A Master Like No Other #1

“Mastering the Impossible”

John 6:1-15
As we have studied the life and ministry of Jesus, from time to time we point out the challenges of chronology when it comes the Gospel records. None of the four gospels are purely chronological, though we are given some hints to go by. Most historians and scholars use the Passover references as milestones in the ministry of Jesus. John, the fourth gospel, refers to more Jewish feasts than the other three gospels. As far as Passover is concerned, three observances of this festival are specifically mentioned: (1) John 2:13 and 23—“The Passover of the Jews was at hand”; (2) John 6:4—“Now the Passover, the feast of the Jews, was at hand”; and (3) John 11:55—“Now the Passover of the Jews was at hand.”
 Furthermore, it is thought that besides the three Passovers explicitly mentioned in the Gospel of John, that there was an additional year of the Lord’s ministry between the Passovers mentioned in John 2:13 and John 6:4.
 John 5:1 mentions “a feast of the Jews,” which could be the Passover between the texts just referenced.

Since the baptism and beginning of the public ministry preceded the first Passover mentioned in the Gospels, with the baptism perhaps coming in the preceding fall, it seems that a total ministry of three years plus a number of months is indicated.
 Jesus’ ministry, then, began in the summer or fall of ad 29 and came to an end at the Passover of ad 33.

One point of chronology that is common to all four gospels is the feeding of the 5,000, found in Matthew 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17; and John 6:1-15. This is dated sometime near the Passover of John 6:4. Confirmation of this is given in Mark 6:39 where there is the incidental mention that the grass was green-indicating the springtime, the time of the Passover.
 As we saw in our last study, John the Baptist was beheaded in ad 32,
 and the Synpotic Gospels all connect the death of John the Baptist with the events leading to the feeding of the 5,000. Thus we conclude that Jesus is beginning His last full year of earthly ministry, from Passover ad 32 to Passover ad 33, when He is crucified. For our study we are calling these messages “A Master Like No Other.” Here we read of some of Jesus’ most spectacular miracles as well as the mounting hostility against Him from both the political and the religious leaders. Herod’s killing of John the Baptist was evidence enough that the climate was now changing and that Jesus had to be careful.
 Throughout this final year Jesus is very deliberate in where He goes and when.

John records the feeding of the 5,000 in John 6:1-15,

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 miraculous signs he had performed on the sick. Then Jesus went up on a mountainside and sat down with his disciples. The Jewish Passover Feast was near. 
When Jesus looked up and saw a great crowd coming toward him, he said to Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do. 

Philip answered him, “Eight months’ wages﻿﻿ would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!” 

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?” 

Jesus said, “Have the people sit down.” There was plenty of grass in that place, and the men sat down, about five thousand of them. Jesus then took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to those who were seated as much as they wanted. He did the same with the fish. 

When they had all had enough to eat, he said to his disciples, “Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be wasted.” So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten. 

After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself. 
This is the one miracle, apart from the resurrection, that is recorded in all four gospels.
 Why is this so? Apart from the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, we do not know. But the inclusion of this miracle in all four gospels speaks to its importance. What we can learn from this miracle is to see Jesus mastering the impossible, and how He wants to use us to do the same today.

The Monumental Responsibility

We begin with the monumental responsibility. John does not give the immediate context of this, but Matthew writes that when Jesus heard of the death of John the Baptist, He “withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place.” Mark and Luke add that the disciples had returned from preaching in area towns and reported to Jesus, and He led them away from the crowds to get some rest. Jesus took them to the area northeast of the Sea of Galilee, in the area known today as the Golan Heights.
 I’m certain they were all looking forward to some rest and relaxation for a change. But…

The crowds that had been following Jesus saw where He was going and followed on foot. Soon the mountainside was filled with men, women, and children longing to hear what Jesus had to say. Rather than being irritated, Jesus was moved with compassion; these ordinary people to Him were like sheep without a shepherd. So He began to teach.

I imagine the disciples were not so moved. They were looking for a break, yet it looks like more of the same! You know how that is, right? After a long, hard day at work, you’re looking forward to quitting time, to go home and kick your feet up for a while, until the boss comes by to say that you have to work over tonight. Mark 6:35-37 records, 

By this time it was late in the day, so His disciples came to Him. “This is a remote place,” they said, “and it’s already very late. Send the people away so they can go to the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.” But He answered, “You give them something to eat.”
Wow! Talk about an unexpected turn of events! Here the disciples were asking for relief, and Jesus piles on more responsibility! We learn later that this crowd numbered about 5,000 men, not counting women and children. No doubt they were overwhelmed by this monumental task!

