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Lunchables for Thousands 

John 6:1-15 

   

There is only one miracle of Jesus that appears in all four gospels – and it’s the one we’re going to study 

today.  

 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke are called the synoptic gospels because they were all written about 20 years 

after Jesus death and resurrection and they are pretty much synchronized in terms of content. But the 

gospel of John is different.   
• Ninety percent of what’s in John is not in the other gospels.  

• The 4 gospels, together, record 37 miracles of Jesus. John mentions only seven, and 

• Each miracle John records emphasizes that only God could do what Jesus did. That was important 

to John because he says  

 

in chapter 20.  

 

John 20:30 Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not 

recorded in this book.  31 But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the 

Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.  
 

Despite the fact that Lunchables for Thousands appeared in all three previous gospels John felt compelled 

to include the story because it convinced thousands of people, all at once, that Jesus was the Messiah sent 

from God.  The story is in John chapter 6 if you have a Bible with you. 

 

If you have a smart phone or tablet and you don’t have a Bible app on it, here are a couple good ones. 

Both YouVersion & BibleGateway are free and they won’t keep bugging you to buy things.  

 

Our story is not long so I’d like to read it aloud with you. Stand if you are able and let’s read the first 15 

verses of John chapter 6.  

 

John 6:1 Some time after this, Jesus crossed to the far shore of the Sea of Galilee (that is, the 

Sea of Tiberias), 2 and a great crowd of people followed him because they saw the signs he 

had performed by healing the sick.  3 Then Jesus went up on a mountainside and sat down 

with his disciples.  4 The Jewish Passover Festival was near.  5 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?"   

 

6 He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.  7 

Philip answered him, "It would take almost a year's wages to buy enough bread for each one 

to have a bite!"  8 Another of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter's brother, spoke up, 9 

"Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go 

among so many?"   
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10 Jesus said, "Have the people sit down." There was plenty of grass in that place, and they 

sat down (about five thousand men were there). 11 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.  12 When they had all had enough to eat, he said to his disciples, "Gather the pieces that 

are left over. Let nothing be wasted."   

 

13 So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves 

left over by those who had eaten. 14 After the people saw the sign Jesus performed, they 

began to say, "Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world." 15 Jesus, knowing 

that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by 

himself. 

 

Please be seated. May God add his blessing to the reading of the gospel.  

 

As with the miracle we saw last week at the Bethesda pool, this miracle sets up a lengthy dialog 

afterward. The theme that John carries through the end of the chapter is bread. Jesus multiplies bread. 

Then the disciples worry about not having bread. They get an argument about bread and then Jesus talks 

to them about him being bread of life. It’ll take us two more sermons to get all the way through verse 71. 

I’ll cover part of the text next week and then Joel will finish chapter 6 on December 30.  

 

Today we’ll just look at the miracle itself. Verse 1 begins 

  

John 6:1 Some time after this, Jesus crossed (the sea of Galilee to Bethsaida) 

 

Those first four words, “some time after this” represent probably six months of time. In those six months, 

Herod Antipas executed John the Baptist.  Herod also expressed interest in meeting Jesus because Jesus 

was gaining quite a reputation, quite a following as he and his disciples traveled around Galilee.  

 

So, even though we less than a third of the way into John’s gospel, chapter 6 is two whole years into 

Jesus’ ministry, leaving just one more year before he would be crucified.  

  

Jesus did the miracle on a hillside known today as the Golan Heights. The other gospels tell us Jesus was 

trying to get away from the crowds, perhaps headed to a spot where he had rested and prayed before, but 

it didn’t work this time. He was too well known. He’d healed too many people. He was too popular.  

  

Seeing the crowd streaming up the hill toward him and his disciples, Jesus turned to Philip, whose 

hometown was the fishing village of Bethsaida. Verse 5,  

 

 “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?”  

 

Philip would have known of any Costco’s nearby, but Jesus already knew the answer to his question. 

Verse 6 explains.   

  

V. 6 Jesus asked this only to test Philip, for Jesus already had in mind what he was going to 

do.  
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This was a test. The Bible says God never tempts anyone to do wrong, however, 

 

  ➡ God often tests those He loves in order to develop their faith. The book of James talks about how 

God uses difficulties to make us stronger.  

   

James 1:12 Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood (God’s) test, 

that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him. 

 

   A test is given by someone who wants you to pass. The difference between God’s testing and 

temptation from Satan is that Satan wants you to fail.  

 

Jesus wanted Philip to pass the test. He wanted to teach Philip and the other disciples an important life 

principle, and it’s this: 

  
➠ God never runs out of options.  

 

Philip can only think of marketplace remedies. Who does he know that could deliver a truckload of bread 

on a moment’s notice? Nobody! The town was too small. Meanwhile the Lord had at his disposal an 

infinite number of options. God knows what he will do. God has never spent a nano-second worrying.   

