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John 6:1-15

The account of Jesus feeding 5,000 men is unique.  It is the only miraculous work recorded in all four Gospels.  (Except, of course, for His work of redemption on the cross and His defeat of death.)  It is one more example of God’s creative power and His care for the basic needs of His creation.  We also see here the deep desire that Jesus has for His people to have absolute faith in Him.  And we are encouraged to find out that, even when we fail, Jesus still loves us and cares for us; and will do what needs to be done in order to build our faith.

John begins by telling us “After these things”.  He is referring back to Jesus healing the man sick for 38 years by the pool of Bethesda; and then giving the religious leaders several witnesses as to who He is and why He has the right to do the things He does.  While this account is chronological, there is some time lapsed.  What took place was in Jerusalem and now He is in Galilee.  

While John doesn’t list any in detail, He makes it clear that Jesus had been performing other miracles of healing and casting out demons.  The result being that many people crowded around Jesus and the disciples.  Apparently, Jesus was trying to get a little rest for Himself and His disciples, so they got into a boat and rowed across the Sea of Galilee.  

Keep in mind that the Sea of Galilee isn’t really a sea, it is a lake.  It is fresh water, not salt.  John adds the note that it’s also called the Sea of Tiberias.  In about AD 20, Herod Antipus built a town on the shore and named it after Tiberius Ceasar.  By the time John wrote His account of the Gospel, which was probably around 80 AD, the name Tiberias had transferred to the lake itself.  John is careful about helping people keep track of changes in the culture.

John mentions that “the Passover, the feast of the Jews, was near.”  This would be the second Passover during the time of Jesus’ ministry.  John isn’t so much keeping track of time here as He is tying Jesus to the sacrificial Lamb of God; to who He is in redemption history.  The first Passover was mentioned in chapter 2 verses 13 and 23.  The context there is that Jesus is the true temple who will be torn down but raised up in three days.

The third Passover is in the context of the crucifixion, where Jesus becomes the perfect sacrifice to redeem fallen mankind.  The current context is upcoming; Jesus is the bread of life, where consuming Him leads to everlasting life.

Jesus led His disciples into the mountains on the east side of the Sea of Galilee.  Again, it was probably in hopes of a little time of rest.  But it was not to be.  A large group of people are coming to them.  The crowd had seen where they were going and had gone on land around the north side of the lake.  Jesus looks up and sees them coming.  

There is an ominous feel to what John tells us about the reason for the people coming to Jesus.  “[T]hey saw the signs which He was performing on the sick.”  They weren’t coming for spiritual teaching, although the other Gospel accounts let us know that Jesus had compassion on them and He healed some and taught them.  As we find out later, their hearts were set only on the carnal and what they hoped Jesus could do for them.  It is remarkable that He still taught them, knowing what was in their hearts.  He is truly merciful and gives people every chance.


 From the other Gospel accounts, we know the people stayed there for quite a while hearing Jesus.  Now, Jesus turns to Philip and asks him where were they going to get bread to feed all the people.  The Bible tells us that there were about 5,000 men.  We can safely assume that women and children were present also.  So, we may be looking at 10,000 to 20,000 people.  Regardless, even if it was just men, it was an impossible number of people to feed.

John makes sure that we know that Jesus already knew what He was going to do.  He doesn’t want us to think Jesus was caught off guard.  That is something very reassuring for us: God is never caught off guard; He is never surprised by what happens.  If you are a child of God through Jesus Christ, God knows what is going to happen to you in this life and He already has it worked out for your good.  That does not mean that it won’t be painful or unpleasant; but it will be for your ultimate good.

Poor Philip.  He is just sitting there and Jesus asks him where to get food for all the people.  Philip was from the nearby town of Bethsaida; so, it seems like he would be the one to ask the best place to get food.  We are let in on a little secret: Jesus is testing Philip.  Philip had been with Jesus almost from the very beginning.  He had seen Him turn the water into wine; he has seen Jesus heal the man sick for 38 years; he had seen Him perform many other miracles.  How would Philip handle this question, knowing what Jesus was capable of?

Know that if you are a follower of Jesus Christ, you will be tested.  God will test you; not to find out if you will pass, but to help you grow in Christian maturity and to bring Him glory.  Let’s consider the difference between testing and temptation.  Testing has the purpose of building you up.  When you come through a test, you come out stronger with more faith in Jesus.  And God is glorified because you remained faithful to Him.  If you fail the test, the idea is that you learn something so that you will do better next time.  And God is glorified in His mercy because He will pick you up and get you going again.  A test is meant to benefit you.

On the other hand, a temptation is meant to trip you up and cause you to fall.  It is an attack of satan or the world or the flesh.  The tempter has no interest in your benefit.  So, God will test, but He will not tempt.  James 1:13 says: Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone.”  That is a wonderful promise because if God would tempt, who could withstand Him?  

Now we might think of the Lord’s Prayer where it says, “And lead us not into temptation.”  The word usually translated “temptation” here has the connotation of test.  At the same time, it is a request to be kept from any temptation by satan.  Remembering that Jesus, in the Garden of Gethsemane, asked that the cup of suffering would be taken from Him; yet He remained submitted to God’s will.  It is good for us to ask God to not test us and to keep satan from tempting us.  Still, we must accept His answer.  

To complicate things a little more, God may test us by letting satan tempt us: think of Job.  But we have another promise regarding temptation from 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, so that you will be able to endure it.”  Keep that in mind; any time you are tempted, there will always be a way out.

