
The Feeding of the 5000
John 6

There was a beautifully articulated phrase in the speech by Barack Obama in the 
immediate aftermath of the revolution in Egypt. 
Egyptians have inspired us, and they've done so by putting the lie to the idea that 
justice is best gained through violence. For in Egypt, it was the moral force of non-
violence - not terrorism, not mindless killing - but non-violence, moral force that 
bent the arc of history toward justice once more.

He is right of course, but it is worth remembering that Egypt isn’t the first non-
violent revolution and the arc of history that bends towards justice may well have its 
origin in a story that is rather familiar to us.

The story of the feeding of the 5000 in John 6 is beautiful in its simplicity. Huge 
crowds have gathered in the galilean wilderness, inspired by Jesus words and deeds. 
And they have no food. And I am fairly sure that John can be read on many levels - 
he intends it to be so. And the beautifully detailed narrative of the young boy who 
provides the five loaves and two fishes is vivid. It is a metaphor that if we give what 
little we have, totally inadequate though it may be, and trust Jesus with it, he can do 
the unbelievable and make something of great worth out of it. And that is a good 
sermon all by itself. But sure as I am that John intended that to be there, there is far 
more going on that that in this story.

The loaves and fishes are surely this young man’s packed lunch, prepared by his 
mother. No young lad would think to take lunch with him. You can imagine her 
saying - stay out of trouble, don’t get your tunic dirty, and don’t get involved in any 
revolutionary episodes. Well she almost certainly didn’t say that last bit, but she 
should have, because that is exactly what happened.

It is clear from the outset that this is more than just Jesus meeting the needs of 
hungry people on the side of a mountain, v6 says that the whole thing is intentional. 
Jesus is planning something here.

 There are three areas of profound symbolism in this story. 

The first is the timing - John records that the passover festival was near (v4). There 
are three passovers recorded in John’s gospel. The first was in Ch2 when jesus 
started a riot in the temple, this is the second, and the third will be Jesus final trip to 
Jerusalem, which ends with his crucifixion.
And if you want to cause trouble in 1st Century Judea, there is no better way than to 
start gathering huge crowds of people in the wilderness around passover time. The 
passover was the great annual celebration of God’s rescue of his people from Egypt. 
And Jesus, behaving like this around passover time is like holding a rally on the 
National Mall in Washington, and starting your speech ‘I have a dream’. 

Jesus is intentionally stirring up political, messianic unrest.

The second symbol is the miracle itself. If the timing might have got people a little 
over excited, the miracle was even more obvious. When was the last time the 
Israelites were short on food in the wilderness and there was miraculous provision? 
It was moses, and the bread from heaven was manna.
The thoughtful ones among them get this reference. Who on earth is this Man? 

Thirdly is the cleanup operation. It is probably not necessary for John to record just 
how much food was left after lunch was finished, unless he sees something symbolic 
in it. And he deliberately records that there were 12 baskets left over. Now it doesn’t 
take much of an Old Testament scholar (and i’m not much of an old testament 
scholar) to recognise the echo of the 12 tribes of Israel. 

This event is a deliberate echo of the rescue of the people of God, their miraculous 
provision in the wilderness and their formation into a new nation. It is an echo of 
the Exodus, and it is revolutionary in every sense of the word.

And the people recognise this. Their response is immediate, they say ‘Surely this is 
the prophet’ - this is God’s new leader come to set us free, a new moses, God’s 
chosen one. And they plan to start the revolution(v15). It’s funny - I have always 
read that verse as if they were going to force Jesus to be king, but of course that’s not 
what it means. They are plotting a violent revolution, they are going to march these 
5000 people to Jerusalem, and somehow overthrow the Romans and the political 
establishment, and to make Jesus King by force. It is a revolution, and a violent one 
at that.

And Jesus response? He is not having any of this,  and he disappears into the 
wilderness (v15). Typical.

But the question is, why would Jesus deliberately play on all this revolutionary 
imagery and history if he didn’t intend to do anything with it?
Why does he disappear? Now many would say, because religion and politics don’t 
mix, because Christianity is about spiritual things not physical things. And much of 
Christianity has looked like this - it all becomes about personal fulfillment, personal 
forgiveness, personal relationship. Now all those things are important, but there is 
more to the Gospel than that.

