August 3rd, 2008, Sermon:  “Do You Want MORE From Jesus?”
( Texts:  Isaiah 55:1-5;  John 6:25-40;  Matthew 14:13-21 )

************************************************************************
     Several years ago I was reading a devotion based on Jesus’ feeding of the 5000.  I recall the following point from that devotion:  The problem with us sinners is not that we want too much from God.  Our problem is that we want too little.
     Our Gospel reading is from Matthew 14:13-21 where we read about Jesus’ miraculous feeding of over 5000 people.  Now, even though we were not there to witness this miracle, Jesus obviously wants us to learn something from this event because He recorded the details for us in Holy Scripture.  Sadly, though, some have twisted the meaning of this event as it is recorded in Holy Scripture.
     On the one hand, those who deny that Jesus performed any miracles interpret this text to be saying that Jesus encouraged the crowds to share their food with each other – those who had more than enough food sharing with those who had none.  However, this liberal interpretation of the text is wrong for two reasons.  

     First, the text clearly says that the only food available for the 5000 plus people was five loaves of bread and two fish.  Nothing is said about some of the crowds secretly hiding food for themselves.  That’s why the disciples suggested that they needed to go back to the villages to get food.  

     The second reason the liberal reading of this event is wrong is that it turns Jesus into nothing more than a moral teacher who encourages us to share with others in need.  Now, even though it is wonderful to share food with those who have none, that’s NOT what this text is about!  Instead, as we will see, this text is trying to teach us that Jesus is MORE than a moral teacher and we sinners are in need of FAR MORE than teaching about morality.
     With that said, yet another wrong interpretation of this text is willing to acknowledge that Jesus performed a legitimate miracle.  Sadly, though, some focus only on the miracle itself and nothing more.  Some are tempted to see Jesus as nothing more than a miracle worker who exists to meet our physical needs by giving us food, health and other luxuries – and all we have to do is believe that Jesus can do that for us!!

     However, the problem with this interpretation of the text is that it fails to see that we sinners have greater needs than food, health and other luxuries.  This interpretation also fails to see that Jesus wants us to recognize that He is more than just a miracle worker who fills our stomachs.   
     As we heard in our reading from John chapter 6, Jesus rebuked the crowds who ran after Him looking only for a repeat of His food distribution miracle.  Jesus rebukes them for not understanding that He wants to give them something MORE important than physical food.
     Well, so far we’ve learned how NOT to interpret this Gospel reading about Jesus’ feeding of the 5000.  Now we will learn what Jesus DOES want us to learn from this event.  However, in order to understand what this reading means for our lives today, we have to see how today’s Gospel reading fits into the larger context of Matthew’s Gospel.
     For example, our Gospel reading begins with these words, “Now when Jesus heard about this…”  Heard about what?  The beginning of Matthew chapter 14 reads:  “At that time Herod the tetrarch heard the reports about Jesus, and he said to his attendants, ‘This is John the Baptist; he has risen from the dead! That is why miraculous powers are at work in him.’”
     Did you hear that?  At this point in Jesus’ ministry John the Baptist had already been killed.  However, as Jesus continues to work miracles a rumor gets started that Jesus is actually John the Baptist risen from the dead – and that supposedly explains Jesus’ ability to work miracles.  As a result of this rumor, the crowds start running after Jesus for all the wrong reasons.

     Therefore, Jesus withdraws to a desolate place.  But the crowds follow Him anyway – even though they have followed Jesus into some very inhospitable land.  Imagine walking out into the middle of the badlands with no food or water.  Not a very good idea!  However, when Jesus sees them coming to Him – even though they have all the wrong motives – Jesus still has compassion on them and He begins to heal the sick among them.

     After a few hours of this the disciples come to Jesus with a problem.  It’s getting late and the people have no food.  So they ask Jesus to send them back to the villages so they can get something to eat.  Jesus then says these shocking words:  “You give them something to eat.”

