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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

St. John writes: 

'So they gathered them up, and from the fragments of the five barley loaves, left by 
those who had eaten, they filled twelve baskets. When the people saw the sign that he had 
done, they began to say, "This is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world.'" Amen 

May God help us to hear His Word and may he bless us with His Wprd. Amen 

For centuries readers of the Bible have noticed that there is no story in the Gospel 
of John describing the Last Supper. All the other gospel writers, and St. Paul, tell us 
about the Last Supper, and the words that Jesus used over the bread and wine, the same 
words that we use in the Communion liturgy, but not S1. John. S1. John gives us the story 
of Jesus' last week, Holy Week, but he does not tell us about the meal in the upper room. 
Instead, in its place, he alone relates Jesus' high priestly prayer for his disciples and the 
church and then goes to Judas' betrayal of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. Biblical 
scholars have asked, Why? Why did St. John omit this very important part of the Passion 
Narrative? And then they point us to this 6th chapter of the Gospel. And for the next two 
Sundays we have portions of this chapter for our Gospel lessons. 

The sixth chapter of St. John's Gospel begins with the story of the feeding of the 5000 
on a grassy hillside near the Sea of Galilee. The action is the same and the details are 
identical, as the story in the sixth chapter of S1. Mark. The only difference is that St. John 
adds the verse: 

'When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, "This is indeed the 
prophet who is to come into the world.'" 

The significant word here is "sign." St. John uses this word to describe what we 
would call miracles. For S1. John, and others in his world, the miracles performed by Jesus 
were not seen as impossible acts, but rather as signs that God was acting through Jesus. 
The important thing for S1. John was the significance of the action, not the action itself. 
For after all, a sign points us to something greater than the sign itself. 

A street sign tells us, for instance, not about the sign, but about the street it points to. 
Coming into RIga there is a sign by the side of the road indicating the city limits of RIga. 
Although the sign is fancier than most, the importance of the sign is in the city to which it 
points, not in the sign itself. So also for S1. John, the importance of the sign, the feeding of 
the 5000, was not in the action, but in what that action pointed to. There is something 
more important than an apparent miracle. And we may ask, "What can be more important 
than feeding 5000 people with five loaves of bread and two fish?" And this is the question 
that S1. John wants us to ask. 



2 

This story of Jesus feeding the 5000 has extra meaning wrapped up in the numbers. In 
fact, whenever we encounter numbers in the Bible, we know that the writers were using 
the symbolism attached to those numbers. 

Two fish: This number two can mean difference, division or double portion. In the 
New Testament, Christians also saw this number as a symbol of the second person of the 
Trinity, the Incarnation of God the Son in the perfection of His humanity and divinity, the 
two natures ofJesus. 

The five loaves of bread: Five is the number of power and Divine grace. Five Greek 
words form the acrostic phrase "Jesus Christ, God's Son Savior," taking the first letter in 
Greek from each word forms the Greek word for "fish" (ichthys), which became a symbol 
for Christ and a secret symbol for identifYing Christians 

Twelve baskets of bread left over: Twelve is the number of the Church, both the Old 
Covenant Church of Israel founded by twelve physical fathers (the twelve sons of Jacob or 
Israel) and the New Covenant Church founded by twelve spiritual fathers (the twelve 
Apostles). 

Just from the numbers alone, we are pointed to Jesus as the Son of God our Savior, 
power and divine grace, and the Christian Church. 

As we shall see in next Sunday's gospel, St. John is preparing us to see in Jesus the 
Bread ofHeaven and the staff of life. IfJesus is the bread of life with which He is feeding 
the people, then we find ourselves in the upper room with Jesus giving bread and wine to 
the disciples as His body and blood. In this sign, the feeding of the 5000, St. John points 
us to the sacrament of Holy Communion, the Eucharist. This sign is St. John's way of 
describing the institution of the Eucharist. In the Eucharist we receive living bread, much 
more important than the bread with which Jesus fed the 5000. The 5000 ate once and were 
hungry again. The Christian Church is nourished by this foretaste ofheaven for centuries. 

Instead of repeating the story told by Matthew, Mark and Luke, St. John uses the sixth 
chapter of his gospel to tell the same story in a different symbolic form. Once we see this, 
we can understand why he did not need to include the story of the upper room in his 
passion narrative. .. 

Now we have a greater appreciation of St. John as a gospel writer. Not only does he 
tell us the story of Jesus and His amazing feeding of the 5000, but he leads us to a deeper 
understanding of the meaning behind that story- In our celebration of the Eucharist, we 
join with the 5000 people on a grassy hillside in Galilee, and like them, we slowly realize 
the grace and power of the awesome event taking place in our own sight. The miracle is 
not in the multiplication of loaves and fish, but in the commanding presence of the Lord of 
the Universe, Jesus the Christ. 

Amen 


