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Some time after this, Jesus crossed to the far shore of the Sea of Galilee (that is, the Sea of Tiberias), 
and a great crowd of peo​ple followed Him because they saw the miraculous signs He had performed on the sick. 
Then Jesus went up on a mountainside and sat down with His disciples. 
The Jewish Passover Feast was near.



When Jesus looked up and saw a great crowd coming toward Him, He said to Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” 
He asked this only to test him, for He already had in mind what He was going to do.



Philip answered Him, “Eight months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!”



Another of His disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter's brother, spoke up, 
“Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?”



Jesus said, “Have the people sit down.” There was plenty of grass in that place, and the men sat down, about five thousand of them. 
Jesus then took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to those who were seated as much as they wanted. He did the same with the fish.



When they had all had enough to eat, He said to His disci​ples, “Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be wasted.” 
So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten.



After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” 
Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make Him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by Himself.


When we put on a meal, we can handle up to around fifty here; more than that, and we not only run out of tables, but it also becomes very crowded.  More than around fifty, and we need a hall somewhere.  Once years ago we were asked to put on a meal for five hundred, way beyond our normal ability, but people pitched in and got it done.  When only about half that many people came, there were lots of leftovers; I remember eating pasta salad for a long time.  But five thousand?  How could we ever feed five thou​sand?  And John the evangelist is careful to specify that that was five thousand men, so there were most likely also women and children along.  And Jesus fed them all with one boy’s lunch!


A sort of curious question occurred to me as I looked over this text.  Why did this boy have his lunch along, and no one else did?  Some people, of course, do focus on their stomachs more than others, and will make sure never to be without food, but only one boy among thousands?  There is a long-standing explanation of why only this boy had his lunch along which is clearly not correct.  People who don’t believe that Jesus is God and there​fore don’t believe that Jesus can do miracles have invented the explanation that actually everyone had their lunch along, but they all kept it hidden so that they wouldn’t have to share, except for this one boy who sacrificed his lunch for everyone else.  When Jesus told everyone what this one boy did, they were all so ashamed that they all got out their lunches and shared with those around them.  Isn’t that amazing?  It is amazing how far people will go in calling God a liar!


When we stick to the words that the Holy Spirit had the evangelist John write down, it would seem that these people had followed Jesus much farther than they had intended, and so they found themselves in the situation of not having any food along, but being far from any sources of food.  The eastern side of the Sea of Galilee and of the entire Jordan River is a plateau much different from the rest of Palestine.  I will guess that this boy was not part of the five thousand, but happened to be tending sheep in that area.  Knowing in advance where he would be, he brought along his lunch of two small fish—I think of sardines or smelt—and five dinner rolls.


Jesus “already had in mind what He was going to do,” but He still asked Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?”  Ob​viously, Jesus is testing Philip, not only testing his knowledge, but also and especially testing his faith.  Previously in John’s Gospel, the disciples have watched Jesus change water into wine at Cana, then again at Cana heal an official’s son who was in Capernaum, and most recently heal a man at the Pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem.  Philip and the rest of the disciples had no excuse for not knowing that Jesus could perform miracles.  They had not yet seen Jesus multiply food, but they could not have been unaware of the time the prophet Elisha had done that.  Elisha took twenty loaves of bread and fed a hundred men with them, which is much less impressive than what Jesus did, 2Kg4v42-44.  And a few weeks after this, when Jesus prepared to feed four thousand miraculously, their knowledge of what Jesus had done still did not help them.


Jesus was especially testing Philip’s faith.  As Philip faced the ques​tion Jesus had posed to him, where would he look for answers?  Who would he trust to supply the need?  Philip answered, “Eight months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!”  Philip relied for help on Judas Iscariot, the treasurer of the disciples.  It does not seem likely that Judas had the equivalent of “eight months’ wages” in his money bag, which today at minimum wage would be around ten thousand dollars.  Philip would have done much better to answer what Peter did after Jesus’ resur​rection when Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love Me?” and Peter an​swered, “Lord, You know.” Jn21v16.  After the time he had spent with Jesus, Philip had not yet learned to rely on Jesus.


