
 1 

Sermon Notes  
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Preacher 

The Reverend David Warner 

Locum Rector 
Readings:  2 Samuel 11.1-15;  Psalm 14;  Ephesians 3.14-21;  John 6.1-21 

 
Feeding the five thousand 

 
Generally speaking, to the modern scientific and rational mind, the miracle of turning fives loaves 
and two fish into enough food to feed five thousand plus people, is non-sense and dismissed - it did 
not and cannot happen like that. 
 

Other, more open-minded people see it as either biblical poetic-licence, or a euphemistic metaphor, 
or, a misunderstanding by the primitive intelligence of those days - was Luke the Doctor 
unintelligent?  

William Barclay  explains it in practical terms. “The people were hungry - but they were utterly 
selfish. They all had some food with them, but did not want  to share it. The disciples laid before the 
multitude the loaves and fishes and others were moved to produce theirs; in the end there was more 
than enough for everyone - the miracle was that Christ changed the attitude of the people from self-
interest into a willingness to share.” 

I like it.  The scientific person inside me is comfortable. My logic says 'yes' but Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John write it as a miracle over nature. 

According to the Gospels, when Jesus heard that John the Baptist had been killed, he withdrew by 
boat to a solitary place near Bethsaida.  

The crowds followed Jesus on foot from the surrounding towns and he had enormous compassion 
on them and healed their sick - some had been carried for miles on stretchers. 

As evening approached, the disciples said to Jesus, "This is a remote place, and it's already getting 
late. Send the crowds away, so they can go to the villages and buy themselves some food." 

Jesus replied, "They do not need to go away. You give them something to eat." 

John the disciple and gospel writer, a reliable eyewitness at the event,  adds the question Jesus 
asked Philip , "how are we to buy bread, so that these people may eat?" 

John adding the comment, "He said this to test him." 

John also mentions that Andrew approached Jesus and said, "there is a lad here who has five barley 
loaves and two fish." 

Jesus said to him, "Bring them here to me." 

Jesus directed the people to sit down on the grass.  

Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to heaven, he gave thanks and broke the 
loaves. 

"Gave thanks" is euxaristos in Greek and from where we get the word, eucharist from. An old word 
meaning 'God has done us a favour we are therefore obligated to say thank you'. Every eucharist! 
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They all ate and were satisfied, and the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces that 
were left over. 

Clearly, the gospel writers want their readers to believe it was a miracle over nature by Jesus. John 
writes, "the people saw it as a sign that he was the prophet who is to come into the world." 
 
But it offends the modern intelligence, just as it did back then, and down through the centuries.  
Elbert Green Hubbard of Scientology fame, said, as every other skeptic has: "an event described 
by those to whom it was told by men who did not see it."  
Well, John the gospel writer saw it! 
 
Unfortunately, when people reject the “miracle”  aspect of the gospel, they tend to reject the whole 
of the gospel – not only the “faith, hope and love” but also the wholesome things that enrich life 
such as self-discipline and the morality that comes with a righteous life - noticeably missing in our 
smug society today. 
 
So, was it a miracle too hard to believe or was it something other as William Barclay suggests? 
 
Consider your answer in the light of two things: 
 
First : The laws of Nature 
The laws of nature limit certain things and so, biblical miracles are rejected because we live within 
those laws - so, it is reasoned, because we can't walk through brick walls - Jesus can't perform 
miracles! 
 
But as Isaac Newton hinted in the 17th century and Albert Einstein proved in the 20th century, 
human intelligence can manipulate the laws of nature and make atomic energy - if human 
intelligence can do this by scientific means, surely the divine intelligence which is infinitely greater, 
ought to be able to do the same thing by a simple command. 
 
Genesis 1 declares that God miraculously created the whole universe out of nothing. (Latin: creatio 
ex nihilo). How impossible is that!  Add to this, it is a universe the human mind cannot fully 
comprehend in size, variety and complexity. 
 
Albert Einstein , officially, the second great scientific mind of all time, stated: “What I see in 
nature is a magnificent structure that we cannot comprehend only very imperfectly, and that must 
fill a thinking person with a feeling of humility … two things inspire me to awe – the starry heaven 
above and the moral universe within.” 
 
In this “starry heaven above” in 1923 Edwin Hubble discovered 16 galaxies - 90 years later, today, 
we know there are 100 billion galaxies in the observable universe and still no end to it;  
 
there are trillions and trillions of stars but no two are the same; in every galaxy there are black holes 
where the density is less than air and super massive black holes which devour stars. 
 
The divine intelligence made it all out of nothing and Psalm 8, says it in poetic form, with his 
finger God said , 'let it be done'.  
 
