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26th July ‘09 
The Master’s Hands
Reading:  John 6:1-21 
1Some time after this, Jesus crossed to the far shore of the Sea of Galilee (that is, the Sea of Tiberias), 2and a great crowd of people followed him because they saw the miraculous signs he had performed on the sick. 3Then Jesus went up on a mountainside and sat down with his disciples. 4The Jewish Passover Feast was near.  5When 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?" 6He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.  7Philip answered him, "Eight months' wages would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!" 

 8Another 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?"  10Jesus said, "Have the people sit down." There was plenty of grass in that place, and the men sat down, about five thousand of them. 11Jesus 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.  12When they had all had enough to eat, he said to his disciples, "Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be wasted." 13So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten. 

 14After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, "Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world." 15Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself. 

 16When evening came, his disciples went down to the lake, 17where they got into a boat and set off across the lake for Capernaum. By now it was dark, and Jesus had not yet joined them. 18A strong wind was blowing and the waters grew rough. 19When they had rowed three or three and a half miles, they saw Jesus approaching the boat, walking on the water; and they were terrified. 20But he said to them, "It is I; don't be afraid." 21Then they were willing to take him into the boat, and immediately the boat reached the shore where they were heading.
Sermon
About 12 years ago I was invited to go on a one-day course run by the Army. The morning involved being taught ‘defensive driving’. The idea was that, if you ever found yourself facing a potentially dangerous situation on the road, you learned how to drive your car at high speed backwards. I proved to be a complete wimp at this because, after one attempt, I felt sick and couldn’t do any more.
 In the afternoon we learnt about various types of explosives. We were taken to a field far from any houses and saw at first hand the power, and the danger, of various chemical mixtures, like gunpowder. As a finale to the afternoon a tiny teaspoon full of a white substance was placed in a metal box with a taper leading into the box. We were then told to move well back. We went back 20 yards. Not far enough, we were told. 50 yards, not far enough. Eventually we were all moved back 100 yards. Then we were given sunglasses to wear. Surely a tiny amount of any substance couldn’t be that dangerous! The taper was lit. Slowly the fire disappeared into the box. Then there was a massive bang, a blinding light. And the metal box exploded into the air, bits landing all over the place. “What was that?” we asked in astonishment, “That was semtex,” we were told. “The chemical the IRA used for their most explosive bombs and with which they caused so much chaos in London in the early 1990s”.

This morning we are looking at a power that is far greater than semtex. But this power is never destructive. It is always beneficial. It always improves the situations of those brave enough to use it. It always produces abundance, especially where there is acute shortage.
 We’ve already seen and heard 3 amazing stories involving this power – one from the Old Testament, one from the New Testament and one from a film clip. To us in our materialistic, proof-demanding world these stories may seem just that – stories – fanciful fiction and not to be believed. But, in his Gospel, the Apostle John is keen to make several things clear – firstly, that what happened that day beside the Sea of Galilee is TOTALLY TRUE.
By the time John wrote his Gospel, Matthew, Mark and Luke had written theirs. All of them told the story of this miracle, the Feeding of the 5,000. John could have left it out of his account. But he wanted to include it to confirm its validity, its genuineness, especially as he himself saw it happen.  And, as a result, it’s the only miracle included in all 4 Gospels.

A few moments ago we said the Creed together. We proclaimed what we believe as Christians. To the modern, 21st Century man living in the West, a number of statements in the Creed may appear quite astounding:- there is a God who made the world (?) his Son came to Earth in human form (?) his Spirit is present among his believers (?). Can these really be true? As Christians, we are happy to repeat these statements as facts because of the massive amount of evidence that back them up. But, to say them, means we believe in the supernatural – things that go way beyond and against what are considered to be the “laws of nature”. 