We have spent considerably more time with Jesus than Philip had, many of us decades.  Have we yet learned to rely on Jesus in every problem, in every test that He sends our way?  Or do we first and foremost rely on our​selves?  Are we like Peter’s brother, Andrew, who looks around and finds the shepherd boy who does have lunch along?  Andrew is doing some​thing, but his words are hardly a bold confession of faith in Jesus, “Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?”  Even Jesus couldn’t do much with that, could He?


The people who flocked to Jesus, even on the far side of the Sea of Galilee, are an interesting group.  It would be wonderful if they had come all this way to listen to the words of eternal life that Jesus was speaking, but that does not seem to have been the case.  They came to Jesus because of Jesus’ miracles.  They wanted to see one for themselves, and they did.  Their curiosity overcame their forethought, and so they traveled all this way without food into an area where food was not readily available.  Jesus fed them, and they were satisfied, for they ate all they wanted.  To demonstrate the magnitude of the miracle and to emphasize that these people were no longer hungry, Jesus had the disciples gather twelve baskets full of left​overs, much more than they had started with.


A curious fact about these people is that the next day they were hun​gry again.  Jesus miraculously multiplied the food, but it was ordinary food and it lasted no more than a day.  They spent the night, and in the morning went looking for Jesus to provide them with breakfast.  They learned that in the late evening the disciples had crossed the Sea of Galilee to Capernaum; they started out in a boat, and Jesus joined them partway, walking out to them on the water.  So many of these five thousand also traveled to Caper​naum so that they could get more food from Jesus.  Jesus spoke with them at length that day.  “You are looking for Me, not because you saw mira​cu​lous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill.… I am the Bread of Life. He who comes to Me will never go hungry, and he who believes in Me will never be thirsty.” Jn6v26,35.  But they wanted Jesus to make food for them just as Moses had provided their ancestors with manna for forty years.


The end result was that most of these five thousand people deserted Jesus and went looking for entertainment elsewhere.  The evangelist John reports, “From this time many of His disciples turned back and no longer followed Him.” Jn6v66.  This cannot be the twelve, although the seeds of doubt are certainly sown in Judas’ heart, but rather a larger class of disci​ples of Jesus.  This had been the height of Jesus’ popularity, surrounded by five thousand men and others.  That would never happen again.  Jesus would soon walk the route that would finally take Him to the cross where the only followers left would be a few women and one disciple, the evan​gelist John.


Through all of this, the center of our attention is not the shepherd boy or the disciples or the five thousand, but the Lord Jesus.  He wants to teach these people who are so slow to learn.  He wants to help them who are so hesitant to trust Him for help.  He wants to love them and to die and rise again for them, for these people who only want entertainment, who think that they already have all the answers, who will do so very little for Him.  All of these people are gone, but the Savior remains.  We will perhaps see some of these people in heaven, but we will definitely see our Savior there.


Jesus also teaches us through this miracle of feeding the five thou​sand, and in a most appropriate way.  We do tend to eat every day, and for good reason.  Should we not remember every time we eat what Jesus can do with food?  There is the sort of miracle that what grows in dirt is good for us to eat.  There is the sort of miracle that He provides food in abundance for all the people on earth, and for all the animals on earth.  Should we not remember Jesus every time we put a piece of that food in our mouths?  Jesus provided this for me!


Jesus would have us do much more.  He would have us remember eternal life every time we eat.  That’s why He also said, “I am the Bread of Life. He who comes to Me will never go hungry, and he who believes in Me will never be thirsty.” Jn6v35.  This is one of Jesus’ great “I am” state​ments.  He is the bread that really gives us life.  Ordinary food, of course, does not keep people alive.  People die all the time, and very few of them have stopped eating.  But Jesus is the food that really keeps us alive.  He wants us to trust in Him, to rely on Him, to turn to Him for help, all the time, for He wants to devote all His time to helping and blessing us.  We should all come to Jesus for food, physical and spiritual, and for seconds as well.  Amen.
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