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Dear congregation,

As a rule, the apostle John highlights events and miracles not mentioned in the other three gospels.  But there are two exceptions.  These are the two recorded in John 6.  The first, the miraculous feeding of the 5,000 is found in all four Gospels.  John relates it in chapter 6.1-15.

As usual, John tells it in his own unique way, adding insights that are not emphasized in the other accounts.  This is because John is concerned to highlight the miracles of Jesus as signs.   As mentioned previously, the miracles John speaks about are designed to reveal spiritual truths that come to the fore as a result of pausing to reflect on them.  John’s intention is to make you think not just about what happened, but also what it means and reveals about who Jesus is and what he offers anyone who wants to believe in him.

THE MIRACLE

The feeding of the multitude took place during the period when our Lord was based in Galilee.  He was in the remote, wilderness region on the eastern shores of the Sea of Galilee, an area known today as the Golan Heights.  

(John informs his readers that this inland, fresh-water lake called the Sea of Galilee by the locals, is also known by its new (official) name: the Sea of Tiberias, named after a new Roman town built on the western side of the Sea in AD 20).   

The miracle came about as a result of rather unplanned and unexpected twists and turns that particular day had taken.  Originally, the trip to the wilderness area had been set aside as a day off, time out, away from the pressures of public ministry and the ever-present crowds.  The other gospels (especially Mark) highlight that pressure had really been building up during the Lord’s Galilean ministry.  The religious authorities were starting to make things difficult.  The ever-present crowds just would not leave him alone.  In need of some spiritual refreshment, Jesus and the disciples decided to take one of the fishing boats, row and sail to the other side and head for the solitude and silence of the wilderness of the hills. 

But it just wasn’t meant to be a quiet, restful day.  On the contrary!   Someone had spotted Jesus and his disciples getting into the boat and was keeping a careful eye on where the boat was heading.  It wasn’t long before many people were buzzing with excitement and anticipation.  

“Jesus the Nazarene and his disciples are on the Sea of Galilee! 

 Keep an eye on where they are heading.  Let’s go for a find them.  

Something is sure to happen – likely some miracles!  

Come on, let’s go to be there too.”

People started to make their way along the shores of the Sea of Galilee, keeping an eye on the fishing boat to see where it would anchor. 

Nothing creates a crowd like a crowd.  More and more people, sensing that something interesting was happening, joined the throng.  It was turned out to be quite a strenuous hike, a long way to walk.   But hope for some excitement and maybe seeing a miracle made the huge, ever-growing crowd, men, women and even children, determined to get to Jesus.

Meanwhile, the Lord and his disciples had anchored the boat and walked up from it into the hills or heights, a wilderness area. They were sitting together, and from that vantage point, spotted the crowds walking along the shore of the lake (sea) heading towards them.

Jesus turned to Philip – one of several disciples who was from this local area (Bethsaida) – and, while looking at the crowd, asked him, ‘Where are we to buy bread, so that these people may eat?’  (6.5)

It wasn’t that the Lord was at a loss and needed advice!   As John explains, he already had in mind what he was going to do (6.6).  Jesus’ intended to test Philip, to make him (and you, the hearer of this story) think.

Philip thought.  But the only thing that came to mind was the logistics involved in feeding a crowd of this size.  How much food would you need?  How much would it cost?  There are thousands of men, women and children. A huge army of them!  

How much would it cost to buy enough bread to feed them a single meal?  In those days a common labourer would receive one denarius for a whole day’s work.  Philip calculated that even eight months wages (200 denarii!) would not even give each person a single mouth full.  Where would the money come from?  Furthermore, one thing is certain, the scattered villages in the area were small as well as few and far between!  They wouldn’t have the means to supply that much bread.  No. There is no where and no way to buy enough food to give crowds that size even a tiny mouthful – a Lord’s Supper sized piece of bread!

Did Philip pass the test?

On reflection, I wonder if Jesus was even thinking of the same kind of bread that Philip had in mind. Yes, physical bread, daily bread is important, but what about spiritual bread, food that feeds the soul?  Where would you buy such bread? Who has spiritual bread?

Would Philip, did you personally, even begin to think about the words of Isaiah – who also spoke about bread?  Remember Isaiah 55.1ff?
Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; 

              and he who has no money, come, buy and eat! 

             Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price. 


     Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, 
and your labor for that which does not satisfy? 


     Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food. 

                (Isaiah 55:1-3a)
What this crowd really needed is wine, milk and bread that would feed and give life to their souls! They need soul food and drink!  
Remember how Jesus had told the Samaritan woman he met at the well the same thing?  

He speaks of the need for ‘living water.’  

He explained, ‘Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I will give him will never thirst.  Indeed, the water I will give him will become for him a spring of water welling up in eternal life.   (See John 4.10,13,14)  
The people of Galilee, all people everywhere, need heavenly or spiritual food and drink that would give them abundant life, real life, spiritual life, eternal life.

From Mark’s account we learn that Jesus had compassion on that crowd because he saw them as being like sheep without a shepherd and he began teaching them many things!  He fed them the living bread and the living water, although one wonders if they really tasted and received its life-giving nourishment.

Anyhow, back to the story:  

As the day began to draw to a close, the disciples said to Jesus, ‘This is a desolate place, and the hour is now late.  Send them away to go to the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.’ (Mark 6.35f) 
It was about this time
 that Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, spoke up: ‘There is a boy here  who has five barley loaves and two fish, but what are they for so many?’ (6.9).  Andrew is pointing to poor man’s bread – scone-sized little things with fish equally small and insignificant.  

Nevertheless, a most wonderful scene unfolds.  You don’t even have to close your eyes to picture it.

