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BREAD IN THE WILDERNESS
(John 6:1-14)

INTRODUCTION:

A.  Sometimes you cannot really understand a story until you have the background to it.  It’s like walking in on a movie halfway through.  This sometimes happens in our home:  someone will come in late while we’re watching a program, and then the rest of the program will be spent answering questions.  “What’s this show about?” “Who’s that?”  “Why did he do that?” “Why is she so afraid of him?” and so forth.  Without the background, the story is largely unintelligible.  

B.  That’s an important point we must keep in mind when we are reading the Bible.  The New Testament is really built on the Old Testament.  If you do not know your Old Testament, you are going to miss much of the meaning of the New.  And the Old Testament is really like an unfinished novel with out the New Testament.  You can see where it’s all headed, but you cannot really understand it until you see it in all its fullness.  And all its fullness in found in Jesus.  


C.  Our text for this evening really requires us to understand two events from the Old Testament before we can grasp its fullness.  On the surface it seems to be a remarkable story, a miracle of multiplication, feeding the multitudes with a basket of five dinner rolls and two salted herring, an astonishing miracle when you run the numbers.  But if we set it in the context of its background, the story becomes even more delightful and encouraging, and so that’s what we will do.  
I.  THE BACKGROUND OF THE STORY.


A.  One important part of the background of this story is the exodus of Israel out of Egypt.  Every Jew in Jesus’ day knew every detail about this story, for they reenacted it three times a year in week-long festivals.  They knew, for example, how Pharaoh had tried to exterminate them all by commanding that all male babies be sacrificed to the crocodiles in the Nile.  They knew how they cried out to God in their misery and God heard their cries for the sake of Abraham and the covenant promised God made to him.  They knew that God raised up Moses as their deliverer, and that it took ten terrible plagues on Egypt to loosen Pharaoh’s iron grip.  


They knew about the Exodus, suddenly packing all their belongings and traveling out into the wilderness, to a homeland none of them had ever seen, promise by God, a Promised Land flowing with milk and honey.  They knew how the Egyptians had chased after them, how God parted the Red Sea and they passed through on dry land, but when the Egyptians followed them, God drowned them all.  They knew about God’s giving the Law to Moses up on Mt. Sinai, two tables of stone written by the finger of God.  They knew about their forefathers’ wandering in the wilderness.


And they also knew about manna, the bread of heaven.  Every morning as the dew dried on the ground, it left behind delicious flakes of fresh bread, all they could ask for the taking, perfectly suited to their needs, the bread of heaven.  So they knew how God had provided bread for them in the wilderness, and fed the multitude with bread the bread from heaven so that all could eat their fill.

B.  The other great truth that they all knew was that Moses died.  He did not endure; he was only a mere man.  But they knew that Moses had promised that God would send another prophet like him from among his brothers.  He would be a prophet like Moses.  Presumably he would bring God’s Word from the mountain and he would do wondrous miracles, just as Moses had done.  


So they knew that Moses had provided bread in the wilderness, and they new that another Moses was long overdue.  

II. THE FACTS OF THE STORY.


A.  Now we consider the facts of this wondrous story.  And let’s read it through a few verses at a time while I point out some of the contours of the landscape.  


1.  “1 After this Jesus went away to the other side of the Sea of Galilee, which is the Sea of Tiberias. 2  And a large crowd was following him, because they saw the signs that he was doing on the sick.”  Jesus had already created quite a stir because of his obvious miracles of healing the sick, and this caused a large crowd to follow him around.    


2.  “3  Jesus went up on the mountain, and there he sat down with his disciples. 4  Now the Passover, the feast of the Jews, was at hand.”  John was never one to miss a symbolic point.  Jesus went up on a mountain where the people came to hear God’s Word.  And it was about the time of the Passover, one of the three great festivals that pointed back to Moses and the Exodus from Egypt.  

3.  “5  Lifting up his eyes, then, and seeing that a large crowd was coming toward him, Jesus said to Philip, “Where are we to buy bread, so that these people may eat?” 6  He said this to test him, for he himself knew what he would do. 7  Philip answered him, “Two hundred denarii would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little.”  Jesus may have asked Philip because he was a native of these parts, so he was the hometown boy.  By “large crowd,” we really should think of at least 15,000 people.  There were about 5,000 men, but that did not include the women and children.  And 200 denarii would be about a third of a year’s wages (one denarius was a day’s wages, so this estimated amount was about $20,000 in our currency, or about a dollar and a quarter per person).

4.  “8  One of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, said to him, 9  “There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish, but what are they for so many?”  Andrew was at least more practical than Philip and set about looking for some food.  He was almost completely skunked, except for a boy with five dinner rolls and two small, salted and dried fish.  The boy was willing to share, but with 15,000 people?  But Jesus already knew what he was going to do.

