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A Test of Faith 
John 6:1-21 

 
A little girl once asked her mother “Do all fairy tales start “Once upon a time”?”  

“No darling”, her mother replied, “some of them begin: “When I became a Christian all 
my problems were over”.” 

We would all love to lead a problem free life but we all know that life simply is not 
like that.  We all have to deal with all the chances and changes of this fleeting world, as 
the old prayer book puts it.  How do you deal with the problems of life, especially really 
big ones?  All of us may handle them differently, some are energised and look for all 
sorts of solutions, others are more pessimistic and become depressive, others are so 
overcome they are unable to do anything. 

As we look at the well known story of Jesus feeding the 5000 we will have a 
chance to consider a Christian way of thinking about the problems of life as we are fed 
from the word of God. 

THE PASSAGE 

As we start John 6, Jesus is back in Galilee from Jerusalem and a large crowd is 
following him because he is the best show in town, or as the Bible says “because they 
saw the signs he was doing for the sick.” (v2)   

Jesus sits down on a mountainside with his disciples and looks up and sees this 
great crowd coming towards him and asks Philip “Where shall we buy bread for all these 
people to eat?”  It is worth noting that by saying this Jesus creates a problem where 
previously there had been none.  By taking responsibility for the needs of these people 
who are following him he creates a culinary problem of, dare I say it, Biblical proportions. 

Furthermore we are told that Jesus alerts Philip to this problem to test him. 
Presumably Jesus wants to know if Philip will look only to the problem or will have learnt 
from seeing the water turned into wine, the sick healed and lame raised and look to 
Jesus as the solution to the problem.  Ultimately it is a test of faith, and Philip fails. 

It’s a matter of numbers. 
Philip’s answer shows a singular lack of optimism.  He can’t bring himself to 

consider where they would buy food, the issue for him is how much it costs.  Literally he 
says that it would cost 200 denarai to feed them all.  A denari was around a day’s wage 
hence our Bible translation (NRSV) saying 6 months wages.   This starts off a run of 
numbers throughout the rest of the passage which serves to highlight the seeming 
scarcity of resources, the enormity of the problem and finally the magnitude of the 
miracle. 

Firstly Andrew pipes up, with a boy’s lunch in hand, 5 barley loaves and 2 dried 
fish.  Here not only the numbers but the descriptions help to show the paucity of this 
offering.  Barley was the crop of the poor, a third of the price of wheat, and fish were 
small, dried or pickled, and, having seen and eaten such things in Tanzania a few years 
ago, remarkably unappetising! 

Jesus, unperturbed, tells the disciples to get everyone to sit down and it is at this 
point we are told of the number of people that are there, 5000 men.  If, as in the other 
gospels, this doesn’t include women and children this is a huge crowd.  By putting this 
number up against the small number of resources the impossibility of the situation is 
further emphasised.  Yet Jesus gives thanks, distributes the meagre lunch that has been 
given to him, both the bread and the fish, and every one has as much as they want.  
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Then to rub in the point, as the disciples collect 12 baskets of left overs, we are 
reminded that it all came from only 5 loaves (13). 

Greater than Moses 
This is an astounding miracle and it has a remarkable effect on the crowd, they 

announce that this is surely the prophet come into the world and want to make Jesus 
king (6:14).  Now at one level this perfectly understandable, people will always vote for 
people who will keep their stomachs full, and keep more money in their back pocket, the 
old Roman trick of bread and circuses, but there is something far deeper going on here. 

Chapter 5 of John had ended with references to Moses and how if the Jewish 
people had really understood Moses they would have accepted Jesus.  Chapter 6 
continues the Moses theme, for we are told that Jesus has gone up a mountainside (a 
favourite place of Moses), it is near Passover (a festival celebrating Moses leading the 
God’s people out of slavery in Egypt), and finally this miracle has more than a few 
overtones of God’s provision of the manna as Moses lead the people through the 
wilderness.  For instance did you notice the number 12? 

Moses had said that God would send another prophet like himself to lead the 
people (Deuteronomy 18:5).  The people think that this prophecy has now been fulfilled 
and they look to make Jesus king, a king who lead them out of oppression like Moses 
did, which would mean kicking the Romans out of Israel. 

This expectation in part explains why Jesus does a runner, they have 
misunderstood what kind of leader Jesus is.  He is not there to lead a popular uprising 
he has a far more important task than that, he is the Lamb of God come to take away 
the sin of the world.  Also he needs them to understand he is not a prophet like Moses, 
he is far more than that, he is the Son of God, the Word of God.  As Jesus will point out 
later in the chapter, Moses didn’t provide bread in the wilderness it was God who had 
done it.  Now Jesus himself has provided food for these people in the wilderness, which 
means that someone far more impressive than Moses is here. 

