten years later I took Vicki back to see the wreckage, which someone had pulled over near
some abandoned buildings. Why did we crash? 

• Did we crash because we were short on fuel? 
• Or did we crash because we continued flight into adverse weather? 
• Did we crash because we mistook a narrow dike for a runway?
• Or did we crash because a radio relay station was out of service?

It was all of the above. 

For the disciples, the near disaster started when Jesus didn’t show up. They had to leave without
him, then the wind came up, then the waves got bigger, then darkness fell, they got tired from
rowing – and at that point they wondered if they would even survive. 

The question that had to be going through their minds was this:  Does the Lord not know what’s
happening, or does he not care? Same question that has probably crossed your mind in some
crisis. Your faith and the disciples’ faith says there must be a third option – and there is. Just like
in the last miracle where Jesus knew what he intended to do even as he left Philip scratching his
head about how to feed thousands of people, Jesus knew what he would do here in the storm.  

All the while the disciples were in the boat taking turns at the oars, Jesus had an exact GPS fix
the boat. He could clearly see the faces of each disciple. He knew their predicament – and here’s
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the most important point: Jesus knew the wind could make whitecaps only as long as he allowed
it. No matter what your situation, Jesus sees, he knows, he cares. He has a plan – along with
perfect timing. 

Mark’s gospel says Jesus came between 3 and 6 am, just before dawn. By then the disciples had
to be exhausted and probably all over each others’ nerves.  They were so uptight that at first they
didn’t recognize Jesus. They thought he was an apparition. If you’ve ever spent time around
serious fishermen you know they can be very superstitious. Verse 20

 
 John 6:20 But (Jesus) said to them, "It is I; don't be afraid."  

Literally, “ego A-me” (“I am”). “I am” was a common way of identifying oneself in Greek.

 “It’s me.” 

God used those words throughout scripture. When God appeared at Moses’ burning bush and
other times when the LORD came as an angel or by some other miraculous means, the first
words were, “I’m here. It’s me. Don’t be afraid.” 

It’s what the angels said to terrified shepherds who got the announcement of Jesus birth. I’m
going to talk about that next Sunday. “Don’t be afraid, we bring good news.” 

Nine months before that the angel told Mary not to be afraid. Same words to Zechariah, John the
Baptist’s father. Centuries before that God reassured his people through Moses. 

Deut. 31:8 The LORD is indeed going before you– he will be with you; he will not
fail you or abandon you. Do not be afraid or discouraged!" 

Even Abraham needed to hear those words. 

 Gen. 15:1  "Fear not, Abram! I am your shield and the one who will reward you in
great abundance." 

The point is, godly men and women can feel fearful despite having faith. 

• I’ve never met anyone who wasn’t afraid in the pre-op area. 
• Parents feel fear before the birth of a child – and that’s one of the happiest events of life. 
• When it’s dark and rain pellets hit your face, when waves are breaking over your bow –

instead of feeling guilty for fear, get ready, look around because the Lord is there. 

Whether through God’s Word, or in prayer, or through a friend, a book perhaps, a dream, or even
by an angelic visit, Jesus comes and says, “Ego A-me” Don’t be afraid.”
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My younger sister and I used to share a lot of fears. As very small children we memorized a verse
from Genesis.  It was a promise God gave to Jacob, “I will be with you and will keep you in all
places,” and it became my sisters favorite verse.  I remember walking through tall grass down
past where our dog team was tied – near the woods where wolves lived, and my little sister
would repeat aloud, 

“I will be with you and will keep you in all places.” 
“I will be with you and will keep you in all places.”

We heard a noise off to one side and we’d startled. “I will be with you and will keep you in all
places.”

Paul wrote to young Timothy. 

2 Tim. 1:7  God did not give us a Spirit of fear but of power and love and self-
control. 

Fear is normal but if fear is controlling you – if it is paralyzing you – that fear is not from God.
Here is another piece disciple John wrote in the Bible. 1 John chapter 4. 

 
1 John  4:16 We know how much God loves us, and we have put our trust in his
love. God is love, and all who live in love live in God, and God lives in them.  17 And
as we live in God, our love grows more perfect. So we will not be afraid on the day
of judgment, but we can face him with confidence because we live like Jesus here in
this world.  18 Such love has no fear, because perfect love expels all fear. 

I want to summarize what we’ve covered with three statements about fear: 
 

1. If you’ve sinned and you have not repented and confessed your sin, you should be afraid. The
last part of 1 John 4:18 says, 

 
If we are afraid, it is for fear of punishment, and this shows that we have not fully
experienced his perfect love. 

God cannot wink at or ignore sin. The great thing is once you turn around, once you confess sin
to the Lord, you experience God’s grace like never before – because the Bible says (and this is
#2) 

 
2. Once you’ve confessed sin, God forgets it. Deliberately. 

Satan wants you to keep kicking yourself for mistakes even after you’ve confessed them. Satan
says, “You’re worthless because you failed. God can’t use you.” 
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God steps in and says, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Satan. I don’t remember any
failure. I love this child.” 

That leads me to #3. 
 

3. As a child of God, you are never out of His sight.  In the wee hours of that stormy night, once
the disciples realized it was Jesus and not the Loch Nes monster, verse 21 says, 

John 6:21 Then they were willing to take him into the boat, and immediately the
boat reached the shore where they were heading.  
 

Just like that they were at their destination. And what a relief. The presence of Christ calms fears,
gives you strength, and he assures your destination. 

The story ends with kind of a humorous addendum. The 5000+ people Jesus had fed couldn’t
figure out where he went. Like paparazzi they were scouring the area for him. They knew he
hadn’t gotten into the boat, yet they couldn’t locate him. Verse 22. 

 
John 6:22 The next day the crowd that had stayed on the opposite shore of the lake
realized that only one boat had been there, and that Jesus had not entered it with his
disciples, but that they had gone away alone.  23 Then some boats from Tiberias
landed near the place where the people had eaten the bread after the Lord had
given thanks.  24 Once the crowd realized that neither Jesus nor his disciples were
there, they got into the boats and went to Capernaum in search of Jesus. 

Want to end with a reading from Psalm 118. My little sister had a good point. Sometimes it helps
to repeat a phrase of scripture to let it sink in. 

I want to read Psalm 118, and I want you to respond aloud to what I read with the italicized
words from verse 6: “The Lord is on my side, I am not afraid.” Let’s begin.

6  The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid! What can people do to me?  
The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!

7 The LORD is on my side as my helper. I look in triumph on those who hate me.  
The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!

8 It is better to take shelter in the LORD than to trust in people.  
The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!

9 It is better to take shelter in the LORD than to trust in princes.  
The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!
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10 All the nations surrounded me. Indeed, in the name of the LORD I pushed them
away. 
The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!

11 They surrounded me, yes, they surrounded me. Indeed, in the name of the LORD
I pushed them away.  
The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!

12 They surrounded me like bees. But they disappeared as quickly as a fire among
thorns. Indeed, in the name of the LORD I pushed them away.  
The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!

13 "You aggressively attacked me and tried to knock me down, but the LORD
helped me. The LORD is on my side, I am not afraid!
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