A FREE LUNCH?

Text: John 6:1-15 (also read 22-27, 48-51).
Readings: Deut 18:14-22, Isaiah 25:6-9
Theme: Christ's miraculous feeding of the 5000 showed his power and willingness to provide for the physical and spiritual needs of people.
Purpose: To show that Jesus as the Messiah is willing and able to provide for us physically and spiritually and to encourage a response of trust.

**********************************

Some of you may have received an invitation from a company or business to go out for lunch or dinner. This company wants to give you a lunch, but they also want to tell you about their business and what they are selling, or they want to inform you about investment opportunities, or they want to sign you up for a time share arrangement. 
It's these experiences that have produced the expression, "There's no such thing as a free lunch." In other words, if someone offers you a free lunch there is always some catch or some obligation associated with that. 

John 6 describes a free lunch that Jesus gave to a large crowd of people. But, as we will see, this free meal had a purpose and it obliged those people to do something, to respond in some way. 

Background: This miracle of the feeding of the 5000 is the only miracle to be recorded in all four of the gospels. Each writer thought this was an important one to include in their gospel. 

John chapter 6 opens with Jesus back in the north of Israel in Galilee. He was a very popular figure because of his miracles in healing the sick; great crowds of people kept following him around. 
We know from the other gospels that at this time the disciples had just returned from a preaching mission, and that Jesus had just heard that John the Baptist had been beheaded. 
Because of this busyness and this sad news Jesus wanted some time alone with his disciples; he wanted to get away from the press of the crowds. So they crossed by boat to the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee and "Jesus went up on a mountain-side and sat down with his disciples." (vs 3).

The John mentions that "The Jewish Passover Feast was near." (vs 4). That seems like a random piece of information, but we'll see later on that this was important. It also partially explains the crowds of people - some of them were beginning the journey to Jerusalem for the feast. Others were from that area and wanted to see more of Jesus. They had seen him leave and they hurried around the top of the lake to find him on the other side.

That meant that Jesus had very little time alone with his disciples. Yet when he saw the crowds he felt compassion for them. We know from the other gospels that he taught them through the afternoon and then did not want to send them away hungry. 

So he asked this disciples what they should do. He did this to test them and to stretch their faith. Jesus used every opportunity he had to teach his disciples. He was always instructing and training them because one day he would leave them and they would take over from him. They were his disciples and he discipled them. 

It is worth pausing to note the importance of this in our own churches; there is a great need for more mature Christians to teach and train new and younger believers. Jesus did this with his disciples. All of us have opportunities to do this training with others. Those of you who are older won't be around forever and you need to pass on what you know to the next generation. Those of you who are new to the faith and younger need to look for instruction and training - from your parents, from older Christians, from the elders and deacons.

Phillip came from the town of Bethsiada which was in that area, so Jesus asked him; "Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?" Phillip was a local so he should know. 

He responded, as anyone of us would, by pointing out that it would cost a fortune to buy food for a crowd of this size! He quoted a figure of 200 denarii. A denarii was the equivalent of one day's wage. Even eight months wages would only give each person a mouthful! It was impossible. 

In the meantime Andrew had a scout around to see what food they had available. He found a young boy who had brought his lunch with him, probably provided by his mum - five small barley loaves and two small fish. But Andrew had the same response as Phillip - "how far will they go among so many?" (vs 9).

Barley bread was the cheapest you could buy and barley loaves were the food of the poor (although as one writer points out, it was not poor food!). 

The word used for fish here is an unusual one and very likely refers to the very small fish that were caught in the Sea of Galilee. Because they could not be kept fresh they were generally pickled or dried - a bit like the tinned sardines we eat today or the pickled herring eaten in Holland. 

Jesus had his disciples get everyone to sit down, then gave thanks to God for the food they were about to eat.
He then began to distribute these barley loaves and fish to the people who were seated and lying on the grass. He kept that up until everyone had enough! 
We know from the other gospels that there were 5000 men not including the women and children. This may well have been a crowd of over 10,000!

Some people explain this as a miracle of sharing. When this boy offered his lunch, they say, then other people brought out their lunch and offered to those around them until everyone had enough to eat. But this is not how the gospels describe it. This was a miraculous meal. Jesus fed the crowd out of the lunch of a small boy. 

This shows us that Jesus can supply our physical needs. He is interested in the whole person - body and soul. He felt sorry for those people who were hungry and who had a long way to walk home on empty tummies! So he fed them. 

He gave them plenty to eat. There was nothing miserly about this meal. True, it was simple, but there was more than enough to eat. Afterwards the disciples collected 12 baskets of food from what was left. 
This reminds us of the first miracle of Jesus at the wedding of Cana of Galilee. There he changed water into wine. 600 litres of it! And very good wine!

These actions of Jesus partly fulfil the pictures in the OT of the Messiah who would come and provide for the needs of his people. The time of the Messiah was pictured as a rich banquet, a great feast. Isaiah had prophesied about the time of the Messiah: "On this mountain the Lord Almighty will prepare a feast of rich food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine - the best of meats and the finest of wines." (Is 25:6) 

A meal, of course, is a lovely picture of celebration. When we get together as a family or with our friends, or as a church, we often do that around food and drink. Birthday meals, shared lunches, Christmas dinners are all pictures of feasting and fellowship, of promise and plenty. 