Walking on the water 
This is clearly demonstrated in the next section which starts with the disciples on 

their own in the dark on the water when the wind comes up and the waters grew rough.  
A few years ago I visited Tanzania to visit a fishing project which my parish in Cronulla 
had helped to fund on an island in Lake Victoria.  After a very early start to see the catch 
we started back to the mainland..  As we got further away from the island the water 
became increasingly rough to the extent that our small boat, maybe 8 metres long, 
started taking in water over sides as we struggled to make it to shore wherever we could 
for we were way off course.  The fishermen seemed calm enough, and I was trying to 
look calm but it was pretty scary, and this was in the day light and we had an engine.   

I can’t comprehend how terrifying it would have been to have the same situation 
at night with only oars.  How could it be worse?  Well unless, of course a ghost starts 
making its way towards you, surely an omen that death is upon you. 

But then this apparition announces “It is I”, or literally, “I am, do not be afraid.”  
Jesus uses the name by which God was known in the Old Testament, this is far more 
than a Moses clone.   

As throughout John, the passage is about who Jesus is.  Will we see beyond the 
miraculous and see the signs as to who it is that is here? Sure Moses could part the 
water, but this guy can walk on it.  Moses provided manna to sustain life, Jesus gives 
the promise of eternal life.  In Jesus we see God with us, Emmanuel, coming to his 
people to bring them safely to harbour.   

OUR OWN TESTS OF FAITH: FACING THE IMPOSSIBLE. 

As so often in John there is far more for us to reflect on here, particularly how to 
think Christianly about big problems.   
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Firstly recognising that problems are a test of our faith.  We may not like this idea 
but it is clear in the passage, and the disciples fail.  At issue is will they look to Jesus, 
God with them, which means even in a seemingly impossible situation there is hope.  

Secondly we need to recognise that Jesus can take even the most meagre of 
offerings and use it gloriously to fulfil his purposes.  We sing about making offerings far 
too small, yet God delights to show his power by such means.  The problem may not be 
an offering far too small but inertia meaning no offering at all.   

Thirdly we believe in a God who Jesus shows us can exceed our expectations.  
Paul put it this way in Ephesians 3, that God "by the power at work within us is able to 
accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine." 

We could fruitfully consider a whole range of problems at this point but I 
particularly want to briefly think about issues for us as the Cathedral community and as 
individuals. 

The Problem of the Cathedral Mission 
We are called to be God's people here in the heart of Hobart and once again 

Jesus gives his people a problem as we are to take his gospel to the city in which we 
find ourselves.  We can look at the problems.  In the recent census those who call 
themselves Christian has declined in the past five years from 63.9% to 61.1% and who 
No religion has grown to 22.3%  How are to take the Gospel to an increasingly anti and 
apathetic community.   

And what have we as the Cathedral community got to offer to do this.  At the 
Cathedral we have around 135 regular worshipers with an average age of 62.1, whose 
main characteristic is liking traditional worship.  Furthermore financially we cannot even 
fully support two ministers to lead the work in the Church.  That is our 5 loaves and two 
fish.  What are we among so many.  That is what we get if we look at the problem. 

But this passage says stop looking down at the problem but up to Christ.  This is 
much more than just sitting back and trusting God.  Rather it is looking to this Jesus and 
who he is, what he has done and trusting that he will give us all that we need to proclaim 
Jesus as Lord in the heart of Hobart to build a community of living faith, profound hope 
and practical love.  Looking to Jesus who calls us to be his witnesses assures us of his 
resources to undertake the task. 

Sailing on troubled waters: in deep water. 
For many of us the problems that we face are of a much more personal nature.  

And we may feel less like the disciples faced with feeding the huge crowd but rather we 
are with them in the boat that is tossing and turning. 

New Testament scholar N.T. Wright has helpfully written in his little commentary 
on John: “There are many times in our lives – and we never know when they will strike – 
when, metaphorically speaking, suddenly the wind gets up and the sea becomes rough.  
As we struggle to make our way through, sometimes we are aware of a presence with 
us, which may initially be more disturbing than comforting.  …  But if we listen, through 
the roar of the waves  and the wind, we may hear the voice that says, ‘It’s me – don’t be 
afraid.’ And if we are ready then to take Jesus on board, we may find ourselves, sooner 
than we expected, at the harbour where all will be calm and secure once more.”  (NT. 
Wright, John) 

There are many here I am sure who can testify to Christ's presence with them in 
the waves, he will not leave us or forsake us. 

But ultimately this finds its fulfilment in the hope of eternal life, a theme which will 
dominate the rest of the chapter.  For this life will always have its rough periods and 
trials.  Even miracles are temporary.  Those who were fed one day are hungry again the 
next, those that Jesus healed will get sick again and die.  But Jesus says that if we 
believe in him that whatever else may happen in this life we have eternal life. 

Whatever happens we can know that a day will come when all such things will be 
in the past and until that day Jesus is our Emmanuel, and this is the source of peace 
that passes all understanding, and it is no fairy tale. 


