The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 12, Year B
The text: John 6:1-15

 ‘There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so many people?’ (John 6:9) 

So many people. 

Is that a phrase which resonates with you as it does with me? 

So many people in our world who are hungry and starving, lacking the essentials for daily life…

How are we to help? What difference can we make? 

So many people. 

So many people in our community who are suffering with issues of mental health, relationship breakdown and family conflict…

How are we to help? What difference can we make? 

So many people. 

So many people who have not heard or have left behind the Gospel of Jesus Christ… So many people in need of the hope we have in Christ Jesus…

How are we to help? What difference can we make? 

So many people. 

Jesus’ disciples faced situations like this too; situations where there were so many people in need and the resources they had simply weren’t enough. But for Jesus this is an opportunity to grow faith, to show his power, and to teach us how to live wisely, as he provides an abundant feast for hungry people. 

So in this feast, this meal Jesus hosts today, let’s look at three main things: 

First the meal prep, a test of faith.

Second the meal itself, a show of power

And third the meal left-overs, a call to be responsible. 
So first is the meal prep – a test of faith. 
When Jesus looked up and saw a large crowd coming towards him, Jesus said to Philip, ‘Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?’ He said this to test him, for he himself knew what he was going to do. God does not have any qualms about testing his people. He did it to Abraham with his son Isaac. He did it with his people in the wilderness as Moses led them. 
Now as God has taken on flesh and dwells with his people, Jesus too is testing Philip and his fellow disciples. So what sort of test is this? 

Well, notice Jesus’ question, ‘where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?’ 

What sort of question is that? Is Jesus looking for a literal, common-sense answer? Remember there are 5000 plus people there. 

Many of you have been in situations where you’re having lunch at home or a function at church even, a few extras show up. Now if you’re at home and you have 4 or 5, or even 9 or 10 extra show up to a birthday party, we can generally handle it can’t we? It might be a bit stressful, but we can make things stretch; it usually works out okay. 

And at a big church function like after a funeral or something, we might even be able to accommodate an extra 20 or 30 than expected if we have to. If we have to on these occasions one of us might even be sent down the street to buy a few extra loaves of bread or packets of sausages to make things stretch, and it’s okay. 

But Jesus and his 12 disciples are with 5000 people plus. 

And Jesus casually asks Philip, ‘Hey Philip, where should we go to buy the bread we need?’ 

The obvious answer is that there is nowhere that will have enough bread, and there is no way any of them have enough money. This is a question which is testing Philip and the disciples. And the test seems to be something like this, 

‘As one of Jesus’ disciples, 

when you face a situation of human need, 

which, humanly speaking, you do not have the resources to be able to help, 

what do you do? 

Where do you turn?’ 

I think it’s fair to say the disciples fail the test. Their answers are to give in to hopelessness, even despair. Philip answered him, ‘Six months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little.’

True enough. But Jesus knows that. 

He wasn’t looking for a common-sense rational economic answer, he was looking for an answer of faith. Andrew does a little better, showing the flickering of a little flame of faith: ‘There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish….’
But no sooner has the flame of faith begun to flicker then it dies out as Andrew goes on: ‘But what are they among so many people?’ 

The meal prep for these disciples is a test of faith. 

What about for us? When we face one of those problems mentioned at the beginning, or some such similar challenge in life, as individuals or as a Church, when we face problems of human need which, humanly speaking, we do not have the resources with which to help, what do we do? How do we respond? 

So often aren’t we just like these disciples. We see only the limitations of our human strength and resources, and we forget about the power and provision of the God we worship. We tend to say a quick prayer, and then spend a lot of time meeting, strategic planning, and trying to work out how we can solve the problem with our own ingenuity. 

Whereas when these Christians face a problem, they have a short meeting, and spend most of their time praying. 
The meal prep – a test of faith. 

Next is the meal itself, the show of power. 
Despite the disciples failing the test, Jesus is still going to satisfy the hungry crowds. And thanks be to God! Thanks be to God that he does not make his powerful intervention in this world, his powerful intervention in our lives, dependent on our faith. 

Notice here, Jesus works a miracle despite their lack of faith. And after the scene of doom and gloom painted by the disciples, notice how for Jesus it becomes more like a pleasant picnic. 

He gets them to sit down or lie down on the grass. ‘Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks…’ And then in an orderly way he ‘distributed them to those who were seated; so also the fish, as much as they wanted.’ And they were satisfied. 

What a miracle this is! More than 5000 people fed—and not just fed but satisfied fully, from only 5 little loaves of bread, and 2 little fish! This is a show of power, because this is God in human flesh. 

