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Lord of Our Fears 
(John 6:16-21) 

This morning as we continue to look at the miracles of Jesus in the gospel of John, I want to talk about how those 
miracles can help us to overcome our fears.  John calls Jesus’ miracles signs because each reveals something about 
Jesus and why we can trust Him.  John included seven of these signs in his gospel and we’re looking at one sign 
each week because John says that the more we understand what each sign tells us about Jesus, the more we’ll be 
able to trust Him.  Today we’ll look at the fifth of the seven signs as Jesus goes for a walk on the Sea of Galilee.  
We’ll look at the same three questions we’ve looked at each week: what is the sign? What does the sign tell us 
about Jesus?  What does the sign tell us about us?   

 

What is the sign? (John 6:16-17) “Now when evening came, His disciples went down to the sea, and after getting 
into a boat, they started to cross the sea to Capernaum. It had already become dark, and Jesus had not yet come to 
them.”  This sign follows the feeding of the 5000 which we looked at last week.  Jesus and His disciples left the 
more populated western side of the Sea of Galilee and sailed over to the more secluded eastern shore to escape 
the crowds for a while and recharge their batteries.  However, the crowds followed them on the shore and when 
Jesus and the guys reach the east side of the lake, they find a huge crowd waiting for them there.   Jesus feels 
compassion for them and teaches them and then performs the sign we looked at last week, feeding a crowd of 
probably upwards of 20,000 people with a little boy’s lunch, giving them so much bread and fish that they are 
stuffed and there are still leftovers.  When the crowd sees what Jesus has done, they immediately proclaim Him 
the Messiah and try to make Him king, but Jesus refuses to let them – not because He wouldn’t make a great king 
but because that is not His mission at this time.  He hasn’t come to solve political, social or economic problems yet 
– although His kingdom will definitely transform this world’s political, social and economic structure in the future.  
But He has come to deal with humanity’s fundamental problem from which all over problems come, our alienation 
from God for which Jesus will give His life on the cross.  This time, Jesus came for the cross.  When He returns to 
the earth, He will come for His crown.  So Jesus and the disciples leave the crowd.  Matthew fills in a few more of 
the details.  Matthew 14:22-23 tells us, “And immediately He made the disciples get into the boat, and go ahead of 
Him to the other side, while He sent the multitudes away.  And after he had sent the multitudes away, He went up 
to the mountain by Himself to pray and when it was evening, He was there alone.”  Jesus had left the populated 
west coast of the Sea of Galilee to find a place to spend time alone in prayer.  He had just received word that John 
the Baptist had been killed by King Herod and He felt the need to be alone with His Father.  Even Jesus had His 
plans interrupted by people; but once He has taught and fed these folks, He sends them away and He sends His 
disciples back home as well and then goes up in the mountains to pray alone.  Now because John tells us that, “It 
had already become dark, and Jesus had not yet come to them,” Jesus must have made arrangements to meet the 
disciples somewhere along the way.  As you can see from this map of the Sea of Galilee, the shortest distance 
across would be to hug the northern shore and so apparently, Jesus and the disciples planned to meet somewhere 
along that shore where Jesus would rejoin them in the boat.  However, night has fallen and no Jesus. 

Vs. 18, “The sea began to be stirred up because a strong wind was blowing.”  The Sea of Galilee below sea level and 
the warm air over it comes in contact with the colder air from the mountains around it and creates an unstable 
climate and frequent storms.  The wind always blows out of the north and so the disciples find themselves being 
blown further and further south and as you can see, further and further away from their destination on the west 
side of the lake.  They are rowing with all their might but making absolutely no progress at all.  And because 