Jesus doesn’t disappear because he isn’t interested in political emancipation from an  
oppressive regime. It is not that his revolution is less impressive than what 
happened in Egypt 4000 years ago (or last week). It is that his revolution is far 
greater than that, and unless he forces people to understand more, to challenge their  
preconceptions about what freedom really looks like, no amount of politics is going 
to set them free.



It is just as hard for us, because we thing that political liberation is the answer, 
forgetting that it is only the beginning. And that freedom is a far more elusive reality  
than we often express. I hope the Egyptians are not too disappointed with the 
freedom they discover, but our tendency to promote democracy and capitalism as 
freedom is rather misleading. The reality is that for all our external experience of 
freedom, we are just as trapped by the realities of our humanity. Freedom to choose 
is not much use when our choices keep making the mess worse.

So Jesus disapears into the wilderness and forces the people to seek him out again. 
When they eventually catch up with Jesus he challenges them with this: 

You are looking for me, not because you saw the signs I performed but because you 
ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that 
endures to eternal life (v26).
He is saying they didn’t read the signs - they were just interested in having their fill. 
And whether this is literal, or a metaphor for all the things we all work for which we 
think will satisfy us but don’t, he is saying there needs to be another way. This 
economy isn’t working. By the way the phrase ‘Don’t work for food that spoils’ is 
another hint at the manna in the desert, which wouldn’t last more than a day. The 
bread of heaven which Jesus is calling them to work for, to invest in, to value above 
everything else, is one which will not run out, or leave them constantly looking for 
something more to satisfy the emptiness. 

And what does it mean to join this revolution? They ask this question - What must 
we do to do the works God requires?” v29 Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: 
to believe in the one he has sent.”

Now this is a central piece of Christian theology - but it is always difficult for people 
to comprehend. And I think that is understandable. How can it be this simple. How 
can the work that God required be ‘To believe’. We always want to caveat this, or add 
to it. We can’t believe that faith is enough. But the reason it is, the reason why the 
declaration that Jesus is Lord is all that God requires of us, is that we are not doing 
the work here. God is. It is It is God who is taking the initiative. All he asks us to do 
is to be willing to be involved - he isn’t going to overrule our will or our autonomy. 
But if you are willing, then a Yes is all that is required by God.

However here is where it gets serious, because the rescue that God is working is such  
that we find ourselves participating in Jesus death.  v51 I am the living bread which 
came down from heaven… This bread is my flesh which I will give for the life of the 
world.

And so, this is the revolution. Don’t allow whatever familiarity you have with this 
concept to stop you seeing what Jesus is actually saying here. The revolution that 
Jesus is beginning is not just the end of political oppression, or poverty or even 
hunger, it is the end of sin and death. That whole structure of brokeness, decay, 
failure, rebellion, evil, selfishness and ultimately death which is so much the fabric 

of our existence that we cannot imagine that life could be any other way. That is 
what Jesus is offering to liberate us from. 

But the reality was for the crowd that this was all too much. It is too big a a solution 
to the problem. They only want immediate satisfaction for their immediate problem, 
and so the crowds depart, saying ‘this is a hard teaching’. The irony, that the easiest 
thing in the world may just be the hardest. Admitting that we can’t do this by 
ourself, that we need to be rescued confronts us at the heart of who we are.

And so Jesus says to to the disciples - do you want to go too? They reply, in these 
immortal words of faith and honest humility ”where would we go? You have the 
words of eternal life.” And in that contrast, between the unwillingness of the crowds 
to submit to Gods purposes for them, and the helpless faith of the disciples we see 
the choice that is there for us.

And finally, I think we need to remember this big picture of the Gospel. When we 
struggle for freedom, when we care for people, when we do politics, or build 
communities, or serve the poor, we are only echoing what God is doing for the whole 
of creation. And our good news is not simply political, or economic, it is greater than 
all of those things. But  this revolution will not be televised. We are the 
revolutionaries.
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