John has told us at the beginning of his Gospel that through him, through Jesus, all things were made, and that in him was life. So the whole of this creation and all of its life-giving processes and cycles, the sun and rain which makes the wheat crops grow to produce bread over time, the oceans and lakes which sustain the life of all the fish of the sea, all this was made through Jesus, through the Word, and as the book of Hebrews tells us he also sustains all things. ‘He upholds the universe by the word of his power.’ (Hebrews 1:3)
In other words, bread and fish only ever grow anywhere at any time by the life-giving power of the Word, the Son of God. 

But now this Word is made flesh. It’s as if this life-giving power that sustains the whole creation is magnified and intensified, it’s all brought to bear on this one little location next to the Sea of Galilee, through a tremendous miracle that the early Church never forgot. 

Christian people, this is for our encouragement. Because in this life we will always face this experience of looking out and seeing ‘so many people’; we will always face seemingly insurmountable challenges and problems. Humanly speaking there is reason for hopelessness and despair, but not with our Lord Jesus. 

He can take the little that we have, and do abundantly more than we ask or imagine. He can take the little that we have and use it in powerful ways. 

The story is told of when Mother Teresa ventured out to do her work in the slums of Calcutta and a friend asked her:
“How are you going to carry out this new calling of yours? What resources do you have? 

Mother Teresa smiled and said: “I have three pennies.”

“You are out of your mind,” volunteered her friend, “You can do nothing with three pennies.” 

“You are right,” she replied, “but, with God and three pennies, I can do anything.”
And it’s not just as we face the problems of others of course, but this is God’s comfort for you personally too. 

In Jesus, God provides for you, in Jesus, God brings satisfaction for your deepest needs. And let’s remember this event is not just a miracle, but John says it’s a sign, that is, it points beyond itself to who Jesus is. 

Late in this chapter Jesus will say ‘I am the bread of life, whoever comes to me will never hunger, and whoever believes in me will never thirst’. He also says: ‘The bread which I will give for the life of the world is my flesh’. 

The surprise in the Gospel story is that God’s most wonderful provision for us comes not in an act of power, but in an act of weakness, in the Cross. St Paul sums it up best: ‘He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also along with him graciously give us all things?’ (Romans 8) 

Finally are the meal left-overs; a call to responsible living. Jesus told his disciples: ‘Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.’  So they gathered them up, and from the fragments of the five barley loaves, left by those who had eaten, they filled twelve baskets. 

Now on the one hand this points us to the abundance of this miracle, that not only were those thousands of people satisfied, but Jesus can provide enough of all that his people need into the future. Notice 12 baskets full, one for each apostle, enough for all the people of God.But I think there’s another lesson here Jesus wants to teach us, which is about being good stewards of what we are given, being responsible in how we treat God’s provision, being wise in how we live. Notice Jesus is concerned with what is left over, he is concerned that nothing goes to waste: ‘Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost’. 

It’s sort of like, for dinner Jesus shows his power which provides super-abundantly for these people, but don’t expect another such miracle for breakfast, because for breakfast, you can eat left overs. On the one hand we have the problem of a lack of trust in God to provide. So we get anxious, we worry, we look to our own human resources rather than trusting in our gracious and generous God. 

But then there is another problem we fall into, which is to treat God’s provision in a casual way. We can even fall into what the psalms and Jesus call ‘putting God to the test’. And this is a strange but very real spiritual dynamic which happens to all of us. We worry and we fret for how we’ll get by, and then God does provide for us. But we forget so quickly, and we take this for granted.
So let’s try and think about an example like this. 

Let’s imagine a congregation is struggling financially, really struggling, can’t pay the bills, can’t pay the pastor, doesn’t know how they’ll continue into next year. Then completely out of the blue there is a big contribution that comes in that they could not have predicted, and it turns out it’s enough not just to pay what they need to pay, but to take on a new project. 

Now if that congregation takes on this new project in a way that is a bit financially irresponsible, let’s say, and at the end of the next year they are back in the same position with the same problems, perhaps the word they need to hear then is not trust in God’s provision, but don’t put God to the test.

‘Gather up the fragments, let nothing be lost,’ Jesus says. Yes, trust in him to provide for all your needs, but when he does provide, don’t waste it, don’t squander it, be responsible, live wisely. Because you acknowledge that everything you have comes from God’s hand, it’s all his miraculous provision. ‘Gather up the fragments and let nothing be wasted.' 

So many people. Humanly speaking there are too many people in need of help, too many needs, too many problems. But not for Jesus. And here around his word, the living Bread from Heaven, he provides satisfaction for your deepest needs. Amen.  