5.  “10 Jesus said, “Have the people sit down.” Now there was much grass in the place. So the men sat down, about five thousand in number. 11 Jesus then took the loaves, and when he had given thanks, he distributed them to those who were seated. So also the fish, as much as they wanted. 12 And when they had eaten their fill, he told his disciples, “Gather up the leftover fragments, that nothing may be lost.” 13 So they gathered them up and filled twelve baskets with fragments from the five barley loaves, left by those who had eaten.”  The quantity of food required to feed so many people is astonishing.  For a full meal to satisfaction, we could conservatively estimate eight ounces of bread and four ounces of fish.  That’s a modest amount when the text is clear that they ate all they wanted.  But that works out to about four tons of bread and two tons of fish:  six tons of food!  


And to top it all off, just so that we’re all clear on the miraculous nature of it, Jesus had the leftovers gathered up, and they filled twelve large baskets.  They started with a small basket of food, fed at least 15,000 people all they could eat, and at the end had twelve baskets of scraps.  


B.  The significance of this astonishing miracle was not lost on the crowd, either.  They already knew about the healing miracles:  that’s why they followed him.  But now add the creation of over six tons of food, without breaking a sweat? And look at their response:  “14 When the people saw the sign that he had done, they said, “This is indeed the Prophet who is to come into the world!”  What prophet?  The one foretold by Moses.  Here they were up on a mountain, hearing the Word of God from a miracle-worker who fed them bread in the wilderness.  No wonder they jumped to this conclusion!

III. THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE STORY.


A.  And the point is: they were right!  Jesus is that great prophet of God, one even greater than Moses.  Moses merely related God’s message—Jesus was the very Son of God and came to deliver his own message.  


B.  Now some implications from this wonderful message.  


1.  First, Jesus also calls us out into the wilderness.  As the new Moses, Jesus has begun a second exodus.  The first exodus was out of Egypt because it had become an environment that was no longer healthy for any of them.  Staying there involved both slavery and death.  And this second exodus to which Jesus invites us today is likewise out of an environment that is no longer healthy for us.  For we are all born into this world as the slaves to sin, facing God’s judgment and the eternal death we deserve.  This age, this world is like a sinking ship in shark infested waters with a hydrogen bomb strapped to the bottom of the hull.  And it is hopeless.  All who stay on the ship will sink, drown, be eaten by the sharks, and then blown to bits.  Jesus calls us to get leave this world behind and follow him out into the wilderness on the second, the true exodus.


2.  Out in the wilderness, he will provide for us.  It will probably be pretty simple stuff like manna, like bread and dried fish.  But it will be enough, it will be more than enough, in fact, because Jesus is there, and he himself is the Bread of Life.  We can and must turn to him always, and he will share his indestructible, everlasting life with us.  


3.  And he’s leading us to a land, a good land, the true Promised Land.  He’s already shown us what that land would be like by his mighty miracles.  In that land, there will be no more scary storms, no demons to tempt and torment, no paralysis, or sickness, or blindness, or deafness, and no more death, either.  It is a place of great prosperity of soul, where God himself will dwell in our midst.  We will eat from the tree of life and drink freely of the water of life.  It will never be night, and we will walk with our nail-scarred Savior forever.  And that sounds very, very good.  

CONCLUSION


This week at Vacation Bible School, our class was asked to lead opening devotions for the whole group.  I wanted to remind them all of Jesus mighty miracles, so I did a simple magic trick.  I asked a volunteer to come and help me, and I told her I would make a tissue disappear by driving it into the palm of my hand.  Did she think I could do it? No, she was sure I could not do anything like that.  So I asked her to crumple it up and make it small, and then I tried to push it into the palm of my hand.  I pretended to pound it into my hand, and the third time I drew it back, I threw it behind her where she could not see it fall.


Suddenly my hands were empty, and I wish you had seen the look of astonishment on her face.  Of course the crowd saw the trick and all laughed aloud.  But she was suddenly caught up with a sense of wonder.  


Jesus calls us to follow him out into the wilderness, to become his vagabond people who know we have no lasting future in this world; to throw in our lot with the people of God, and leave this world and its empty vows behind.  Can he take care of us, will he provide for us, will it be worth it?  Well, he is the Son of God.  He did take a few dinner rolls and a couple of sardines and feed a city’s worth of people.  And then he did die on the cross to pay the penalty for your wicked sins and mine, and he rose from the grave to give us life everlasting.  And by God’s grace may we too be caught up with a sense of wonder, and follow the Good Shepherd beside the still waters and to the green pastures where we will enjoy life everlasting.  “14 When the people saw the sign that he had done, they said, “This is indeed the Prophet who is to come into the world!”    
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