     After a few moments of awkward silence, the disciples say:  “All we have is 5 loaves of bread and two fish.”  Simply put, that wasn’t even enough food for Jesus’ 12 disciples much less for over 5000 people.  Jesus is asking them to do the impossible – impossible for THEM, anyway.  Jesus is teaching them to come to Him with all their needs – especially those needs that are impossible for us to meet.
     Jesus then says:  “Bring them to me.”  Jesus then does what is impossible for us.  He multiplies 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish into enough food to feed over 5000 people with 12 baskets of food leftover.  This shouldn’t surprise us if we believe that Jesus is who He says He is.  Such a miracle is not too hard for the Son of God who created the world out of nothing in the first place!

     Now, with all that said, what are we to learn from this miracle?  Simply put, Jesus is teaching us two things.  First, Jesus cares about our physical needs.  That’s why God continues to provide us with food and heal our bodies when it is His will.

     However, the second thing we learn from this miracle is that Jesus is who He claimed to be – the very Son of God who came into this world to do MUCH MORE for us then merely meet our physical needs.  As we examine this miracle in the wider context of Matthew’s Gospel it becomes clear that Jesus wants us to see that we need forgiveness of sin and reconciliation with God FAR MORE than any physical needs we have.

     Sadly, many Jesus’ day saw Jesus as nothing more than a miracle worker.  Some wanted Him to provide them with food.  I mean, if Jesus could perform His food distribution miracle on a daily basis their grocery budget concerns would be over!  Others wanted Jesus to heal their physical illnesses – an understandable desire in a culture devoid of the kind of medical care we have today.  Finally, still others wanted Jesus to use His miraculous power to destroy the Roman empire and give faithful Jews a nation of their own.  But all these people wanted far too little from Jesus.  They failed to see what they truly needed from Jesus.

     However, we dare not stand in condemnation of these people.  We are no better.  Even though most people in our Church body don’t buy into the liberal nonsense that Jesus wasn’t God and that He only encouraged some people to share their food with others.  Nevertheless, we’re sometimes tempted to view Jesus as nothing more than a miracle worker.
     We want Jesus to solve our financial problems.  We want Jesus to heal our illnesses.  We want Jesus to save us from our enemies.  Please understand!  I’m not saying it’s wrong to pray for such things.  Jesus Himself teaches us to pray:  “Give us this day our daily bread.”  But the same Jesus also teaches us to pray:  “Forgive us our sins…”
     You see, our greatest need is not food, health or protection from our enemies – as important as those things are.  Our greatest need is to see the seriousness of our sin against God and recognize that we need salvation from death and eternal damnation.

     Sadly, especially in America we’re tempted to focus on our physical needs over and above our need for repentance and forgiveness of sin.  In Matthew chapter 15 the Pharisees rebuke Jesus because His disciples fail to wash their hands before they eat.  Jesus responds with these words:  “Don’t you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body?  But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man ‘unclean.’ For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.  These are what make a man ‘unclean’; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him ‘unclean.’”
     We, too, are guilty of being like the Pharisees.  We focus on outward, physical needs to the exclusion of seeing our need to be rescued from the sin lurking in the desires of our hearts and the behaviors that flow from those desires.  
     We need to remember that we can have huge amounts of health, wealth, popularity and power – but if we don’t recognize our sin and our need for Jesus, we have no hope.  On the other hand, we could be hungry, sick, homeless and persecuted – but if we trust in Jesus as our Savior from sin and death, we then have a hope that can never be taken away.

     That’s why Isaiah writes these words in our Old Testament reading:  “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. Give ear and come to me; hear me, that your soul may live.”

     In our reading from John chapter 6 Jesus speaks to people who had benefited from Jesus’ feeding miracle.  They are chasing after Him because they want more of the same.  In other words, they want too little from Jesus.  So Jesus says to them AND US:  “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you … For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world … I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty … For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”  
     The same Jesus who provides for your physical needs is the same Jesus who gives you something FAR MORE IMPORTANT!!  Jesus has come to feed you with His Words of forgiveness and eternal life.  Today Jesus feeds you with His Body and Blood, given and shed for the forgiveness of your sins.  Do you want MORE from Jesus?  Do you want forgiveness of sin and a new life with God that will last forever?  Jesus is here to give it to you!  Amen!
