PAGE  
3

November 9, 2008

“Lessons from the Feeding of the 5,000”

John 6:1-15

FCF:  Needing a fuller picture of the task at hand
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Following Christ is like nothing we’ve ever done.
(magnet) And so we must approach it in a whole new way.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

“The First 100 Days” – since FDR, it has served as an indicator of what a new president will be able to accomplish.  That will be a daunting time for our next president.  So much so that some have noted that these next four years may not be so great for the political party winning the Oval Office – soaring expectations, an economic crisis, health care and education concerns, terror threats, wars abroad, and now Russia rattling her saber.  With all that, some pundits say, “What party would want to be shackled with the presidency over the next four years?  No one could possibly be up to such a task.”
Let me segue from that realm to another, from that daunting task to this – that of following Christ.  What is involved?  What does it take?  And is it too much?

SCRIPTURE READING:  John 6:1-15
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

News flash, November 5, 1911 (READ Worst Case Scenario quote):
32-year-old Calbraith Perry Rodgers landed his 35-horsepower biplane in Pasadena, CA, becoming the first person to fly across the United States. After a mere 90 minutes of Orville Wright’s flying instruction, Rodgers set out for the $50,000 reward offered by William Randolph Hearst to the first person to cross the country by plane in less than 30 days.  Rodgers began his attempt on September 17, 1911, at Sheepshead Bay, NY.  A train with supplies and spare parts followed his path – a good thing, since Rodgers crashed about 13 times and sustained injuries ranging from scratches to broken legs.  The trip took a total of 49 days, of which only 82 hours and 4 minutes were spent in the air.  He did not make the 30-day deadline, but he survived the ordeal and became an instant celebrity.

You read that and you come away thinking, “When people put their mind to it, they really can do astonishing things.”  And that’s true – astonishing things.  But not everything.

John 6 marks an abrupt change.  Chapters 3 through 5 took place south in Jerusalem.  The events of chapter 6 were north in Galilee.  With that, Jesus’ audience has changed.  The Galileans were predominantly peasants, laborers interested more in day-to-day life than theological wranglings and nuances of the Law.  We don’t know exactly how much time has elapsed.  We do know the mountain mentioned would be today’s Golan Heights.  We also know this is the only one of Jesus’ miracles recorded in all four Gospels.  Which clearly tells us something of its significance.  It’s an important account.
And it’s a familiar account as well.  Familiar in terms of the details but not so much in its significance.  It cuts so much against the grain of our thinking.  This miracle, this sign, shows us that following Christ is like nothing we’ve ever done.  Following Christ is like nothing we’ve ever done.  And so we must approach it in a whole new way.
I. THE IMMENSITY OF THE TASK
But in what way?  First, in seeing the immensity of the task.  Clearly, Jesus wants us to see that in His question of Philip and then in Philip’s response (READ John 6:5-7).
A) The Question to Philip

1. The choice of Philip

Being from this area, Philip was the most logical of the disciples to ask.  He should know.
2. The testing of Philip

Jesus puts this question to him to “test” him, to try him, to see what he would say.
B) The Response from Philip

1. His assessment

And Philip’s response?  He assesses the situation in a practical manner with mathematical calculations.  “What are we up against?  How big is the job?  How many are there?”
2. His assertion

And his practical assessment drove his pessimistic assertion.  “Two hundred denarii, two-thirds of a year’s wages couldn’t touch this!  It’s impossible!  It’s too much!”  What then is Philip sure of?  Seeing the immensity of the task, he’s sure of what couldn’t be done.

And he was right.  To a point.

Application:

Jesus is really still asking us that question – forcing us to look at the immensity of the task.  And what is the task?  Thinking, speaking, acting in a transformed way.  Living it out day to day.  Obeying the 10 Commandments.  Doing justly, loving mercy, walking humbly with our God.  Loving the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength.  And loving our neighbor as ourselves.  Reaching the world with the gospel.  
That’s the immensity of the task.  How are we responding?  We need to start there, not playing it down.  Starting there but not stopping there.  We need to go further.  We need to remember that, as immense as this is, Jesus is not hampered.  It just serves to heighten the miracle of His provision.  Which takes us back to the main point.  Following Christ is like nothing we’ve ever done.  And so we must approach in a whole new way.
II. THE LIMITATIONS OF OUR RESOURCES
We need to see the immensity of the task.  And then the limitations of our resources.  Here’s where Andrew’s response comes into play (READ John 6:8-9).
A) The Initiative of Andrew

1. The boy

At one level, Andrew’s initiative is good.  We don’t know his story with this boy.  But we do know this was but a boy – not a catering company, not a grocery store.

2. The food

And we know he had five barley loaves – likely flat cakes cooked on a gridiron or hot stones.  And we know he had two fish – likely small pickled fish eaten on the side.  This was staple food.  And it was, as one commentator put it, “ludicrously inadequate.”
B) The Question from Andrew

1. His assessment
Which then brings this question from Andrew.  He’s being doing some mathematical calculations as well.  “What do we need?  How much do we have?”
2. His assertion

Another practical assessment.  And another pessimistic assertion.  “There’re 5,000 men here and probably 20,000 total with the women and children.  This is impossible!  We don’t have enough!  It’s ludicrously inadequate.”  He was sure of what couldn’t be done.