they’re being blown south, any hope of finding Jesus is gone as well.  Vs. 19, “Then, when they had rowed about 
three or four miles, they saw Jesus walking on the sea and drawing near to the boat; and they were frightened.” If 
you have ever been out on the water in a storm, you know it can be pretty scary.  You can usually find some kind of 
shelter in a storm if you’re on land, but on the water, there is no place to hide – you’re at the mercy of the 
elements.  But the disciples see something that scares them far more than the storm; Jesus walking on the water 
towards them.  The word John uses for walk here is an interesting one.  It doesn’t just mean that Jesus was walking 
on the surface.  John says Jesus was strolling across the surface of the water, just kind of ambling along the way we 
amble along when we’re not in a hurry to be anywhere and are just enjoying a stroll.  The most terrifying forces of 
nature – a storm at sea – holds no terror for Jesus.  It’s just a walk in the park to Him.  He’s returning to Capernaum 
on the west coast and He decides to take the most direct route there, crossing the Sea of Galilee without a boat.  
I’m not sure Jesus even meant for the disciples to see Him taking this stroll.  Mark writes in Mark 6:48-50, “Seeing 
them straining at the oars, for the wind was against them, at about the fourth watch of the night (Which would be 
somewhere between 3 a.m. and 6 a.m., so they have been rowing all night and unable to make any progress to the 
west side) He came to them, walking on the sea; and He intended to pass by them.  Jesus doesn’t appear to be 
walking on the water to catch up with the disciples.  He just seems to be walking back to Capernaum. “But when 
they saw Him walking on the sea, they supposed that it was a ghost, and cried out; for they all saw Him and were 
terrified.”  The last thing you expect to see in the middle of the night in the middle of a lake in the middle of a 
storm is some guy out for a stroll.  The disciples are terrified.  It is easier for them to believe they are seeing a 
ghost than that they are seeing Jesus. Back to John 6:20-21 “But He said to them, "It is I; do not be afraid." So they 
were willing to receive Him into the boat, and immediately the boat was at the land to which they were going.” 
When Jesus sees how frightened the disciples are, He quickly assures them that it’s Him and gets into the boat 
with them, and miraculously, as soon as Jesus is with them, they arrive at their destination. 

What does this sign reveal about Jesus?  Three things: first that He is God.  Anyone familiar with the Old Testament 
would recognize that when Jesus strolls across the Sea of Galilee, He is doing what the Scriptures say only God 
Himself can do since God is not subject to His creation but His creation is subject to Him.  Job says, “God alone 
stretches out the heavens and tramples down the waves of the sea.” (Job 9:8)  Ps 77: 19 says “Your way was in the 
sea And Your paths in the mighty waters, And Your footprints may not be known.”  As the disciples see Jesus calmly 
walking on a storm-tossed sea, they had to be reminded of God saving His people from the Egyptian army at the 
Red Sea when He divided the water so that Israel would cross on dry land but when the Egyptian army attempted 
to cross, they were buried by the waves.  Feeding the 5000 showed the disciples that Jesus is the greater Moses 
but this sign shows that He is also the God of Moses and able to control the forces of nature for His own purpose.  
That is what Jesus means when He speaks to His terrified disciples; “It is I: do not be afraid.” What Jesus literally 
said to His frightened disciples was, “I am: do not be afraid.”  When Jesus says, “I am” He’s claiming to be God.  
When God appeared to Moses in the burning bush and commanded him to return to Egypt because God was going 
to deliver His people out of their slavery, Moses asked, “Who should I tell them sent me? What is Your name.”  
God replied, “I am that I am.  Tell them I am sent you.” What is God’s name? “I am.  I always am. There has never 
been a time I didn’t exist.” The name Yahweh or Jehovah when it is transliterated into Greek simply comes from 
the verb “to be.”  And throughout Jesus’ ministry, He often used this name to refer to Himself.  “Before Abraham 
was born, I am.”  “Unless you believe that I am, you will die in your sins.”  People ask, “If Jesus is God, why doesn’t 
He just say so?”  He couldn’t have said it any clearer in that culture.  And the first thing this sign tells us is that 
Jesus is God because He does things and says things the Scriptures say only God can do and say.  The One who 
spoke to Moses from the bush is the same One who speaks to the disciples in the boat. 
 
Second, this sign reveals that Jesus is the ideal human being.  I don’t know if the world God originally created 
included storms, hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes and all the other natural phenomena which terrify us today; 
but if He did, He intended for people to be in control of those phenomena.   Look at the eighth Psalm. “When I 
consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, The moon and the stars, which You have ordained; What is man 
that You take thought of him, And the son of man that You care for him? Yet You have made him a little lower than 