The same can happen to us, though not as drasticly. Chuck Swindoll notes,

Sometimes, life on Planet Earth can become a demoralizing struggle. Some challenges loom larger than our meager resources, some demands far outweigh our ability to meet them, some answers float high above our intellectual reach, and some problems are too complex to solve. Let’s face it; the world is big and we are small. And to make matters worse, we are naturally predisposed to think only on the horizontal plane. Nothing is impossible for God, yet we habitually think in terms of what we have to offer and what can be accomplished through natural means.

The Multiple Responses

I am fascinated by the multiple responses we find in this text. The problem was how to meet the needs of such a vast crowd of people. Four solutions were proposed. 

First are the disciples, who were somewhat ruthless to the needs to the crowd. As we just read, they suggested that Jesus send the people away. Get rid of the problem! They need to take care of themselves! As far as the disciples were concerned, they were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and nothing could be done! With that kind of approach, they would have made ideal committee members! Someone has defined a committee as a group of people who individually can do nothing and collectively decide that nothing can be done.

How unlike their Master the disciples were! His heart went out to them, while their hearts were cold toward them. They were thinking of their own needs first.

How much like the disciples are we sometimes?

The second response comes from Philip, who was rational. Jesus turns to Philip and asks, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” John informs us that Jesus already knew how this was going to transpire, but He asked Philip as a test. Since Philip is from the area this could come across as a natural question of where the shops are located posed to a local boy. But Philip fails the test. He is asked “where” and can think only in terms of “how.”

Perhaps Jesus chose Philip for the test because he was the statistical pessimist of the group. It’s a common problem. Every group has at least one, and most everyone has a fair amount of Philip in them. Jesus intended His earnest opening question to surface a specific attitude.
 In the end, Philip does not point to a solution, but to an impossibility.
 He “counted the cost” and decided they would need the equivalent of 200 days’ wages! (A denarius was a Roman silver coin, roughly equal to one day’s wages for a common, semiskilled laborer in those days.
) Think about that for a moment. Let’s say that your job pays you $12.50 an hour. For an eight-hour day, you earn $100. (That’s why I chose that hourly wage…the math is simpler!) In 200 days, you would earn $20,000. That’s how much (in today’s terms) Philip figured it would take to feed this crowd, and that would only give them a bite! Like Philip, we too often think that money is the answer to every need.
 

A. W. Tozer comments,

Philip revealed the type of mind that is altogether earthly, uninspired and uninspiring. He reached for his calculator, pressed the “on” switch, and went to work. I call him Philip the Calculator. There was need for a miracle, and Philip set out to calculate the odds. Probably every Christian group has at least one person with a calculator. I have sat on boards for many years, and rarely is there a board without a Philip the Calculator among its members. When you suggest something, out comes the calculator to prove that it cannot be done…. If Jesus and the other disciples had listened only to Philip, they and the multitude would have starved in the wilderness. The glorious miracle would not have taken place.

Every group of leaders has a statistical pessimist, the one who approaches each challenge with a detailed accounting of what he lacks instead of what God promises to provide. Philip should have known by this time that God never calls His people to accomplish anything without promising to supply their every need. A correct response to Jesus’ question would have been, “I don’t know yet, Lord, but I know You’ll think of something!”

Third we see Andrew, who was resourceful in his response. While Philip calculated, Andrew quietly moved among the crowd. While Philip didn’t look beyond his own means, Andrew considered the possibility that the people might provide for themselves with a little leadership. But the people had little or nothing. He sheepishly mentioned one little boy’s sack lunch, containing “five barley loaves and two fish.”
Everything about Andrew’s statement emphasizes inadequacy. The Greek word for “boy” is a double diminutive, probably meaning “little boy.” Barley bread was bread of a cheap kind, so the boy was probably poor. The two fishes were something of a tidbit that would make the coarse barley bread more palatable.
 You can’t fully appreciate this unless you understand that the word fish was the word used for little pickled fish, like a sardine, not a great big sea bass or salmon.

