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THE FIVE LOAVES AND TWO FISH

Sunday, December 3rd 2023
John 6:1-13
Key Verse - John 6:9 - “Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?”

In last Sunday’s passage, we learned about the importance of hearing Jesus’ word and believing in Him. The meaning of the word “hear” is not just the ability to recognize auditory sensations via our ears. It is much closer to the Hebrew word for “listen” which means to hear with the intention to respond and act accordingly. Yet the word of Jesus Christ is far greater because it has the power to give eternal life to all those who believe in Him and even has power to bring the dead back to life (5:24-25). Jesus’ word is independent of the limitations of our faith or our spiritual performance for what He wants us to do is simply take Him at His word. 

However, doing so always involves having to confront many challenges as Jesus continues to deepen our faith in Him. Today’s passage is one such example. Of all the miracles recorded in the Gospels, there are only two that are mentioned in all four Gospels. The first, of course, is the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. The second is the feeding of the five thousand. The importance of this miracle goes beyond the sheer scale of people who witnessed it and were blessed by it. Jesus wanted to challenge His disciples through this event so they could learn God’s heart for sinners and His ability to provide far beyond what they could ever envision. I pray that in studying this very familiar passage, we are once again reminded of how Jesus asks us to bring whatever we have before Him, fully trusting that He will work wonders with it.

Look at verses 1 and 2, “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 people followed him because they saw the signs he had performed by healing the sick.” After His encounter with the religious authorities at the end of Chapter 5, Jesus decided to head back to His home region of Galilee. A great crowd began to follow Him because of how he healed the sick while the other Gospels mention how He taught the crowd as well. Here, John uses the word “sign” because all these things were for the purpose of directing people to Jesus. Jesus gave these signs as evidence that there was something far greater going on than the miracles themselves. He wanted to show the people that He is the Messiah. As a result many people started to wonder if He really was, to the point that they followed Him up a mountainside right in the middle of nowhere. Jesus probably intended to have some private time with His disciples yet He did not complain about His plans getting “ruined.” He did not look at the people as an inconvenience or an intrusion on His quiet time and personal space like we would. Instead, He welcomed the people because He saw them with Christ-like compassion (Matthew 14:14, Mark 6:34). Because Jesus lived His life in accordance with God's plan and God's time, He could see that this was a God-given opportunity to serve the crowd both spiritually and physically. This should be a reminder to us as we often believe that our plans are the most important and our time is the most valuable. We become easily frustrated or overly burdened when others suddenly come to us in dire need of assistance. However, we need to have a heart like Jesus to bear with such people and have eyes like Christ to see the opportunity God has given us to put the Gospel into practice even in the smallest way.

With this in mind, Jesus asks Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” (5) Why ask Philip in particular instead of opening the question to all the disciples? Was it because he would be the best person to ask for recommendations since they were near Philip's hometown of Bethsaida (1:44)? Was it because he might have been the disciple in charge of food and lodging due to his very practical nature? Or was it because Philip was good at mental math? Yet the real answer is found in verse 6; “He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.” Test Philip for what? Jesus wanted to know what kind of faith Philip had in Him. How would Philip react in this single question examination?

Philip answers in verse 7, “It would take more than half a year’s wages to buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!” Pay closer attention to Philip’s response. Jesus asked him where they could buy bread but Philip “jumped ahead” of Jesus by going straight to telling Him why it was impossible. He was answering a different question entirely! Even though Philip witnessed Jesus do the seemingly impossible on a regular basis by fully healing people with incurable conditions, this situation was a bridge too far. It would have been awesome if Philip could have said something like: “Master, I don’t know where the food is to feed this crowd but I do know You are greater than Moses whom God used to feed an entire nation every day in the wilderness for 40 years. I know you are greater than Elisha, whom God used to feed many people even in the midst of severe drought and famine. And though Scripture says that “man shall not live by bread alone,” I believe You are great enough to fill this multitude from the words of your mouth!” But Philip did not have that level of faith (yet). At this moment, all he could do was figure out how he could solve the problem through his own ability. Philip must have imagined himself labouring every day for more than half a year only to watch all that effort result in each member of the crowd having a single, measly bite of food to eat. It’s a very human way of looking at the situation. Additionally, by making it an issue of how much it would cost, Philip was placing his own human limitations on an infinite God. So while Philip’s calculation of the situation was accurate and impressive, it was completely useless in getting the problem solved.

