TEXT: John 6:1-15PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #14: 5,000 Fed


Today brings us to the fourteenth sermon in our study of John's Gospel, and to one of the best known events in our ministry of Christ.  Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John record some of our Lord's miracles.  This is the only one, however, to be found in each Gospel.  Surely, that tells us something of its importance.  May God make it meaningful to us, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  


John begins by placing the miracle in time and space, vv.1-4.  When did it occur?  "Near the Passover" says the fourth verse.  "Passover" was celebrated on the fourteenth day of the first month--sometime in April by our calendars.  It recalled the exodus from Egypt, and anticipated a new freedom God would someday give His people.  Thus, it stirred solemn thoughts in every devout mind.  Thoughts our Lord would soon heighten.


Where did the miracle occur?  Near "the sea of Galilee" says v.1, "up on a mountain" adds v.3.  The "mountain" is on the northeastern corner of the lake; today it's called "the Golan Heights".  


Why is John so concerned with these facts?  They don't seem especially relevant; they may even detract from the story, as needless details often do.   But John has a reason.  He wants us to understand: The miracle really happened.  It's not an enigma he's relating (with its hidden meaning); it's not a fable (with its moral lesson).  It is an historical event.


Why is this important?  Because our salvation does not depend on a set of ideas (be they ever so true and beautiful) , but on the acts of God in Jesus Christ.   Paul makes this clear.  "If Christ is not risen--literally, not symbolically--"[our] faith is in vain; [we] are yet in our sins".  In the same way, the value of this passage turns, not on its "spiritual lesson", but on its concrete occurrence.  Did it happen?  Did our Lord really take a boy's lunch and feed thousands with it?  Yes He did, as John makes clear for everyone to see.  


The Apostle goes on to describe the following our Lord had obtained over the past year.  

One year before, our Lord was unknown.  But, after performing a private miracle in Cana, He rocked the nation with many public and daring signs in Jerusalem.  The meekest of men has become a celebrity.  


"A great multitude" followed Him, says vv.2,5.  The exact number is unknown.  But this much is sure: It was immense!  In v.10, we find "about five thousand men"; but they're not alone.  Matthew adds "besides women and children".  Perhaps ten, twenty, thirty thousand were following Him, under adverse conditions, no less.  He was not in the city, but the country; He was not in a meadow, but a mountain; He was not in favor with the powerful and dangerous rulers.  Yet, His "signs" were so staggering, that thousands braved the hardships and perils to see Him.  


Why did they come?  V.2 explains: "Because they saw His signs which He performed on those who were diseased".  Some no doubt came out of curiosity (to see a big show); others out of the need for healing.  Their motives were not wicked, but neither were they the noblest.  They did not come to receive Him as Savior and Lord.  


However much we can fault their motives, we can't say anything bad about their persistence.  Our Lord, it seems, is trying to get away!  Mark tells us He went to "a solitary place".  They had spotted Him near the lake, and pursued Him to a place not easy to reach.   They were bent on finding Him; they "wouldn't take `no' for an answer". 


And, as the parable of the importunate widow teaches, "Persistence Pays Off".  


The multitude welcomed.

Our Lord is tired; He wants to relax with His disciples.  But, when He sees the multitudes, He welcomes their arrival.  And, like any good host, He feels obliged to offer them something to eat.  


This presents a problem.  Not to our Lord, of course, but to His disciples.  He asks Philip to advise Him: "Where shall we buy bread that these may eat"?    


Philip is thunderstruck!  He has forgotten who his Master is.  Falling back on his knowledge of accounting, he cries: "Two hundred denarii worth of bread is not sufficient for them, that every one of them may have a [bite]"!  


"Two hundred denarii" translates to about $7,000.  These men probably couldn't come up with fifty dollars between them.  Yet, the Lord proposes to set the table for 10,000!  What will they do?


Andrew has an idea, but it seems pitiful: "There is a lad here who have five barley loaves and two small fish..."   The "loaves" are biscuits; the "fish" are something like sardines or anchovies.   They make for a boy's modest lunch.  But, Andrew adds: "What are they among so many"?  


Not much.  Unless blessed by Christ.  


He takes the boy's food and--blessing God for His bounty--feeds the multitude with it.  The servings were not measly, but were "as much as they wanted".  Considering how long and hotly they had been chasing the Lord, the people were no doubt famished.  Yet the empty bellies that day were filled with one boy's lunch as multiplied by our Savior.  


But that's not all.  "Twelve baskets" were left over from the feast.  What were they for?  Maybe the disciples; maybe the poor.  But I think the twelve baskets are--what Calvin called--"a visible word".  "Twelve" was an important number to the Jewish mind; it stood for the nation of Israel--not only then alive, but dead and yet to be born too.  Perhaps our Lord was suggesting that He could feed not only the multitude that met Him that day, but the whole people of God. 


The response.

The people were awed by this "sign".  They understood it to be the fulfillment of ancient prophecy.  "This is truly the Prophet who is to come into the world" they said in v.14.  This refers to Deuteronomy 18:15, in which Moses predicts a New Spokesman for God--like himself to be sure--only better.  Most Jews equated this "Prophet" with Messiah.  And rightly so.  


The other prophecy is not specifically given, but could refer to any number of Old Testament passages.  They tried to "make Him king" says v.15.  They thought Messiah would not only teach God's people, but rule them.  They were right about this too, but misunderstood the nature of His rule.  They took it politically and nationalistically; He meant to be a much better king than this; He would be a spiritual and universal king.   


When He discerns their plan, He escapes to a lonely place where He re-devotes Himself to God and His will.  


Significance of the miracle.

The miraculous feeding was a "sign" John tells us.  Therefore, it pointed beyond itself to something else--something much better than itself.  What is it?  


In general, it identified Jesus as "the Christ, the Son of God".  How?  Because He did what God had done before.  Shortly after the first Passover, God had provided bread in the wilderness to His people (cf. Exodus 16).  And now, "near the Passover" (centuries later), God was again "Setting a table in the wilderness".  The connection was unmistakable.  Even the carnally-minded men who ate that day couldn't miss it.  Neither should we.  


Specifically, it identified our Lord with "the bread of heaven".  A bit later, this chapter will explain it in full.  But, for now, let me say the following:  Long ago, God provided a heavenly meal for His people.  But the meal only sustained physical life for a time.  Now, God is fulfilling that prophecy by sending His Son as "the bread of heaven".  What manna could only do partially, Christ does in full.  He gives a life which is spiritual and has no end.  


The life once offered in the wilderness, is now offer again in the Gospel.  It is offered to believers, to all believers, and to no one but believers in Christ.  Believe in Christ "and you will never die" spiritually.  Your physical death will be but a doorway into the fullness of life.  "Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord"!  Refuse Christ--openly or privately--and you will die.  Fully.  And forever. 


Your soul is famished for "the bread of heaven".  Even if you won't admit it, it is.  Eat.  Eat now.  Eat fully.  Eat, and never hunger again.  


May God whet our appetites for Christ.  And give us a hunger nothing else can satisfy.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.   