Philip was the man who said: “﻿The situation is hopeless; nothing can be done.﻿” Andrew was the man who said: “﻿I’ll see what I can do; and I’ll trust Jesus to do the rest.﻿”
 Before we ask God to do the impossible, let’s start with the possible and give Him what we have. In the crisis hours of life, when resources are low and responsibilities are great, it is good to remember that God already has the problem solved.

The Miraculous Resolution

The fourth response was from Jesus, what I am calling the miraculous resolution. He looked at the situation, not as a problem, but as an opportunity to trust the Father and glorify His name. An effective leader is someone who sees potential in problems and is willing to act by faith. Acting on the basis of human wisdom, His disciples saw the problem but not the potential. How many times God’s people have complained, “If we only had enough money, we could do something!” The first step is not to measure our resources, but to determine God’s will and trust Him to meet the need.

According to all four gospels, Jesus took the little boy’s lunch, blessed it, broke it, handed it out to His disciples, and they fed the whole crowd! Notice that the miracle took place in the hands of the Saviour, not in the hands of the disciples. He multiplied the food; they only had the joyful privilege of passing it out.
 

Some skeptics have tried to explain away this event as not miraculous. One view is that a “miracle” took place in people’s hearts. Christ induced the selfish to share their provisions, and when this was done there proved to be more than enough for them all. A second view is that it should be understood as a sacramental meal, like Communion, in which each person received a tiny fragment. (But what do you do with the phrase, “as much as they wanted”?) Both of these views seem to rely too much on presuppositions against the supernatural and to overlook what the biblical writers actually say. It is much better, accordingly, to hold to the third view, that Jesus, the Son of God incarnate, did do something that we can describe only as miracle.
 Furthermore, the people themselves declared that this was a miracle and even wanted to crown Him King! Had this event been only the result of mass psychology, the crowd would not have responded that way.

Before we apply what we have learned, I do want to look at the final two verses in John’s account: 

After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself.
Jesus saw the effect on the crowds, and perceived that they would try to make a king of Him. There were fierce nationalistic longings among the Jews of that period, and doubtless many of those who saw the miracle felt that here was a divinely accredited leader, who was just the one to lead them against the Romans. So they wanted to make Him king. Like many others since, they wanted to use Him to further their own ends. But to Jesus the prospect of an earthly kingdom was nothing other than a temptation of the devil, and He decisively rejected it.

Many claim that Jesus came to earth to offer a political kingdom to Israel. Events like this show how wrong this is! Jesus rejected the path to the throne taken by most earthly kings. He refused to ride the swell of popular support into Jerusalem. He knew His path to be the way of suffering, as it had been prophesied for centuries and planned from the beginning by the Father. Moreover, He knew the people had felt prompted by their stomachs rather than their hearts.
 So, on this occasion He simply withdrew further into the mountains until He was alone, thus effectively stopping the enthusiasm of the would-be kingmakers.
Now, what can we learn from this miracle? Let’s begin with this: He is the God of the impossible.
 Consider these four verses, two from the Old Testament and two from the New: 

· Jeremiah 32:17, “Ah, Sovereign Lord, you have made the heavens and the earth by your great power and outstretched arm. Nothing is too hard for you.”
· Jeremiah 32:27, “I am the Lord, the God of all mankind. Is anything too hard for me?”
· Luke 1:37, “Nothing is impossible with God.”
· Luke 18:27, “What is impossible with men is possible with God.”
Like the disciples at the time of Jesus, we are all faced with a series of great opportunities brilliantly disguised as impossible situations.
 This episode in the life of Christ teaches us to have compassion, to look on problems as opportunities for God to work, and to give Him all that we have and trust Him to meet the needs. If we do all we can, He will step in and do the rest.

And here’s some great news: God’s faithfulness has never depended on the faithfulness of his children. He is faithful even when we aren’t. When we lack courage, he doesn’t. He has made a history out of using people in spite of people. God’s blessings are dispensed according to the riches of his grace, not according to the depth of our faith. As 2 Timothy 2:13 promises, “If we are not faithful, he will still be faithful, because he cannot be false to himself.” 

So the next time we face an impossibility, leave it in the hands of the Specialist. Refuse to calculate. Refuse to doubt. Refuse to work it out by yourself. Refuse to worry or encourage others to worry. Stand against that. Instead, say, “Lord, I’m carrying around something I cannot handle. It’s impossible to me, but it is as nothing with You.”

That is the secret to mastering the impossible.
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