
Sermon – Mayfield Salisbury – Sunday 26 July 2015 

2 Kings 4:42-44; John 6:1-21 

 

 

I wonder if you enjoy wandering round art galleries and looking at 

paintings?  When I worked with the Scottish Court Service beside St 

Giles Cathedral here in Edinburgh, I used to pop down as often as I 

could over a lunchtime to the galleries at the foot of the Mound, and look 

round a room or two of paintings.  There are so many that you can stand 

in front of for ages, gradually taking in all that the artist has included in 

their canvas - the texture, colour, light, perspective.  There’s so much to 

take in on your own, but the experience can enter a whole new 

dimension, when you look at a painting through the eyes of an expert.  

Suddenly a painting can take on a whole new depth of meaning as the 

guide unfolds the deeper story within the composition, drawing your 

attention to often small but highly significant details included by the artist 

that you never noticed before.  Unpacking a painting in that way allows 

you to view it in a whole new light.  It opens up whole new dimensions in 

appreciating what it conveys.  

 

We can have a similar experience when we delve a little deeper into a 

very familiar passage of scripture such as our reading today of the 



feeding of the 5,000 and Jesus walking on the Sea of Galilee.  The story 

of the feeding of the multitude appears in all four Gospels, but John 

brings some different details into his account.  Exploring those details 

can offer fresh insights into the miracle story and help to unpack its inner 

meaning, all that John wanted his readers to grasp of Jesus’s identity 

and mission.  We need to appreciate that both these miracle accounts, 

under the Gospel writer’s hand, are literary creations with a real 

theological purpose.1  

 

Running through John’s account is the sense of something new 

emerging out of what has gone before.  We begin to pick up on some of 

the inside meaning of the two miracle stories here, in noticing the Old 

Testament links that John seems to include.  There is first of all a link 

with the account of Moses and the multitude in the wilderness, where 

they were fed with a plentiful supply of manna, the bread from heaven.  

Like Moses in the Exodus, Jesus crosses the water into the wilderness 

on the far side, sits the people down in companies and feeds them with 

the bread in so much abundance that there are basketfuls left over.  

Less obviously, because the story is perhaps less well known, Jesus’s 

actions also recall those of Elisha, in the passage we read from 2 Kings.  

John is the only Gospel writer to describe the bread as being ‘barley’ 

                                                           
1 Jeffrey John The Meaning in the Miracles; p.5. 



loaves, suggesting the link with the Elisha passage where it is barley 

loaves are also mentioned.  There Elisha fed a company of prophets 

with the few loaves and also had some left over afterwards.  Taking 

these links with Moses and Elisha together, the miracle account seems 

to tell us that in mirroring what Moses did, Jesus fulfils the Law, and in 

mirroring Elisha, he fulfils the Prophets. The miracle teaches that Jesus 

is truly the one whom the Law and Prophets foretold,2 a new Moses and 

yet one far, far greater.  

 

We’ll return to the feeding miracle in a moment, but continuing on the 

theme of revealing Jesus’s nature and identity, let’s turn to the following 

miracle story of Jesus walking on the water.  We’re on the Sea of Galilee 

and the disciples are being buffeted about by the wind and the waves in 

their boat.  In Hebrew tradition, the sea had long been regarded as “the 

‘chaos’ of the creation story”, the home of sea-monsters and forces 

hostile to God that only he could subdue.  And so when Jesus walks on 

the water of the sea, we’re meant to recall the writings of Job and the 

Psalms and Isaiah, that it is God alone “who makes a way through the 

sea, a path through the mighty waters.” (Isaiah 43:16)3  It is very much 

the purpose of this miracle story to reveal the divinity of Jesus.   

 
                                                           
2 John, p.5. 
3 John, pp.12-13. 



And that is hidden further in his response to his disciples.  It’s often lost 

in the English translation, where it says, “It is I” or “It’s me; do not be 

afraid.” (v.20)  But the Greek words, reveal God’s preferred name for 

himself, “I AM”.  Without taking this account literally, John conveys what 

might be expected of a moment “when the strange glory of the Word-

made-flesh shines through.”4  God in Jesus is still present and working in 

the world, subduing chaos and bringing strength and peace with his 

presence.  As the Lord promised in Isaiah, “Do not fear, … When you 

pass through the waters, I will be with you,” (Isaiah 43:1-2), so Jesus is 

shown as being with the disciples and bringing them safely to shore.  