And, like Philip, he too was right.  To a point.

Application:

Jesus is pressing us here as well.  What supply do we have?  The reality is that in the face of being called to feed the 5,000, all we have is five loaves and two fish worth of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Or, to put it another way, we cannot love God and our neighbor or do justly, love mercy, walk humbly with our God with the five loaves and two fish of a heart we have.

That’s the limitations of our resources.  Again, how are we responding?  We need to start there, not playing them up.  We need to start there but not stop there.  We need to go further.  Jesus is not hampered by this either.  It heightens the miracle.  It heightens the miracle of His provision.  Which again takes us back to the main point.  Following Christ is like nothing we’ve ever done.  And so we must approach it in a whole new way.
III. OUR DEPENDENCE ON CHRIST  

To follow Christ, we need to see the immensity of the task.  We need to see the limitations of our resources.  And then we need to see our dependence on Christ, the One we’re following (READ John 6:10-13).  Jesus’ calm was as great as His disciples’ panic.  What He is showing them is the reality of “serving grace.”  Saving grace is the grace of God which saves sinners.  Serving grace is the grace of God which equips, enables, empowers, emboldens His people to serve Him.  And we see that here in abundance.
A) What He Will Do

What Jesus is showing His disciples is what He will do as they follow Him.
1. Using what they have to do what they can not
He will use what they have to do what they can not.  Note Jesus knew from the beginning that this was what He was going to do (READ John 6:6).  This is done to teach them.
2. But yet in a way that would involve them

He will use what they have to do what they can not.  But yet also in a way that would still involve them.  Note that Jesus could have just grabbed the stones on the ground and made them into bread.  Think with me.  Strictly speaking, He didn’t need those loaves and fish.  He wasn’t limited by their supply.  But He called for what they had and then used it.
B) How He Will Do It

But what else do we see?  Still, too, some remarkable things.
1. Thanking His Father for what they had

He thanked His Father for what they had.  He accepted it gladly and thanked Him.  Quite possibly praying the traditional Jewish blessing (READ quote), “Blessed are thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who bringest forth bread from the earth.”
2. But yet demonstrating who He is

He thanked His Father for what they had.  And then, in a dramatic way, He demonstrated just who He is.  This is described as the “miracle of miracles.”  Short of just rejecting the text, this account defies disproving or explaining away.  How could Jesus do this?  Well, what do we know of Him already?  (READ John 1:1-3, 10, 18)  The Children’s Catechism asks the question, “Can God do all things?”  The answer, “God can do all His holy will.”  Jesus is God.  Which means through Him, all things were created of nothing.
Augustine noted here that this is a case of the Creator of the grain multiplying it.  
Application:

And the application for us?  God is hemmed in or hampered neither by the immensity of the task He sets before us nor by the limitations of our resources which He created.  So this is the stuff of wonder, amazement, and trust.  As the old Irish proverb puts it, “God delights to strike straight blows with crooked sticks.”  Or, if you like, “You can tell how good a batter is by when he hits a woofle ball over the fence.”  
Following Christ is like nothing we’ve ever done.  And so we must approach in a whole new way.  His ways are a call to the deepest wonder, amazement, and trust.

CONCLUSION:

The twelve baskets of leftovers – commentators have noted how this points to Jesus’ ability to more than meet the needs of His people.  That His resources are without limit.  Why is that important to stress?  What difference ought that to make?  Cyril of Alexandria, writing back in the 5th century, gets at this very thing (READ ACCS quote):
Initially the disciples were reluctant to feed the hungry, but seeing this, the Savior gave to them in abundance from the fragments.  This teaches us as well, that we, by expending a little for the glory of God, shall receive richer grace…Therefore, we must not be slothful regarding the communion of love toward our brothers and sisters but rather put away from us, as far as possible, the cowardice and fear that lead to inhospitality.  Thus we might be confirmed in hope through steadfast faith in the power of God to multiply even our smallest acts of goodness.
There are problems that come when we fail to grapple with the realities demonstrated in this sign.  We measure the need, we quantify our inadequate resources, and then we give up in hopelessness.  But then, beyond hopelessness, Cyril of Alexandria presses us to see something else – our tendency to hoard.  “But this is all I have!  These five loaves and two fish!  This little bit of time!  This little bit of money!  This little bit of strength!  Surely I need to keep something back.  I hear what you’re saying but I just can’t do it.”

And Jesus’ words to us are, “Yes, you can.  Not that you can do these things on your own, by yourself, but you can trust Me.  You can trust Me – the Lord of the multitudes.  And I will help you – to feed the 5,000 with your five loaves and two fish.”
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Following Christ is like nothing we’ve ever done.

(magnet) And so we must approach it in a whole new way.

