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“A Lesson in Feeding and Eating”

Two years into His ministry, Jesus sent out His twelve disciples two by two into the mission field. Before sending them out, Luke tells us that Jesus gathered his disciples together and gave them power and authority over demons, and to cure diseases. He also gave them the specific charge to take nothing for the journey - no staffs, no bag, no bread, not even money, but to wear only a pair of sandals and a single tunic, and whatever house they entered, to stay there and to receive their needs from those among whom they ministered. And whoever did not receive them, when they left their city they were to shake off the very dust from their feet as a witness against them. 
And so he sent them off. And they went about casting out demons, and healing the sick, and preaching the kingdom of God, calling on people to repent of their sins. And when they completed their mission they returned to Jesus and began to report to Him all the things they had done and taught. There was much to tell, and the disciples were excited to share with their Master what they’d been able to accomplish. 

At the same time, Mark reports that Jesus was so thronged with people seeking to be healed by Him that He had very little time to spend privately with His disciples. “For there were many coming and going, [so that] they did not even have time to eat,” he says. And so Jesus said to his disciples, “Come aside by yourselves to a deserted place and rest a while.” They needed a break. They needed a time to be quiet and alone with Christ, away from the crowds, where they could decompress and slow down for a while from the frantic pace they’d been keeping, and also so Jesus could talk to them about their ministry and give them further instruction. This is why we send our pastors to things like clergy retreats. Because they aren’t any good to us burnt-out. For his people’s sake it is a responsibility for a pastor to get away from his people for a while to get his batteries recharged, so he’ll have something to give them when he returns. 

And this is exactly what Jesus desired for his spiritually drained disciples. So He brought them to a deserted place outside of the town of Bethsaida to give them some much needed rest and a spiritual recharge. But as we know, it didn’t quite work out that way. Some stoolie told the crowd where they were going, or maybe they just figured it out for themselves. And so John says, as Jesus was sitting down with his disciples on the mountainside, he raised his eyes and saw the crowed – some 15 to 20 thousand people – coming at them from the plain below. 
Break over! The disciples probably let a collective groan. So much for a little alone time with Jesus. Here they come! It’ back to work.

There’s a change in circumstances, but Jesus doesn’t change His plan You see, He’s never caught off guard. He’s never at a loss for what to do. He takes the occasion to teach them a far greater lesson about ministry than they could have gotten just by being alone with Him. He gives his disciples some on-the-job training. And he begins with Philip. He turns to Philip and He asks Philip, “Where shall we buy bread, that these may eat?” But he said this to Philip in order to test him, for He Himself knew what He would do.” 

Now I know how on-the-spot Philip must have felt, because I’ve been to those ministry seminars where all my brother clergy are surrounding me, and the bishop describes some impossible scenario, and then he points to me and says, “Jerry, how would you deal with this situation?” And then I have to try to come up with an immediate answer as I stand there with all eyes and ears focused on what I’m about to say. It’s unnerving! I’ve talk to Bishop Grote about this, and he’s told me that he does this, especially in the context of an ordination examination, just to see how a man thinks on his feet. It’s a testing process to see how a man will react  in very difficult ministry situations. 
Well this is what Jesus is doing with Philip, and indirectly with the rest of his disciples. Jesus gives Philip a seemingly impossible scenario to test him, and to show him that there is only one possible solution to the problem. “Philip, where can we buy bread to feed all these people?” In the Synoptic Gospels Jesus is even more direct. He says, “You give them something to eat.” 
Philip’s first response is to start doing the math. “Let’s see, fifteen to twenty-thousand people, maybe a couple thousand more. About a denari’s worth of bread per one-hundred. That’s more than two-hundred denarii! That’s about seven months wages! Where are we gonna come up with that kind of money? None of us even has a job anymore, not since Jesus told us to leave our fishing nets and tax receipts and follow Him! And besides, where would we buy bread out here in this desert? I’m mean, it’s not like there a nice little Jewish deli down the hill we can go through the drive-thru and pick up a few thousand matzos to feed this crowd. Jesus, “two-hundred denarii worth of bread is not sufficient for them, that every one of them may have a little.”
You see, all Philip sees is the impossibility of the task. Philip fails because he takes his eyes off the One in the middle of the crowd without whom it would be an impossible task. Maybe the only response Philip could have given, and the only response Jesus was looking for, was like the response Ezekiel gave to the Lord’s question about the dry bones: “Son of man, can these bones live?” “O Lord God, You know.”
You see, so often ministers fail in their ministries because they begin to focus on the impossibility of the task from their own human perspective. Jesus said to Peter, “Feed My Sheep.” What man has it in him to feed Christ’s sheep? What man has it in him to shepherd the flock of Christ? What man has it in him to watch over their souls as one who will give account? What man has it in him to forgive sins and to retain sins? And yet these are the tasks Christ has given to His ministers with regard to you His sheep. They are impossible tasks, except for the fact that Christ stands with His ministers to do the impossible. That’s the message Jesus is trying to instill in his disciples as he would take this opportunity to prepare them for further ministry. But like so many other ministers who take their eyes off Jesus and try to take on the problems of ministry in their own strength and by their own wisdom, the first one up to bat, so to speak, in Jesus’ ministry seminar—Philip—fails the test. 

