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 Some of you may be wondering, “Why is Pastor Jeff preaching on this story again?”  
While I’m certain I’ve preached on John 6:1-15 before – several times before – I don’t 
remember when the last time was. 

 The reason the story is familiar to so many is that it shows up six times in the four 
gospels.  Twice in Matthew, twice in Mark, once in Luke, and once in John we read about 
Jesus feeding vast multitudes with just a few loaves of bread.1  In other words, the story 
shows up often in our reading of the gospels.  It must have been an important story to the 
first generations of Christians.  And it shows up often in the lectionary.  So you’ll hear 
pastors often preaching on it. 

 The six versions all have the same basic plot.  A large crowd shows up to see Jesus 
somewhere out in the countryside.  At some point someone realizes that all these people 
need to be fed.  Jesus suggests or implies that the disciples should take care of feeding 
them.  The disciples say it’s financially and/or logistically impossible to do so with the 
paltry supplies they have.  Jesus takes what they have, blesses it, and gives it to the crowd.  
And the next thing you know, everybody has had enough to eat and the disciples are 
collecting the leftovers. 

 There are four things I particularly like about the way John tells the story. 

1. Jesus wants to go on retreat, so he and the disciples head across the sea of Galilee.  
Maybe because I’m just coming off a week of study leave that was a retreat, I empathize 
with this desire.  My study leave was very restorative.  The only problem is that the 
crowds follow Jesus around the lake.  So much for Jesus’ retreat. 

2. John identifies the lake as both the Sea of Galilee and the Sea of Tiberias.  He’s the only 
gospel writer to use the Roman name of the lake.  Either John is writing for an audience 
who didn’t know what a Jew would be referring to with the name “Sea of Galilee,” or 
John is doing something else here.  I think it is much more likely that John is doing 
something else.  More on this in a moment. 

3. John doesn’t name the real hero of the story, but clearly it’s the mom who packed the 
kid’s lunch. 

4. Only John includes the postscript to the story about the people wanting to make Jesus 
their king, something he rejects. 

 The second and fourth of these highlight John’s agenda.  He mentions the Roman 
name for the Sea of Galilee and almost immediately mentions the Jewish festival of 
Passover.  He mentions the Romans and he reminds his audience of the foundational story 
of Judaism, the Passover story.  He mentions the occupying power and he reminds his 
audience that God is a God who delivers people from bondage into freedom.  I think John is 

                                                        
1 Matthew 4:13-21 and 5:32-39; Mark 6:31-44 and 8:1-9; Luke 9:12-17; John 6:1-15. 
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reminding his audience of the tension that exists between the Empire of Rome and the kin-
dom of God. 

 This tension continues through the story to its conclusion, when Jesus rejects the 
people’s attempt to challenge the Empire by making Jesus a political leader.  Jesus picks 
another way to challenge empire.  We need to hold on to that tension as we read this story 
and listen for how Jesus challenges empire in favor of the kin-dom of God. 

 The primary way I think Jesus challenges empire is by challenging the imperial 
economy.  The imperial economy is based on an assumption of scarcity.  The imperial 
economy assumes that the economy is a zero-sum-game.  If I’m going to get mine, someone 
else will is going to lose theirs. 

 We saw this in the Exodus story.  The Hebrews were wandering in the wilderness, 
worried about how they were going to get enough to eat.  In Numbers (11:13), Moses 
wonders how he will feed the people he is leading into freedom.  He asks God, “Where am I 
going to get meat to give to all these people?”  God provides enough for everybody. 

 Jesus almost quotes Moses when he asks Philip, “Where will we buy food to feed 
these people?”  Of course, the big difference is the Moses didn’t know the answer to his 
question, while Jesus did know the answer. 

 Moses and the Hebrews learned in the wilderness that in God’s economy, there is 
enough for everyone is we share.  Jesus demonstrated in the wilderness that in God’s 
economy, there is enough for everyone if we share.  In addition to making sure hungry 
people had enough to eat, Jesus challenges the imperial mentality of scarcity and he rejects 
the imperial notion of “power over.” 

 This is a challenge for us today, too.  As one commentator put it, “At its heart, it’s a 
story about our fears that we will not be cared for; about our tendencies to see the world – 
from the day’s headlines to our own interpersonal struggles – through lenses of scarcity; 
and about God’s work of feeding, of abundantly providing for our needs, and at the same 
time calling us to help provide for the needs of others.”2 

 It is an amazing, counter-cultural message, this notion that there really is enough if 
we are good stewards of creation.  There’s a story I love that makes this point, I think. 

 There was a farmer who grew excellent quality corn.  Every year he entered 
examples of his crop in the county fair and almost every year won the award for the best 
grown corn.  One year a newspaper reporter interviewed him, hoping to learn something 
interesting about how he grew it.  What the reporter discovered, must to his surprise, is 
that the farmer shared his seed corn with his neighbors. 

 “Why on earth would you share your best seed corn with your neighbors when they 
are entering corn in competition with yours each year?” the reporter asked. 

 “If I want to have a good crop,” the farmer answered, “I have to do this.  You do 
know, don’t you, that the wind picks up pollen from the ripening corn and swirls it from 

                                                        
2 “Enough: Salt’s Lectionary Commentary for Tenth Week After Pentecost,” Salt Project, 
http://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-blog/progressive-christian-lectionary-resource (posted 
and accessed 24 July 2018). 



3 

field to field.  If my neighbors grow inferior corn, cross-pollination will steadily degrade the 
quality of my corn.  If I want to grow good corn, I must help my neighbors grow good 
corn.”3 

 This is the sentiment echoed by the theologian and scholar Walter Brueggemann in 
a reflection on the stories of the feeding of the multitudes.  “If bread is broken and shared, 
there is enough for all.  [In these feeding stories,] Jesus is engaged in the sacramental, 
subversive reordering of public reality.”4  Brueggemann also said, “When people forget that 
Jesus is the bread of the world, they start eating junk food – the food of ... Herod, the bread 
of moralism and of power.”5 

 Which makes me think about the church in general and our congregation 
specifically.  Does the church (do we) remember that Jesus is the bread of the world?  Or 
does the church (do we) get caught up in moralism and the lure of power?  Are we serving 
the bread of love to each other and the community, or are we serving junk food? 

 I’ve read that German theologian Helmut Thielicke used to tell a story about a 
hungry man.  He was walking down the street and he noticed a sign in a store window:  
“We Sell Bread.”  “Great,” the hungry man thought, and he went inside. 

 “I’d like to buy some bread,” he told the clerk behind the counter. 

 “Oh, I’m afraid there’s been a mistake,” the woman said.  “We don’t sell bread.” 

 “The sign in the window says, ‘We Sell Bread,’” the hungry man said.  “What do you 
mean, you don’t sell bread?” 

 “You misunderstand,” the clerk explained.  “We make signs, like the one in the 
window.  We don’t actually make bread.” 

 Alas, the hungry man could not eat signs.  What he needed was bread.6 

 These stories we’ve explored today leave me with some questions, that I invite you 
to ponder: 

Is our church making bread or making signs? 

Are we sharing bread or junk food? 

                                                        
3 I’ve seen various versions of this story over the years. I was reminded of this story this week by Kaila Russell 
on Facebook. 
4 Brandon Weencher, quoting Walter Brueggeman without specific citation, in “Bread or Junk Food?” 
Sojourners, https://sojo.net/preaching-the-word/bread-or-junk-food (accessed 24 July 2018). 
5 Ibid. 
6 Adapted from a Facebook post shared by JL Harper III, on 25 July 2018 in a close clergy group. Harper cites 
“homiletics online” as the source of the story. 