A friend of mine went to theological college in the 1950s. He told me how amazed he was that learned professors, on the one hand, would be happy to affirm the Creed but, on the other, had great difficulty in believing the miracles of Jesus. They would construct incredibly complicated theories to explain these miracles away. Here are a couple of “explanations” of the Feeding of the 5,000 that I found in a commentary:-  One,  that the 5 loaves and 2 fish were split into 5,000 tiny portions so that everyone in the crowd had a minute piece. Another, that Jesus and his disciples produced their packed lunches and were prepared to share them. Seeing that, the crowd were shamed into sharing the food they’d brought and so they were all fed. 
At college my friend saw a real reluctance to believe that Jesus has the power to break the laws of nature; but a happy acceptance he is the Son of God – a strange inconsistency of belief. Surely, as the Son of God, he has the ultimate power to control and override the natural world. All 4 gospel writers have no problem with this concept and they all report these miracles in a very matter-of-fact way. If we believe that Jesus is the Son of God then this miracle is entirely possible. It certainly can be TOTALLY TRUE. No cutting food into tiny pieces; no sharing of packed lunches.

Secondly, John shows how Jesus set his disciples a TRAINING TEST.  He’d taught the crowds and healed the sick for a number of hours and he needed a rest. So he got into a boat and he and all his disciples sailed to the other side of the lake. But the crowds loved what he’d been teaching them and the miracles he’d performed and they wanted more. So while he took the short cut across the water they walked 5 miles around the shore to follow him.  He was tired and he must have sighed when he saw this huge crowd coming towards them. But, at the same time, he recognised an opportunity to challenge the faith of his disciples.  So he said to Philip, “All these people will be hungry after their trek around the lake.  How shall we buy food to feed them?” Not surprisingly, Philip gave him a very feisty, sarcastic answer: “You must be joking. £10,000 wouldn’t be enough money to buy bread for this lot”. Andrew pipes up, “Here’s a boy with 5 loaves and 2 fishes”. The other disciples must have laughed. But Jesus quietly got everyone to sit down. He took the loaves and fishes in his hands, lifted them up and gave thanks for them. Then he started distributing; and distributing; and distributing. Fish and bread for this man; fish and bread for that woman. And on he went; and the disciples too. As soon as each piece was given out more suddenly appeared. Food for everyone and 12 basketfuls of fragments left over. Not just enough food; but food in abundance – as we also saw in our film clip from Mexico.
Poor Philip failed the test that Jesus gave him. He failed it with flying colours! How stupid he must have felt, along with all the other disciples, for not trusting the Master.  But what a valuable lesson. In all walks of life, if we want to improve, we need the challenge to do things that seem impossible. A few years ago it must have seemed an impossible dream for Andy Murray to challenge for the Wimbledon title. But with incredible physical conditioning he’s made himself a real contender. If we turn over a few pages in the Bible we see a different Philip, changed from a cynic into a great man of faith.  In Acts 8 he’s preaching in a Samaritan city. Demons are driven out, the paralysed made whole and the lame walk again. Great joy fills the whole place. Philip has learnt his lesson well and, far from mocking the thought of the “impossible”, he’s performing miracles himself. All this after failing the original “Training Test” so miserably.

Thirdly, John shows us TEXTBOOK TEACHING for the Christian life . There’s no doubt we are looking at immense spiritual power in this miracle. But what’s the secret of providing food for 5,000 people? What’s John’s underlying lesson for us? Here it is. When we have a problem we can’t solve, a relationship we can’t mend, a worry that won’t go away, a burden too heavy to bear; there’s only one place that a solution can be found – in the hands of Jesus. That’s the most powerful place in the Universe. Against all the reasoning of Man, against all the “logic” of nature, as soon as the fish and bread were in his hands, the crowd’s hunger problem was solved. 
One of the things that I’m very afraid Jesus will say to me when I die is this: “Why didn’t you put all your problems into my hands? I could have solved them so easily.” A brilliant poet put it this way:
It was battered and scarred, and the auctioneer                                                                                                                           thought it hardly worthwhile                                                                                                                                                          to waste much time on the old violin                                                                                                                           but he held it up with a smile.