However, let us not treat Philip harshly for we are no better. Usually, when you encounter a problem in life, your default reaction (after lots of complaining) is to figure out what you can do to fix it. What abilities, resources or even people are at your disposal to solve your predicament? Such situations will reveal what you turn to or rely on the most. As Christians, we are called to give all our problems over to Jesus but we often have a hard time doing so either out of sinful self-reliance or the fear that in bringing these things before the Lord, it will expose something weak or lacking within us. The unintended result of this is that we then bring God down to our level, thinking of Him as incapable in the same ways i.e. “if I can’t do it, then God certainly cannot,” causing us to have little to no expectations of God. I relate a lot to this. My first prayer topic for the 2023 Prayer List is “To expect great things from God and be transformed by Christ in a new way.” I chose this, or rather, was given this prayer topic by Emerald because for the last two years I kept having very low expectations of God in spite of how much He had done for us in a first two years of marriage. I put all my focus on finding solutions to every problem such as the PR delays, managing our finances, navigating major family issues and the increasing responsibilities of ministry rather than trusting in God to have the best answers. All the worrying and contingency planning did nothing to actually solve the problems. It only served to stress me out even more and by holding onto all this, I was completely burnt out at the end of each December for two years straight. Sadly, Emmi had to deal with all my whining, frustration and discontentment. That is why for this year, I have been praying to expect great things from God. There is only so much I can do or control in life but the one thing I can do is place my trust in Him who is sovereign over all things, even when the way forward is not easily seen.

We see this kind of attitude in Andrew, which leads us to the key verse for this passage. Let us read verses 8 and 9 together, “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?”” Whenever we see Andrew in John’s Gospel, he is bringing someone to Jesus. Earlier, we studied how he brought Simon Peter to Jesus as one of the first disciples (John 1:40-42). Later on, Andrew and Philip both help bring a group of Greeks to meet Jesus (John 12:20-22). This time, Andrew responds to Jesus’ test by bringing a small boy with an even smaller lunch box. It looked like a useless effort and even Andrew admitted as much. All that was found in a crowd of thousands were five barley loaves and two small fish. Barley was regarded as simple food, more suited for animals than for people. There is even a passage in the Talmud where one man said, “There is a fine crop of barley” and another man answered, “Tell it to the horses and donkeys.” So barley was strictly eaten by poor people. The loaves were closer to being small dinner rolls than the big loaves we are accustomed to. Adding to that, the Greek word used here for fish (osparia) means they were more like tiny sardines instead of great big Chilean sea bass. All of this looked like a paltry offering to bring before Jesus.

[bookmark: _GoBack]However, there is something very profound in Andrew’s reply. Rather than accept total defeat like Philip, Andrew still went out and brought what he could, however small it was. In a way, verse 9 gives us a realistic picture of what our faith and our walk with Christ looks like. While he still had questions, Andrew brought them to Jesus… along with the loaves and the fish. Even though Andrew didn’t know how everything would turn out, the very act of coming to Jesus was the faith Jesus was looking for. To have doubts or uncertainties does not mean you have no faith so long as you are still looking to Him for answers and to help your wrestle with those questions. Philip’s faith led him towards non-action but Andrew’s faith led him towards Jesus. This seemingly small act of faith in Jesus was Andrew’s own “five loaves and two fish” and Jesus welcomed it gladly. Jesus said, “Have the people sit down.” (10a) He did not tell them exactly what He was about to do right from the beginning. Instead, He wanted their faith in Him to grow step by step. Jesus does the same for us. Rather than give us an entire roadmap for our lives, He calls on us to depend on Him day by day. Furthermore, Jesus wanted the disciples to join Him in the work He was about to do. He had the disciples organize the crowd into smaller groups. Then, Jesus took the food, prayed for it and began distributing it with the help of the disciples (11). Jesus could have easily made food rain down from heaven like manna or turn stones into bread yet He used this boy's lunch and miraculously, everyone there ate as much as they wanted. People of that time were very familiar with hunger yet through Jesus, they got to experience a heavenly feast, were completely satisfied and had plenty of leftovers to spare (12-13).