The prophecy of Isaiah will finally be fulfilled in heaven at the wedding banquet of the Lamb when Jesus returns. What Jesus did at the wedding and on this hillside looked ahead to what he will do one day in heaven when he provides a lavish glorious meal for all his people. Whenever we celebrate the Lord's Supper we look ahead to that feast in the completed kingdom of God. 

This miracle reminds us that Jesus provides for our needs day by day. It is easy to forget that all our food is a gift from the Lord Jesus. Our fridges and freezers are full, our pantries are well stocked, and if we run out of anything we can go down to the supermarket and buy it. 
We need to remind ourselves that everything we have is given by God. That's why it is good to pray before every meal - to remind yourself that this meal is a gift of God and thank him for it. 

Jesus can provide richly and generously, but he doesn't always do that because that may not always be good for us. 
Agur, in the book of Proverbs prayed; "Give me neither poverty nor riches but give me only my daily bread." (Prov 30:8b).
Jesus taught us to pray; "Give us this day our daily bread." In other words, give us what we need to have the strength to serve you this day again. 
To those who worried saying; "What shall we eat? What shall we drink?" he said; "...seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well." (Matt 6:33).
All of these passages assure us that Jesus is concerned about our physical well being. 

How did the crowd respond to this? Verse 14: "After the people saw the miraculous sign Jesus did, they began to say, "Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world."

There is something good in their response in that they saw Jesus as the Prophet God had promised through Moses in Deuteronomy. Moses had been a great prophet. He was known as the "Lawgiver". He was inspired by the Holy Spirit to write the first five books of the Bible, books the Jews call the Torah, the Law. God had given him the power to do many miracles to accompany the revelation God gave through him. One of those miracles was the manna God gave to Israel while they were in the desert; it appeared on the ground every morning, 6 days a week, for 40 years! 

God had promised that one day he would send a Prophet like Moses. The priests and Levites had asked John the Baptist if he was the Prophet (1:21) and he had explained that he was not. 
The Prophet was Jesus, and the crowds were right when they said; "Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world." 

John wrote this gospel so that "you may believe that Jesus is the Christ..." (2-:31). Christ is the NT Greek word for the OT Hebrew word Messiah. Jesus was the Messiah, the One who was anointed to be our Prophet, Priest and King. 
This miracle points you to Jesus and calls you to believe in him as the Christ - to listen to him as your Prophet, to go to him as your Priest, to serve him as your King. 

But there was also something missing in the response of this crowd. We read in verse 15 that Jesus knew "that they intended to come and make him king by force."

Let's go back to those few words in verse 4; "The Jewish Passover Feast was near." 
The Passover celebrated the time Israel had been rescued out of Egypt. They had been there for 430 years and had been slaves for a long time. It was called the Passover because the Angel of Death passed over the homes that had blood around the door frame of the house, the blood of the passover lamb. 

That had happened 1500 years before Jesus came, but in Jesus' day they still sacrificed a lamb at the passover and remembered that great deliverance. And they prayed that God would deliver them from the dominion of the Romans. National feeling always ran high at this festival. The crowds in Jerusalem were excitable. The Roman soldiers were on full alert. 

The Galilean crowd was impressed by Jesus. Here was the Prophet who was to come! This was the Messiah! Here were 5000 men who could take him to Jerusalem and make him king!

But they misunderstood his kingship. 
He did not want to take up arms against the Romans. He did not want to rule from Jerusalem. 
He did not seek political power. 
He was not interested in an earthly kingdom. 
Rather he had come to set up a kingdom in the hearts of his people - it would be internal before it was external.
His kingdom was spiritual not political, it was heavenly not of the earth, it was achieved by the preaching of the gospel not by swords and guns or ballot boxes. So the crowds had the wrong idea of his kingship.

They also had the wrong timing. Jesus knew that his hour had not yet come. He still had more to do. He had more to explain to his disciples, more training to do, more guidance to give. He had more he wanted to teach the crowds. He had more miracles to perform. This is why he slipped away from the crowds and withdrew to a mountain by himself. 

Later he would go to Jerusalem and be hailed as a king riding on a donkey. There he would be crucified. One writer put it like this; "He would go to Jerusalem not to wield the spear and to bring judgement, but to receive the spear thrust and to bear the judgement." 

Jesus explained this further in the rest of chapter 6. Chapters 5 and 6 have the same structure. In both John explained a miracle of Jesus and then recorded long conversations Jesus had with the Jews that arose out of those miracles. The feeding of the 5000 led Jesus to describe himself as "the bread of life".

In saying this Jesus showed that he can supply your physical and your spiritual needs. 

Jesus rebuked the crowds who followed him because they were primarily interested in satisfying their physical needs. Verse 26; "You are looking for me ...because you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you." 

Jesus did this miracle to point to himself as "living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread he will live forever." (vs 51). In verse 35 he promised; "He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty."

The meal Jesus gave to that large crowd of people was not a free lunch. Jesus expected something from them. He called them to trust in him for their physical and their spiritual needs. He wanted them to believe in him as the Christ, the Messiah.
 
Jesus calls you to do the same: 
to believe in Jesus as your Lord and Saviour; 
to look to him for the forgiveness of your sins;
to trust in him for your physical and spiritual needs;
and to follow him as the Lord and King of your life.

Amen 

