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Pentecost 10, 2009
Preached:  August 9, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

John 6:1-15
You don’t think God can provide your needs?
Why, He even gives us leftovers!
I love leftovers. I often say to my wife, “I almost think they taste better than when you have them the first time.” I think part of it is just knowing how easy it is to eat leftovers. There’s no cooking involved, no pots and pans to wash afterward. If they’re leftovers from a restaurant, they don’t cost anything. They’re already bought and paid for—and ready to eat. All you have to do is pop them in the microwave and enjoy!
Our Scriptures for today emphasize how good our God is. He always gives us more than we need. Oh, He often leaves us wondering whether we will get what we need, but it’s just so that when He finally does come through, we recognize that it comes from Him, that He truly is good to us—so that we learn to truly trust in Him. The Scriptures are filled with this message that God gives us more than we need. The famous 23rd Psalm says, “My cup runneth over” (or in the new translation, “My cup overflows”). He doesn’t just give me enough to drink. The water is sloshing over the brim of my cup. It’s flowing over my hand and into my lap. It’s cooling my whole body, not just my throat.
Can you see what God is teaching us in the Scriptures today? It’s interesting what John includes in his description of what happened that day. He quotes Jesus’ disciples in his account to show how skeptical they were—how lacking in faith. When Jesus asks Philip about how they might get enough bread to feed all these people who had come to listen to Him that day, Philip shows how convinced he is that it can’t be done:  “Eight months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!” Just think about how much money you earn in eight months. This crowd was so huge that Philip was convinced it would take eight months’ wages to buy enough food for each person to have just one bite. John says there were five thousand men there that day. Matthew, in his account, adds that there were also women and children there, beyond the five thousand men. If there were as many women as men, and then perhaps as many children as men, there could have been upwards of 15,000 people there that day. And this was before the days when food began to be mass produced! There were no supermarkets to get this food from!
So the disciples were skeptical. Andrew pointed out the only food they were aware of among the crowd:  “Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?” “How far will it go?” Have you ever had to ask that question in your life? “Will my money hold out?” “Are we going to have enough food till the next payday?” “Am I going to be able to make the mortgage payment this month?” God puts us in those situations. He purposely lets things develop in such a way that those questions come up in our minds. He has a reason for it. 
When it was getting toward the end of the day, and the question came up about where the people were going to get food, Jesus said to His disciple Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” John by inspiration immediately adds, “He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.” Jesus knew He was going to feed those 15,000 people that day. There was never any doubt about it. But notice how Jesus handles the situation. Never once does He say to His disciples, “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to miraculously provide enough food for them all.” Never once does He say to the crowd, “Just wait. I know you’re hungry. But I’m God. I can feed you.” No, the only words He speaks are a prayer. He thanks God for the five barley loaves and those two tiny fish. All He does is give the people the order to sit down and gives the disciples the order to pass out the food. Jesus lets what is happening here dawn on the people gradually. He lets them see what’s happening rather than describing it to them. He simply lets them witness it and draw conclusions about what is taking place.
Isn’t that so often how God deals with us? He doesn’t reveal His plan to us ahead of time. He lets us go without a paycheck. He lets us be treated badly by people. He lets us get sick. He wants us to struggle with the question, “Why?” He leaves us wondering. Because only when we get to the point of despair and only when it begins to dawn on us how He intended to deliver us from the scrape we’re in, that we realize what a great—all-wise, all-powerful—God we have. Only then do we realize that life is not about us taking care of ourselves. It’s about how God takes care of us. Life is about trusting in God’s goodness. If there were never dangers for God to rescue us from, how would we ever know what He’s capable of? How would we ever learn how much He loves us? How would we ever learn to trust in Him?
When those five loaves of bread and two small fish were passed around, “they all had enough to eat.” Every rumbling stomach was stilled. Everyone could tap their tummy and say, “Ah.” But He didn’t just satisfy their need. John is quick to point out after they had all had enough to eat that Jesus sent the disciples out once more among the people to pick up the leftovers. And he tells us, “So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten.” Twelve baskets full—more food than they had started with! Our God is truly a good God! He always provides even more than we need. 
How often I have found myself in this situation. I am more like the disciples than I care to admit. Skeptical about whether God will really provide for me. The past twelve months have been a time of terrible economic uncertainly in which I was tempted to ask, “Will we make it?” But this summer so many things came together that again reminded me of how good God is. You, the congregation, gave so generously to make up for the deficit that had developed among us. As we came to the end of another school year, I was reminded how good God has been to my children—to our children. I was driving through my neighborhood one day when it dawned on me how green everything was because of the mild weather God’s given us this year. And as we finished another year of choir, the concert reminded me how richly God has blest our congregation with the gift of music. I began to hear (this is how my mind works; it often brings back Bible passages that I learned years ago), I began to hear the Scripture over and over again:  “The boundary lines have fallen for me in pleasant places; surely I have a delightful inheritance.” I had to go back and look where that comes from. (It’s from Psalm 16.) I could have written those lines—they are so fitting for my life.

But all of these physical blessings pale in comparison to the spiritual blessings that we have—and unfortunately I think those are the blessings that we are most prone to take for granted. They are by far the most important! The spiritual blessings were the ones that the people overlooked on that day. Full and satisfied they said, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” The Prophet (with a capital “P”) was the Messiah. Moses had foretold Him and called Him the Prophet. But they clearly had a misconception about Him. Jesus could tell they did. Again using His all knowing intelligence, He could tell that they wanted Him to be a Prophet like Moses. The Jewish people credited Moses with being the one who provided manna for them and quail to eat every day in the desert on their way to the Promised Land. They expected the new Prophet to provide the same amenities. “Knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, Jesus withdrew again to a mountain by himself.” They were going to try to make Him their physical king. They thought He could be a king who was just there to satisfy all of their physical needs. Their minds had been awakened to His greatness. But those minds still weren’t opened to His true greatness:  That He has saved us spiritually.
It is not until you know and appreciate and are able to distinguish this spiritual rescue, this spiritual food that Jesus came to provide that you can be fully freed from your worry about physical things, from your skepticism, from your lack of faith. You see, you have to come to realize that Jesus rescued you from the precipice of hell. It means coming to the stark realization that you were going to die and be banished from God’s presence forever because of your sins. It means coming to the awareness that Jesus plunged over this cliff for you and that He emerged once again from this abyss so that you would not have to fall into it. It’s only when you come to realize this that you can have a trust that says, “Yes, I know that He will take care of all of my needs. Though I would lose all of my earthly possessions—yes—my family and my own physical life, Jesus will still provide for me more than I could ever ask.” Only this kind of faith, tested and tried through the most tumultuous temptations, can have the conviction:  “Yes, my cup is overflowing.”  As Paul wrote to the Romans, “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?” How will He not do it? He is the greatest of Gods! He made the greatest of sacrifices—giving up His only Son! No, there is no other way to live and to think as a child of God. Our God does provide for all of our needs! He provides much more! He is much more lavish! He not only provides the most lavish of banquets! He not only provides the richest spiritual blessings! He even provides the leftovers! May you never fail to see and appreciate His leftovers.  Amen.