Back to poor Philip.  Imagine him sputtering; thinking of getting 8 months wages for a working man to buy bread for all these people.  Besides, would the whole town of Bethsaida even have that much bread?  He failed the test, but notice Jesus didn’t rebuke him or cast him out; again, the mercy of God.
Andrew didn’t fare any better.  He wasn’t pointing out the lad’s food in hopes Jesus could use it; he was pointing out the futility of the situation.  John is the only one of the Gospel writers who mentions the young boy with the bread and the fish.  The other accounts just say the disciples had them.  So, this is not a case of a boy sacrificially giving up his lunch trying to help Jesus.  Obviously, he did give it to them, but don’t fall for the romanticized version of the boy having faith.

This may be a good time to bring up a false teaching that is out there in the world, and unfortunately, in some churches.  They say that what is going on here is that some people had food while others did not.  Jesus teaches the people to share.  Those who had food then shared what they had with those who had none.  This teaching reduces Jesus to a mere teacher of morality, instead of the almighty God of the universe.  

This account is truly the hand of God doing what is impossible for mere mortals.  As God produced Manna out of nothing for His people, so Jesus multiplies food to an incredible amount.  In God’s providence, somehow this young person has five loaves and two fish.  But Jesus could have just as easily turned the surrounding stones into bread.

Jesus has the people sit down.  The other accounts let us know that they were in groups of fifties and hundreds.  God is a God of order, not disorder.  They sat in the grass.  It was springtime and the hot sun had not yet dried everything up.  Jesus did what each of us ought to do before a meal: He gave thanks to the Father.  But we also see another case where Jesus had laid His own Godhood aside, and depended entirely on the Father and the Holy Spirit.

From five small barley loaves and a couple pickled fish, over 5,000 people ate their fill.  This is an amazing thing.  Yet, this is the same God that spoke the entire universe into existence.  This is the One who molded us out of dirt and breathed life into us and gave us an everlasting soul.  This is the God who did the impossible by making a way for us to have eternal life.  Again, something we cannot do.

Once all had eaten, Jesus gave the command for His disciples to pick up all the leftovers.  They gathered twelve baskets full.  When the Lord gives, it is not with a stingy hand; He gives abundantly.  But there is another lesson for us here: don’t waste the blessings God gives you.

There are two parables of Jesus that remind us not to waste the blessings God gives us; they are to be used for the advancement of the Kingdom of God.  They are the parables of the talents and the minas.  In both parables, servants are given things by their master when he goes on a long journey.  The obvious point is that they are to gain him more; advance his kingdom.

In the parable of the talents, each slave is given different amounts.  While a talent was a unit of money, it has the happy coincidence of being the same word we would use for our natural abilities; our talents.  God gives us talents and we are to use them to advance the Kingdom of Christ.  We are warned not to be like the lazy slave who buried his.  He wasted his talent.  Each and every one of you here have talents; don’t waste them.

In the parable of the minas, each slave was given the same amount.  They were to increase the kingdom of their master.  Each of them did so to different degrees and the master was pleased with each of them.  Except the one who hid his and didn’t use it.  The mina is the Gospel.  Each of us are given the blessing of the Gospel and we are to share it to increase the Kingdom of Christ.  Each of us has the Gospel; don’t waste it by keeping it to yourself.
Did the disciples learn anything?  No.  Matthew and Mark both record that Jesus later did the same thing with 4,000 men.  When Jesus asked His disciples how they were going to feed all the people, they still had no clue.  Don’t be too hard on them.  Remember that they did not have the Holy Spirit indwelling them.  Even though they were following Jesus and were committed to Him, they were still spiritually dead; they had not been born again.  That would not happen until Jesus completed His work on the cross and the Holy Spirit was poured out upon humanity.

Well, what Jesus did led to another problem: the people wanted to make Him king right there and then.  If the disciples didn’t understand, then the crowds certainly didn’t.  The bringing about of bread brought to their minds Moses bringing Manna.  They thought about Moses saying in Deuteronomy 18:15, “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your countrymen, you shall listen to him.”  

They didn’t necessarily tie the prophet Moses spoke of with the Messiah.  They knew that Moses had led the people from captivity to the Egyptians, now they decided that this was the one who would lead them out of the captivity to the Romans.  Five thousand men could have proclaimed Jesus to be King and then rushed into a revolt against the Romans.  

This would have been a disaster.  The Romans would have crushed the revolt as they later did in 70 AD.  While Jesus was the prophet Moses spoke of, He was also the Messiah.  He was going to lead the people out of captivity; but it was captivity to sin and death.  

So Jesus left.  He told the crowds to go home but He got Himself out of their reach.  He then spent the night in prayer.  That is how Jesus was able to get His much-needed rest; how He could get His spirit rejuvenated for His next work.  

Time spent in prayer is never wasted; in fact, it is spiritual food and nourishment.  If our spirit is weak, we will not do the works of God.  He has work for us to do.  Spend time with Him in prayer so you can do the work.  Don’t waste the blessing He has given you.

Prayer

Blessed redeemer Lord, You do not need any man to set You up as King.  You are King by the command and will of God the Father.  How blessed we are to be Your servants.  The queen of Sheba came to king Solomon and said how blessed his servants were to be in his presence.  King Jesus, You are far greater than Solomon and how blessed we are to be Your servants and to be in Your presence.

Thank You Jesus, that You have given us life.  Our spirits are now alive before God and our bodies have received everlasting life.  We were captive to the strongmen of sin and death; we were slaves to carnality; but You have led us to freedom.

We ask You now, almighty God, to keep us free from tests and trials and temptations.  But if any of these things are in Your plans for us, may it be for Your glory and for our good.  Thank You for the promises in Your word, that tests are for our benefit, and You will always provide a way out of temptation.  We praise and worship You; God who is above and immune to all evil thoughts and actions.

In Jesus name we pray these things
Amen