John alone records that the boat immediately reaches the shore as 

Jesus joins them.  And there’s a theme for reflection here that John 

perhaps provides for us all, as we journey through the storms and 

upheaval of life.  Through the roar of the wind and the waves, we may 

come to discern the voice that reassures, “I am here; don’t be afraid”, 

and find renewed strength to reach safe harbour once again.5 

 

So through these miracle accounts, John unfolds for his readers Jesus’s 

significance and identity.  And through them, we discern something new 

emerging.  We discern in Jesus the One who brings the final culmination 

of God’s saving purpose into effect.  John specifically links Jesus’s 
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feeding of the crowd with the time of Passover, when Jewish families 

celebrate God’s freeing them from captivity in Egypt and bringing them 

across the wilderness to the promised land.  Jesus will take that meal 

and turn it into something new at the Last Supper with his disciples.  He 

made it a Christian Passover, a Eucharist, a time through the bread and 

wine shared, to express deep gratitude for Jesus’s love and grace in his 

death and resurrection and to give thanks for the gift of new, abundant 

and everlasting life found in him.   

 

John’s Gospel has no Eucharist in the Upper Room.  Instead he seems 

to set it here, away from Jerusalem where Jews would traditionally hope 

to be able to celebrate it; away from a closed Upper Room and here on 

an open hillside welcoming all who came.  Jesus gives thanks and 

distributes the bread here as he does to his disciples at the Last Supper.  

And so the miracle is not a remote past event, but it points to a feast with 

Jesus that we all share in now,  “a joyful experience of Christ’s never 

failing gift of himself to his Church.”6  

 

It has to be said, commentators are, however, divided as to whether a 

reference to the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper, is what John intends.  If we 

are thinking about significant things that are included in the passage by 
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John to fill out what he wants to say theologically about Jesus, we need 

also to note what he leaves out.  And here John leaves out any mention 

of Jesus ‘breaking’ the bread, which is so fundamental to the 

Communion liturgy.  For some, this omission points away from a 

Eucharist reference here.  I’ll leave you to decide what you think.  But if 

reference to the Eucharist is not John’s intention, one commentator 

suggests that what John really stresses is the lavishness of the 

provision.7  From so small a starting amount of five loaves and two fish, 

the people all received “as much as they wanted.” (v.11)  At the heart of 

the story perhaps lies what the former minister and author, 

Bruce Sanguin, calls ‘the mathematics of abundance’.8  The 

mathematics of abundance seems to lie at the heart of the creative and 

imaginative way God is always at work.  We observe it in the process of 

creation, from void to cell to burgeoning universe; we discern it in God’s 

redemption plan, the mathematics of grace that knows no bounds.  We 

experience it in his presence with us personally, around and within, his 

fathomless love with us. 

 

One in Christ we are drawn into sharing and passing on that abundance.  

That’s the theme of Bruce Sanguin’s prayer: 

 Teach us, Sacred One, 
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the multiplication tables of the kin-dom – 

the exponential growth of love shared, 

kindness offered, and smiles sewn  

in the fields of our daily routines. … 

 

Teach us, in this time, not to be afraid, 

to see the world with your love, 

not to fear a harvest of overwhelming blessing, 

to master the mathematics of abundance, 

by which [five] loaves of bread times a few small fish 

equals a feast for the multitude.9 

 

What would we make of Jesus question if it were addressed to us today, 

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

confronted by the crowds today as perhaps never before as the world 

population figure is over 7 billion.  The sheer human reality of the needy 

multitude is all around us, particularly at the heart and on the fringes of 

our city streets worldwide.10  Even in the news reports last night, the 

arrival of some 5,000 migrants this week into the city of Athens is a 

situation of enormous need.  Greece has little money, and the migrants’ 

money has run out leaving them stranded without food or water.  Theirs 

is a calamity within Greece’s larger calamity.   

 

“Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?”  An outward 

concern is one that John seems to impart to his readers, especially if the 
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feeding of the crowd points to the Eucharist meal.  Set on a hillside 

rather than a closed upper room and open to all, we are reminded that 

the sacramental actions of the Eucharist are not divorced from the world.  

Jesus’s action of taking bread, blessing it and distributing it summarises 

his own life of selfless giving, providing life-giving spiritual food and 

rescue for the world.  Sharing in Communion, at one with Christ, we 

express our commitment to make our lives conform to his life and thus 

be open also to become food for the world.11 

 

Both our passages leave us with a choice of how we view the situation 

and respond.  Do we tend to be like Gehazi, Elisha’s servant, and Philip, 

and resolve that nothing can be done in the face of the immensity of the 

task and the scarcity of resources.  Or, like the anonymous boy whom 

John alone includes in the miracle account, do we retain a vision for 

what is possible by embracing God’s mathematics of abundance?   

 

Henri Nouwen encourages us to pursue an abundancy mentality: “When 

we live with this mind-set, we will see the miracle that what we give away 

multiplies:  food, knowledge, love ... everything.”12 

 

                                                           
11 Henri Nouwen, Daily Meditations from Bread for Life, ‘Becoming Food for the World’. 
12 Nouwen, Daily Meditations, ‘Seeing the Miracle of Multiplication’. 



No matter the size of the tasks or experiences we face as individuals or 

as a church, no matter the smallness of our strength or resources 

available, in a trusting openness to give and press on, God’s gracious 

presence and creative abundance will continue to be at work to 

transform them into more than we could ever imagine. 

Amen. 

 