Charles Darwin focuses our attention on this miracle of nature on the “moral universe within”: the 
many variations among the plants and animals: millions of them living in and adapting to their 
environments as God clothes and feeds them and as they obey the laws they instinctively know: 40 
million different bugs live in the Amazon Valley alone; in a square metre of snow there are 4 
million snowflakes but no two are the same - but why? 
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Night n' day: the clouds draw salt water from the sea, distilling it and dropping onto dry land.   
N’day: the trees draw nutrients from the ground and pump it through its veins into buds which 
became fruit to eat and seeds to ensure a perpetual supply. N’day: the  earth balances on a perfect 
axis: tilt one degree this way and it freezes to death: tilt one degree the other way and it is consumed 
by the sun.  N’day, moment by moment the miracle of nature continues as a living, breathing, 
adapting, evolving and multiplying phenomenon. 
 
And so, when Jesus, “the son of man" who is "the agent of creation” fed the five thousand all he 
did was to call upon the laws and process of nature to meet an immediate human need and, nature 
obeyed him, as it should, and as it would and as it did when he healed the sick and deranged; when 
he recovered the sight of the blind, calmed the storm, arose from the dead and ascended into 
heaven. 
  
And to that one unfruitful fig tree, in a kind of disobedience to God, he brought about its immediate 
end - no one seems to reject this miracle. 
 
In this "big" picture, miracles are a very small part – perhaps a “tiny”  event within the much greater 
consideration of the universe which is a living miracle that God created out of nothing! 
 
Second: The feeding of the five thousand is recorded by all four gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke 
and John – a most substantial convergence and therefore treated as something of special 
importance. 
 
The NT makes it very clear, as Mark does in his account of this story, that Jesus could not get away 
from the crowds and that, as always, he had compassion for them because “they were like sheep 
without a shepherd”. 
 
The Greek word used for the compassion of Christ is splagchnizesthai and literally means “to be 
filled with tenderness”. 
 
The crowd that followed Jesus into the “deserted place” included women and children – a stupid 
thing to do, really – such was their compulsion to follow him.  But Jesus was not annoyed with 
their foolishness: he was not angry at their aimlessness: he was not irritated or frustrated by their 
intrusion into his desire for solitude - on the contrary, he was sorry for them and compassionate:  he 
was understanding of their spiritual lostness:  he was touched by their searching and was moved by 
great tenderness to do something about their immediate practical need – hunger.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Well, if William Barclay is correct and the miracle was in the changing of the people's attitude 
rather than the Lord changing the laws of nature to facilitate his compassion for the people, then I 
am fine with that.  My faith won't weaken, my hope won't fade and my christian love will not stop. 
 
Which ever way it happened, to me it is just part of the miracle of God's love.  If He did not spare 
his Son for me and the world, why is adjusting the laws of His creation for a few moments to 
express His love and compassion such a stumbling block to human intelligence - you would think 
people would want God to be like that - they would be in awe of him - they would want to be like 
him.  But maybe that is the problem - they don't want to change and use their intellect to disqualify 
God and his love! 
 

Thomas Chisholm, (1866-1960) a human sufferer of impaired health for many years, wrote over 
1200 sacred poems, he especially wrote the hymn, Great is Thy Faithfulness to express his 
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thankfulness to the unfailing faithfulness of God and his wonderful displays of providence for him 
in the hours of his greatest need:  

 
“Summer and winter, and spring-time and harvest, sun, moon and stars in their courses above, join 
with all nature in manifold witness, to Thy great faithfulness, mercy and love.” 
 
Christians whole-heartedly believe God to be omnipresent - he is everywhere: omniscient - he 
knows everything and omnipotent - there is nothing he can't do. 
 
Accordingly, God designed the laws of nature and for them to obey him.  Professor of Theology, 
Langdon Gilkey, Maker of Heaven and Earth (p11) writes, “Nature and the supernatural are not 
two different kinds of reality, but two different aspects of the one and the same reality.  Nature 
expresses the law in the process, the supernatural the end to which it tends.” 
Professor of mathematical physics, John Polkinghorne adds to this by saying, "most of nature is 
cloud-like rather than clock-like". 
The laws of nature are flexible, not in-flexible. 
 
And so we believe the laws of nature were established by God and arise from and are bound by His 
great and wondrous love. When Jesus fed the five thousand plus people he did so with the elements 
of nature and with the divine love of compassion and tenderness for His creation and the pinnacle of 
it – humans. 
 
As Albert Einstein, so wisely said: 
“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as 
though everything is a miracle.” 
 
Shakespeare said it in another way, "Yesterday is a story, tomorrow is a mystery, today is a gift." 

_____________________________ 