 

God brings, and he allows, all kinds of tests into our lives – ER visits and health issues and bumpy stock 

markets and difficult family relationships. Those are tests. Satan would love to turn them into temptations. 

He has no conscience. He will take anything God means for good and try to pervert it – use it to defeat 

you.  A test can become a temptation if we don’t keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, the one who wants 

you to win.   

 

But trusting God is sometimes very hard. It’s difficult for at least two reasons:  

 

1. We naturally fear the unknown.  When I used to crawl into bear dens my heart rate always went up. 

Especially when, in the darkness my nose hit a bear’s furry rump once. When you can’t obviously see 

God’s hand, it’s natural to wonder if he’s even there.  

 

My grandma’s kitchen had a narrow doorway just around the corner from her cook stove. Immediately 

inside that door was a steep and rickety set of stairs that led to a dark, cobwebbed basement. Grandma 

kept her jarred fruits and vegetables down there but as a 5-year-old I remember fearing those stairs and 

that basement because I didn’t know what might be lurking down there.  

 

On one hand, fear can protect you.   

  

I don’t know if you saw this 60 Minutes piece about guys in Norway who helicopter to the top of 

mountains, put on a nylon suit and then jump off using just their arms and legs for “wings”. They are 

called the Birdmen of Norway, but they look more like flying squirrels! There is something wrong with 

this. There’s not a lot of lift in those suits. Humans are not supposed to jump off mountains. Would you 

sell life insurance to a Birdman? It’s wise to fear jumping off mountains. 
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Doesn’t work so well when God has us in a test and our fear becomes worry. Jesus said, “Don’t worry. 

Your heavenly Father cares even about birds – who are meant to fly. Surely God notices and cares when 

he’s put you in a test that he wants you to pass.  

 

  

A second reason I think it’s hard to trust, is nobody likes pain, and we know that sometimes God makes 

tests uncomfortable – even painful. If you’re really into pain, there’s something wrong with you. About 

the time a baby learns to roll over they begin learning that pain is part of life. As they grow, they learn to 

avoid things that increase the likelihood of pain.  

 

Parents teach toddlers to back their way down steps. They warn children about stepping into the street --

for their protection. But fear of pain can go too far. Avoiding any possibility of pain would mean you 

would never go skiing, never play sports, never drive or even take walks. A person panicked at the 

thought of pain better never date. Don’t get married and don’t try building a career. Don’t try to do 

anything you don’t already know how to do.  

 

All through the Bible God used painful tests to produce good things. He still does. Some years ago, when 

my wife and I were going through some particularly difficult circumstances, a friend sent me this quote 

from C.S. Lewis. 

 

Lewis penned these words to a friend after Lewis and his wife, Joy, learned she had cancer.  

 

“We are not necessarily doubting that God will do His best for us; we are wondering how 

painful the best will turn out to be.”  

 

How many times have you observed someone who has demonstrated great faith in adversity and said to 

yourself, “I couldn’t do that? No way I could do what they’ve done.” You’re probably right. You could 

not do that. That’s why it’s not your test but theirs. God gives you tests he wants you to pass. His tests are 

age, and time, and personality, and experience-appropriate.   

 

So, if God has you in a “test” right now, He knows you’re big enough for it. He knows you can pass.  

 

“How we going to feed this crowd, Philip?” verse 7 

  

John 6:7 Philip answered him, "It would take more than half a year's wages to buy enough 

bread for each one to have a bite!" 

 

Of course, the disciples didn’t have anything close to that kind of money. They depended on the goodwill 

of local people for their own food and lodging. And while Philip was explaining the difficulty of 

providing for this many people, Philip’s brother, Andrew, was scouting the crowd for options. He came 

back with a boy, whose mother had packed him a lunch - or maybe he filled his own lunch box. Doesn’t 

say. V. 9 

  

John 6:9 "Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish (probably pickled or 

dried small fish, similar to smelt), but how far will they go among so many?"  
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Probably the most common truth extracted from this story is this one:  

 

➡ God can use whatever you have.  

 

One of the high drama points in the movie Apollo 13 (which I did see) was when carbon dioxide levels in 

the spacecraft were raising to dangerous levels. They were 200,000 miles from earth. An oxygen tank had 

blown away part of the spacecraft, crippling the power supply and endangering the crew members, so they 

had retreated into the lunar module for most of the ride home.  

 

There were enough lithium hydroxide canisters to remove carbon dioxide from the spacecraft, but the 

square canisters from the command module were not compatible with the round openings in the lunar 

module system. 

 

The lunar module was designed to support two men for two days and now it needed to sustain three men 

nearly four days.  Mission Control in Houston gave a group of engineers only the materials available on 

the lunar module and said – “make the filter work.” They did – using only what the astronauts had 

available: plastic bags, cardboard, and duct tape.  