God, And You crown him with glory and majesty!  You make him to rule over the works of Your hands; You have put 
all things under his feet, All sheep and oxen, And also the beasts of the field, The birds of the heavens and the fish of 
the sea, Whatever passes through the paths of the seas.” (Psalm 8:4-8)  This psalm is about how God created 
people to rule over His creation.  God subjected nature to Adam and Eve.  All the animals, all the forces of nature 
obeyed them.  But when the first humans rebelled against God, their rule over nature ended.  We don’t control 
nature, nature controls us because of the curse of sin.  Jesus became a man to regain what Adam lost.  That’s why 
the Bible calls Him the second Adam.  He is what Adam was meant to be and exercises the power Adam lost.  
That’s why the writer to the Hebrews writes this comment on Psalm 8. For in subjecting all things to him, (meaning 
Adam and through Adam, all of humanity) He left nothing that is not subject to him.  (The writer of Hebrews is 
explaining what Psalm 8 means when it says that God put all things under Adam and Eve’s feet.) But now we do 
not yet see all things subjected to him. (Because of sin) But we do see Him who was made for a little while lower 
than the angels, (by becoming a human) {namely,} Jesus, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and 
honor, so that by the grace of God He might taste death for everyone.” (Hebrews 2:8-9)  Jesus becomes one of us 
to regain all that Adam lost; He is the ideal man, man as God originally created us to be.  That’s why He can walk on 
water and in the new heavens and new earth, you will too.  How do I know that?  Let’s go back to Matthew’s 
account of this incident. “When the disciples saw Him walking on the sea, they were terrified, and said, "It is a 
ghost!" And they cried out in fear. But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, "Take courage, it is I; do not be 
afraid." Peter said to Him, "Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water."  And He said, "Come!" And 
Peter got out of the boat, and walked on the water and came toward Jesus. But seeing the wind, he became 
frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, "Lord, save me!" Immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and took 
hold of him, and *said to him, "You of little faith, why did you doubt?"  (Matt. 14:27-31) I’m not sure I understand 
Peter’s logic here.  He’s spent his entire life on the Sea of Galilee and he knows that in the middle of the lake in the 
middle of a storm, you stay in the boat. But Peter believes that if Jesus can walk on water, then Jesus can enable 
him to walk on water – and he’s right.  Jesus says “Come.” and Peter steps out of the boat.  I imagine Peter is like a 
child learning to ride a bike for the first time.  “I’m doing it, I’m doing it…wait a minute, I can’t do this!” and he 
immediately goes under.  Jesus pulls him back to the surface and asks, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  
Now if I was on that boat, I would be thinking, “Little faith? Peter was the only one of us who got out of the boat 
and at least tried walking on water.”  Here’s the point.  Jesus is who we will be one day and His control over nature 
will be something He will enable us to exercise in the kingdom of God.  That’s why as long as Peter trusted Jesus, 
he was able to do what Jesus could do.  Does this mean that you can walk on water today if you just trust Jesus 
enough?  Why don’t you go try and let us know how it goes. 
 
Here’s the third thing we learn about Jesus from this sign.  Because Jesus controls all of creation, He is the Lord of 
our fears.  That’s why He says, “It is I: do not be afraid.” He controls everything that we’re afraid of.  Are you afraid 
of spiders?  Jesus is greater than spiders.  How about sickness?  Jesus is greater than sickness.  Do you fear 
unemployment?  Jesus is greater than unemployment. Do you fear natural catastrophes which we’ve seen so much 
of recently; fires, earthquakes, tornadoes, floods?  Jesus is greater than any natural catastrophe?  Or are you afraid 
of people?  Jesus is greater than any person or group we might fear; greater than the Republicans or the 
Democrats or the Russians or the Seattle Seahawks. Do you fear death? The fear of death is at the root of all our 
fears but Jesus is greater than death. Jesus is greater than everything we fear and because He is greater, none of 
those things can touch us unless He allows it for our good and for God’s glory.  That’s what this sign reveals about 
Jesus – His utter and complete control over everything in this world.  Every miracle Jesus performs is to meet some 
human need and that includes this one. One of our greatest needs is to be set free from our fears because fear is 
at the root of most of our problems. 
 
And that brings us to the three things this sign reveals about us. First, fear is natural.  It’s easy to beat ourselves up 
for being afraid.  I think most people secretly fear they’re cowards because so many things scare us.  But fear is 
natural and rational in view of the scary world we live in.  The world is full of things we’re unable to control and we 
and those we love could die at any moment.  There are a lot of things to be afraid of in this world, as is illustrated 
by the disciples’ attempt to row back home to Capernaum.  It should have been a simple trip but nobody counted 
on a storm blowing them off course and stranding them in the middle of the Sea of Galilee all night.  My dad used 
to take me tuna fishing.  The boat would leave at midnight and around dawn we would reach the schools of 
albacore about 100 miles off the coast.  You fish all day and then at nightfall, the boat goes home and arrives back 



at the dock around midnight.  On one trip our boat was caught in a storm.  The wind was howling, the waves tower 
over the boat and you feel the engines struggling as you sail up the side of one wave, then the boat is going down 
the backside of the wave, only to meet another monster wave.  I had spent most of that trip hanging over the rail 
and was too seasick to be scared until I looked at my dad’s face, the faces of the other fishermen, and the face of 
our skipper. That day I learned that fear is a wonderful cure for seasickness.  Fear is natural in that situation and in 
many of the situations where we find ourselves.  
 