“What am I bid, good folks”, he cried                                                                                                                       “Who’ll start the bidding for me?                                                                                                                                A pound, a pound?                                                                                                                                                           Then 2. Only 2?                                                                                                                                                                                            2 pounds, who’ll make it 3?

“3 pounds, once; 3 pounds twice                                                                                                                                  and going for 3…” But no,                                                                                                                                               from the room far back, a grey-haired man                                                                                                                    came forward and picked up the bow.
Then, wiping the dust from the old violin                                                                                                                   and tightening the loose strings                                                                                                                                      he played a melody pure and sweet                                                                                                                                         as sweet as an angel sings.

The music ceased, and the auctioneer                                                                                                                             with a voice that was quiet and low                                                                                                                                  said, “What am I bid for the old violin?”                                                                                                                                    And he held it up with the bow.

“1,000 pounds, and who’ll make it 2?                                                                                                                      2,000 and who’ll make it 3?                                                                                                                               3,000, once, 3,000 twice                                                                                                                                                           and going and gone” said he.

The people cheered but some of them cried,                                                                                                                “We do not quite understand                                                                                                                                          What changed it’s worth?” Swift came the reply:                                                                                                     “The touch of the Master’s hand”.

And many a man with life out of tune,                                                                                                                               and battered and scarred with sin,                                                                                                                                    is auctioned cheap to the thoughtless crowd                                                                                                                          just like the old violin.

A “mess of pottage,” a glass of wine,                                                                                                                                                         a game…. and he travels on.                                                                                                                                                                   He’s going once, he’s going twice.                                                                                                                                                                He’s “going” and almost “gone”.

But the Master comes, and the foolish crowd                                                                                                                         never can quite understand                                                                                                                                               the worth of a soul and the change that is wrought                                                                                                            by the touch of the Master’s hand. 
However hard we try we can’t go through life without facing problems and trials. It’s how we manage them that’s the key. Jesus sets all his followers “training tests”. How do we react? Do we fight them ourselves, worrying and fretting away, or do we put them into the Master’s hands?
Many of us here would say we’ve given our lives to Jesus. I’m sure that’s correct; but have we really? Do we really trust him on a daily basis? Last year I bought a new car. It’s a Honda Jazz. I love it and look after it very well. A few months ago I went, in that car, with my son, Alex, to play squash. Now this was a mad thing to do because I haven’t played squash for over 30 years and Alex had been practising. All was fine to start with and, after 15 minutes, I was puffing and panting a bit but I was winning! Then I went for a shot in the corner. Out of tiredness I tripped and fell, hitting my head against the wall. My glasses dug into the side of my head and blood started to pour. That was the end of our game. Alex kindly offered to drive us home in my precious car. But I insisted I was fine. He was upset that I didn’t trust him to drive and also extremely nervous that I would faint from lack of blood while at the wheel. How reluctant we are to let anyone control something we consider ours, even though they are more than capable of doing so.  

Like letting another person take the wheel of our car, putting our lives and our problems into Jesus’ hands can be scary. “Where’s he going to take me?” “What’s going to happen?” Many’s the time I’ve gone to work shaking with stress over what the day will bring. Then, having put the problems into Jesus’ hands in the morning, at the end of the same day I’ve forgotten what those original problems were! They’ve disappeared. 

So, John has 3 important messages he wants to give us. One, that this story is totally true. 5,000 really were fed from 5 loaves and 2 fish. Two, that Jesus sets his followers training tests – and just look what that test did for Philip! Three, he gives us textbook teaching which shows that when testing comes there’s only one place to put our problems  – straight into the hands of Jesus. Trusting him will make us stronger.

Just as I saw, all those years ago, as the fire hit the semtex, there was tremendous power when those two elements touched. But that power is nothing compared to what happens when we present a problem to Jesus. He accepts it gladly. His power is beneficial. His power is abundant. His power is miraculous. What else should we expect when we experience the touch of the Master’s hand?
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