There are three finer points I want to make as well. First is the faith of the little boy. The boy could have viewed giving away his food as very unfair. “Why is Jesus taking MY lunch? Now He's going to eat it while I will go hungry!” But the boy willingly offered all that he had to Jesus. Not only were thousands fed through him, the boy himself got to experience an even greater satisfaction as his heart was filled with more joy than his belly. This also ties into the second point; joining with Jesus to do God's work. As said before, Jesus was giving the disciples an opportunity to share in His mission work. He could have easily done all the work by Himself with a snap of a finger but chose to get the disciples involved. He wanted the disciples to have a shepherd heart for God's people by caring for both their spiritual and practical needs because to Jesus, these go hand-in-hand. Through joining in God's work, they too got to be satisfied in the same way as the little boy. Jesus wants us to join Him in His work by bringing our five loaves and two fish whether it be your very life, your talents, your resources and so many other things He has blessed you with so you can participate in His kingdom work.

But some may worry, “I'm no one special. I don't have anything useful, so how can I do something great for God?” That’s the furthest thing from the truth. Greatness is not in the size of what you offer but in the willingness to give even that little bit you have to Jesus for Him to then multiply. One pastor described it this way. His late father worked very hard as a mechanic for many years. One day, when the pastor was a little boy, his father called him into the garage and asked for the boy to grab a wrench and tighten some bolts in a car. But no matter how hard he tried, the boy couldn’t get the bolts to budge. So, the father came in, placed his big workman’s hand on the wrench, placed his son’s hand on top of his and they pulled together until the bolts were firmly screwed on. Their combined strength got the job done. And though the boy knew it was his father doing all the heavy work, he still felt great joy because he got to help his father and share in the joy his father had for him. Likewise for the father who envisioned the kind of man his boy would someday grow into. God wants the same for you.

The third and final point is that Jesus satisfies. Back in Chapter 4, we studied how Jesus is the living water who gives us eternal life and quenches our deepest thirsts. We also learned how Jesus got His greatest fulfillment, i.e. His food, from doing the work and will of God. In today's passage, we see these two aspects of Jesus beautifully blended together. More than having their stomachs filled, all who gathered there got a foretaste of the Kingdom of God. This blessing was so abundant that there were twelve large baskets full of bread left over, testifying mightily to who Jesus is. It is so fitting that this happened near the time of Passover when the Israelites would celebrate both God's deliverance from slavery in Egypt and His providence for them in the desert (4). Now the very same God was standing right before them in human flesh, beckoning them (and us) to receive deliverance from sin and satisfaction of our souls. How do we get to experience this? It is by bringing our five loaves and two fish for Him to wonderfully multiply. Then and only then will we share in the richness of God's blessing that will overflow from within us and spread out to all those around us with plenty to spare.

In conclusion, Christ has an amazing hope for you that is magnified all the way into eternity. He wants you to experience the joy and satisfaction that comes from participating in His work. The five loaves and two fish you may be clinging on to are one act of faith away from becoming an all-you-can-eat banquet that will fill the hearts of more people than you could ever imagine. So the question is, are you willing give it over to Jesus? When we bring our loaves and fish, Jesus promises us He will turn it into something that will greatly impact and bless our lives and the lives of others. Therefore, let us entrust all His has given us to Him because there is no such thing as “insignificant” when you place it in the hands of the One who is most magnificent and no such word as “impossible” when you trust in the One who makes all things possible.

BIG IDEA: Give Jesus Your Five Loaves and Two Fish