 

• What do you have Moses? A walking stick. Okay, let’s use the walking stick.  

• What do you have, David? A sling. Okay, let’s use a sling.  

• Elisha fed 100 men with 20 small barley rolls – same as his boy had. 

 

But sometimes – once in a while, usually when you’re tired and it’s dark, you feel like you have nothing 

to offer. I love Elizabeth Elliot’s advice in that circumstance.  

 

"If the only thing you have to offer is a broken heart, you offer a broken heart. So, in a time 

of grief, the recognition that this is material for sacrifice has been a very great strength for 

me. Realizing that nothing I have, nothing I am will be refused on the part of Christ. I 

simply give it to Him as the little boy gave Jesus his five loaves and two fishes." (Elizabeth 

Elliot) 

 

What do you have, Andrew? Five rolls, two sardines. Jesus had everyone sit down in groups. Five 

thousand men. Other gospels say plus women and children which could easily have doubled the number. 

Verse 11.  

  

Jn. 6:11 Jesus then took the loaves, gave thanks  

 

The Greek word is “eucharist” – not a big ceremony, not an eloquent speech but just a simple prayer. 

Devout Jews always gave thanks before meals. That’s a very good habit. It’s a simple reminder that 

everything good we have is a gift of God. 

 

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.  
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And can you imagine what the boy who surrendered his lunch was thinking. This is amazing. Jesus is 

something else.  

 

 This man, D.L. Moody was one of the greatest evangelists ever, yet he always considered himself a weak 

instrument.  Moody's father died at the age of forty-one, leaving his widow and seven children in deep 

poverty. Creditors seized what little they had left, even their firewood.   

 

            Moody said his mom would tell her children to stay in bed until just before schooltime so they could keep 

warm. They were so poor that in the summer on Sunday mornings Moody’s mother had them walk to 

church bare-footed carrying their shoes and stockings in their hands to keep them from wear. They put 

them on only when the church was in sight.  

 

During the Civil War Moody held meetings and distributed gospels and tracts to soldiers and POW’s 

quartered in Chicago and elsewhere. Then in 1873 Mr. Moody visited Great Britain where he met a well-

known British evangelist named Henry Varley. As they sat together in a public park in Dublin Varley 

made a statement that Moody decided to adopt as his life motto. Varley said,  

 

  "The world has yet to see what God will do with and for and through and in and by 

the man who is fully consecrated to Him."  

 

Later, Moody reflected, “He did not say a great man, nor a learned man, nor a 'smart' man, but simply 'a 

man.' I am a man, and it lies with the man himself whether he will or will not make that entire and full 

consecration. I will try my utmost to be that man.” 

 

Varley’s challenge is still open to any man, any woman.  

 

I don’t know the ways the Lord may be testing you today. Sometimes it’s a combination of discipline and 

testing. All through the Old Testament we see God testing and sometimes disciplining the people of 

Israel, and no matter what they did, no matter how many times they fell short, God loved them and treated 

them graciously – just like he does you and me.  

 

The prophet Jeremiah is sometimes called the weeping prophet because he lived in some of the darkest 

times, spiritually, in the Old Testament. Yet, even in those hopeless times God said to his people:  

  

Jeremiah 29:11 For I know what I have planned for you,' says the LORD. 'I have plans to 

prosper you, not to harm you. I have plans to give you a future filled with hope.  

 

Let me offer three more thoughts to wrap up this story.  

 

1.  God’s “provision” is sometimes miraculous, but more often it’s not. In the fourth century 

Augustine noted that people were always looking for God to do something unusual and big and 

miraculous.  

 

Augustine asked what is more remarkable than a field full of corn from just a handful of seeds?  
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God will provide your needs. Sometimes it’s by giving you ideas, sometimes by teaching you to live with 

less, sometimes by blessing your hard work, sometimes it’s friends, sometimes a group of friends in the 

church. Miraculous or not, God provides our needs.  

 

2. God’s “tests” often extend out much further than you can see. God may put you in seemingly 

impossible circumstances to teach you about his greatness and sufficiency but very often He is 

also teaching other people around you. You don’t know who’s watching. You don’t know who 

will benefit on down the road – even generations later. 

  

3.  When God provides, He also satisfies.  Everyone ate all they wanted, and the disciples collected 

12 basketfuls of leftovers. That had to just blow their minds.  

 

If you still have a Bible open, look back to the parenthesis that’s up in verse 4.  

 

In that short verse, John mentions almost in passing that it was almost Passover time.  The Passover 

celebrated God’s miraculous provision and protection as his people left Egypt. They camped in the 

wilderness where God supernaturally provided them manna to eat. He protected them from enemies!    

 

Be sure to celebrate when the Lord “provides and satisfies.” Spread the word about what he has done. We 

all need that encouragement.  

 

 