Here’s the second thing we learn about ourselves from this sign.  True faith is simply a greater or a more 
appropriate fear.  Only fear can conquer fear.  The disciples forget all about the wind and the waves when they see 
Jesus walking on the water.  Now they’re terrified.  When we did our Fearless series, we learned that the opposite 
of fear is faith.  That’s why “Fear not” appears more often than any other command in the Bible – because fear is 
the opposite of faith.  Real faith is taking God more seriously than we take anything else we fear, and until we have 
a healthy fear of God, we will be slaves of the fear of everything but God.  That’s what Jesus means in Luke 12:4-5, 
"I say to you, My friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that have no more that they can do. 
(Don’t be afraid of people who can kill you because that’s all they can do?  Isn’t that enough?) But I will warn you 
whom to fear: fear the One who, after He has killed, has authority to cast into hell; yes, I tell you, fear Him!” It is 
reasonable to fear people.  But Jesus says it is far more reasonable to fear God because He controls not only what 
happens in this life but in eternity.  Courage isn’t the absence of fear but simply fearing the right things; taking God 
more seriously than we take the things we’re tempted to fear.  I’ve been helped by G.K. Chesterton who writes, 
“We fear men so much because we fear God so little.  One fear cures another.  When men’s terror scares you, turn 
your thoughts to the wrath of God.”  I used to worry about what people thought of me until I realized that the 
course of my life doesn’t depend on what people think but on what God thinks.  If people misjudge me, it doesn’t 
matter because I’m in His hands and He will accomplish all that concerns me, just as He accomplished all that 
concerned His Son who was constantly slandered and falsely attacked.  If people are right about me, they still 
aren’t the ones I need to worry about.  I need to fear Him who sees all and knows all and is not mocked but will 
repay the deeds of our hands.  If you struggle with fear, the answer is not to minimize your fears or try to convince 
yourself you’re silly to be afraid.  The answer is to learn the fear of God and to take Him more seriously than the 
things you fear. 
 

That leads us to the third thing we learn about ourselves from this sign.  Jesus comes to us in the things that 
frighten us most.  Jesus intends to pass by the disciples and meet them later in Capernaum but when they see Him 
and are terrified, He changes His plans; and I love His tenderness.  A couple of years ago, I was playing monster 
with my granddaughter Addie and I over did it because after I roared, her eyes got big and her lip began to quiver – 
and it broke my heart.  I dropped to my knees and told her I was so sorry and that I was just playing, trying to 
reassure her and feeling like a complete jerk.  And she says, “Can I have some pudding, Gaga?”  Maybe that’s how 
Jesus feels here about the disciples because seeing Him strolling across the lake is more than they can handle.  
That’s why He says, “It is I; do not be afraid.”  That’s what He says to us when we’re scared.  “It’s Me. I’m here with 
you.  Don’t be afraid.  I’m greater than whatever you fear and I won’t allow it to touch you except for your good.”  
Our greatest experiences of Christ’s comfort and presence often come in the most terrifying experiences of life. 
C.S. Lewis writes, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: It is 
His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”   

Only fear can conquer fear and we won’t be free of our fears until we learn the appropriate fear of God and how 
tender and merciful this awesome God is toward us; which brings us back to the gospel, the very heart and soul of 
Christianity; God saves sinners by sending His Son to do for us what we could not do for ourselves.  Understanding 
and believing the gospel is the foundation of living without fear.  Some people say, “But I believe the gospel and 
I’m scared all the time.”  In the song, Amazing Grace, John Newton writes, “Tis grace that taught my heart to fear 
and grace my fears relieved.  How precious did that grace appear the hour I first believed.”  You can’t understand 
the power of the gospel until you both fear the wrath of a holy God for your sins and the desperate situation our 



sins have placed us in; and then experience the incredible relief of knowing that Christ already experienced that 
wrath in your place on the cross.  It is against the backdrop of the fear of God that we experience the love of God 
most acutely.   We are great sinners but He is a great Savior, bearing all of the cost of delivering us from the wrath 
to come.  If you think you can save yourself by your own good behavior, you will never be free from fear because 
you will never know if you’ve done enough.  If you think God accepts everyone regardless of what they do and that 
no atonement for sin is necessary, you will never be free of fear because you never know for sure if God loves you 
or just ignores you.  It is only as we see God’s great love at the cross, delivering us from our greatest fear that we 
are freed from our fears of everything else.  
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