· Jesus took the food from the boy/young man.

· The Lord then instructed the people to sit in small groups of 50 to 100 on the green grass. (It was early spring – April – so there was plenty of grass about.)   There were about 5,000 men (enough for an army!!).  Add to that women and children and the size of the crowd might well double!  

· Jesus took the loaves, gave thanks (Common form of Jewish thanksgiving: ‘Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who bringest forth food from the earth’. D.A .Carson p. 270).  

· The disciples handed the food from Jesus to the people.  Just like the jars of oil that never emptied at the home of the widow of Zarephath in Elijah’s day (I Kings 17) and at the home of the widow Elisha met some years later (II Kings 4.1ff).  Jesus did the same with the loaves and the fish.

When Jesus provides food for the hungry there is more than enough.  Superabundance.  To demonstrate this, and in accordance with Jewish custom, the left over food was collected.  Twelve baskets filled with the pieces of the five barley loaves that the people just could not eat!

THE MESSAGE OF THIS MIRACULOUS SIGN

What was and is the message and meaning of this sign?  The key to that is provided in 6.4. Here John points out that this miracle took place when the Jewish Passover Feast was near – around about April.  

This was the time of the year when the Jews remembered how the Lord God had delivered their ancestors from their slavery in Egypt; how God had delivered Israel with a mighty hand; had fed them for 40 years while they were in the wilderness!  God had provided; had been their salvation!  Remember how God set his people free from their slavery?  The people had triumphed gloriously over all their enemies.  God had looked after them!   He even fed them with miracle bread from heaven, the manna.   

Wouldn’t it be just wonderful if God would send another Moses?  Imagine!  These ordinary people, most of them poor, felt hopelessly trapped, felt like slaves.  Rome ruled their lives.  The rich exploited them.  Religious leaders did too. Life at the bottom of the social heap in an occupied country filled with corruption was anything but fair or just. O God, send us another prophet like Moses.  Let that prophet lead us into a new life and freedom!  They needed a gospel that would liberate them.  
Looking at Jesus their faces lit up.  Yes, this must be him!  Here is another prophet, the prophet Moses spoke about in Deuteronomy 18.15ff.

JESUS of Nazareth is God’s answer.  The miracle points that out as clear as daylight.  JESUS just fed the crowd in the wilderness just like the LORD God fed their ancestors with manna when they were in the wilderness.  Follow Jesus!  Put Jesus at the head of liberation army.  Jesus will feed us!  Jesus will lead us. Jesus will call on God’s name to give us the victory!   Jesus must be God’s answer to our needs!  Jesus! Jesus!  Jesus!!  

Jesus is the Prophet of whom Moses spoke!  Jesus will lead us against Rome and all our oppressors.  Long live Jesus!  Crown Jesus!  Crown him with many crowns!   Hail Jesus!  Hail Jesus! Crown him!  Carpé Diem Jezu!  Seize the day!

And Jesus himself? 

Was he thrilled at being recognised as God’s anointed one, God’s deliverer and king?  Look at 6.15, ‘Perceiving then that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king, Jesus withdrew to the mountain by himself.’  

This text seems to me to be like a huge red light flashing it’s urgent, ‘Stop! Don’t go there!’ signal.  Yes, the people are interpreting this miracle – but wrongly. These people imagine that what they need is someone to deliver them from the woes of this life.   

· For these people ‘salvation’ and ‘deliverance’ equals having someone with the power and charisma of Jesus head up an army that will bring the rulers of this world, the forces of corruption and exploitation of this world to their knees!   

· For these people ‘salvation’ and ‘deliverance’ equals having someone like Jesus who can, waving his hands like a magic wand, supply all of the good things of this life just like that.  

But is that what Jesus offers?   Is that what you are after as a follower, a disciple of Jesus?  Red lights flash!  For if that is what you want and seek from Jesus he will withdraw from you.  You, along with that crowd whom Jesus fed, misunderstand this sign.

What then?

Remember how I have already pointed out that Philip, when asked about buying bread for these people to eat thought only of physical food for the physical body?  Philip was thinking only in terms of the here and now – of life in this body under these present circumstances.  Philip, the disciples and especially the multitude who were there in the wilderness could only think of their needs in a physical, in a this-worldly sense!

If you want that kind of ‘bread’ from Jesus: abundance, prosperity, success, power, etc., in terms of this life, Jesus has nothing to give you.  Follow Jesus and you will hear Jesus himself tell you that a student is not above his teacher.  He will tell you that if they persecute and revile him in this life, they will do so to you as well.  If you want success, abundance, power and the good things of life, physical bread, leave Jesus well alone – for Jesus will withdraw from you just as he withdrew from that crowd in the wilderness.

But Jesus can supply you with true, living bread that will nourish and give life to your soul that will give you spiritual life, eternal life.  Jesus can give you new life, true freedom and prosperity in God’s kingdom.   The food he gives you is his own flesh.  The drink he gives you is his own blood.  This is the food and drink that satisfies the deepest needs of the soul – not just in this life, but forever.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

Congregation, everybody likes the idea of free food.  Everyone warms to a political or religious leader who seems to promise the good things of this life.  I know I do!

But Jesus never did offer these things.  If you follow him and make him king of your life you will get super-bread, super-food, true, eternal life in God’s Kingdom.   Strange and short-sighted as it may seem, many if not most people who hear Jesus speak about that, say,  ‘Thanks, but not today!’

Just think: What do YOU really want and expect from the hands of Jesus?

�: Mark 6.32-44; Mat. 14.13-21; Lu. 9.10-17. (C/f the 4,000 in Mt 15.21-28, Mk 8.1-9)


� Mark 6.35
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