Philip fails the test, but Philip does not utterly fail. At least he doesn’t actually try to go out and buy bread out in the middle of the desert. So many pastors today do go out into this wilderness of a culture we live in and try to buy food from the world to satisfy their hungry sheep. The temptation is always to think, “I can’t just keep giving them this stale, old bread of the Gospel. I won’t have twenty-thousand people in my congregation if I just keep preaching Christ and Him crucified. That’s not the food they want. I’ve got to give them something they can really chew on. Something practical. Something that will help them deal with their real life problems.”  And so they spend themselves and their labors trying to buy food for their people from the desert of the world’s wisdom. The problem is it’s only virtual food. It’s a mirage. It looks nice. It comes in beautiful packaging, but it’s vacuous in terms of the nourishment it can give to one’s eternal soul, and in terms of giving real answers to life’s deepest problems. And the only thing the people are going to end up eating, if a pastor gives them this food, is the sand of this world. 
Christ comes to us and asks through the prophet Isaiah, “Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare” (Isaiah 55:2, 3). 
You see, the bread that Jesus gives is the only bread that truly satisfies. He said, "I am the Bread of Life, (6:35)… If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever; and the bread that I shall give is My flesh, which I shall give for the life of the world (6:51)."  Jesus Himself is the bread of God, which we feed on through faith, which nourishes and sustains us in this world, and which gives us to share in His eternal life in the oasis of heaven. And it is this bread alone that the pastors of Christ’s flock and the stewards of His household have been ordained to feed His people. The great Bible commentator Matthew Henry says this: “The stewards of Christ’s family must appoint what He hath appointed…. They must not feed them with the chaff of their own inventions, instead of the wholesome food of Christian doctrine and truth.” “Who is that faithful and wise steward,” Jesus asks, “whom his master will make ruler over his household, to give them their portion of food in due season? Blessed is that servant whom his master will find so doing when he comes” (Luke 12:42, 43).
Well, Andrew is up next, in this testing phase of Jesus’ ministry seminar with His disciples.  Philip failed for focusing on the impossibility of the task. Andrew does a little better, because at least he recognizes that they had some resources to work with. “There is a lad here who has five barely loaves and two small fish.” It’s not like we have nothing at all to give. We’ve got a little bit of bread and a couple of fish. “But what are they among so many.” 

See, Andrew fails because his vision is still small, restricted, limited. He only sees the deficiency and weakness of their own resources. He and the rest of the disciples still don’t understand that it is not their resources that have the power to feed, but it’s the Man in the middle of their resources who has the power to bless and multiply that none should go away hungry. 
“Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.” In other words, it’s not bread itself that has the power to give life; it’s the Word of God with the bread, that gives life. Jesus is the Word. It is His power to bless our small, weak, earthly gifts and resource and to turn them into His means of feeding and sustaining His people. That’s what I call the sacramental principle. 

You see, we pastors would end up in total despair if Christ called us to feed you His sheep by the power of our own resources. What are our few, weak resources among so many? All we have is an old book. All we have is some water in stainless steel font. All we have is a few small thoughts and some unimpressive words. All we have is a tiny bit of bread and a cup full of wine—just these lowly and meager resources.  How can I satisfy these people with such meager means here in this wilderness, not to mention the mass of humanity out there that’s starving for spiritual nourishment? But, you see, it’s not our resources that have the power to give life. It’s the Man in the middle of them, blessing and multiplying them, who Himself chose these means, these weak, earthly means –water, words, bread and wine – to be His means of feeding you with Himself. With the blessing and multiplying Christ in the house there is always bread enough and to spare. None are sent empty away who attend on Him in faith.
This is the message Jesus has for his disciples as He takes their few, scanty resources, blesses them, and begins to pull out of the basket more and more loaves, and gives them to His disciples to distribute to the people. Notice that He gives to the disciples, and they give to the people. This is the only way they will be successful in their ministries – if they continue to attend on Christ to bless and multiply their few small gifts they have to bring that they may become a meal for His people. 
And to you His people, the message is this: seek from Christ’s ministers the right food. It’s not just pastors that are fault for the virtual food that’s getting served up in so many churches today. Most of the time they’re responding to the demands of their people. That doesn’t take them off the hook. They’re still responsible for what gets served. But the sheep need to want their shepherds to lead them to the right pastures. Even after Jesus fed the crowd in the wilderness they continued to follow Him, and when they found Him again in Capernaum, Jesus chastised them for their worldly motives. He said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, you seek Me, not because you saw the signs, [not because you saw the miracle and believed in Me because of it], but because you ate the loaves and were filled. [You got your bellies filled. That’s why you’re following Me.] Do not labor for the food that perishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you.” (Jn. 6:26, 27) 
Jesus is our food. He’s the only food that can satisfy our hungry souls. He is our manna in the wilderness, the Bread from Heaven come down from God. And so again, as Christ says to us in Isaiah, “Do not spend your money on what is not bread, and your wages for what does not satisfy. Listen carefully to Me, and eat what is good. And let your soul delight itself in abundance. Incline your ear, and come to Me. Hear, and your soul shall live.” (Is. 55:2-3a paraphrase)  
You see, Jesus never fails to feed those who seek him in the desert. He blesses and multiplies our meager, earthly means to give us his means of grace – His baptism, His Word read and preached, His Holy Supper. The compassionate Saviour still lifts His eyes and sees our need even before we ask and gives us our daily bread. He is our daily bread. Come to Him, then, you who are hungry, and you who thirst, and He will satisfy you with the bread of His own body, and the wine of His own blood. Come and be fed. +
