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Part 22 – The Fourth Sign  
 
John 6:1-15     
The miraculous feeding of the 5,000 is the fourth sign John highlights. 
It is the only one of Jesus’ miracles recorded in all four Gospels. The 
miracle was stunning and captured the attention of people all across 
the region who would expect Jesus to continue to work such signs. But 
like all of his miracles, Jesus was doing something far deeper than 
satisfying the physical needs of the crowds. On that hillside near the 
shore of the Sea of Galilee Jesus declared that he is the true food for 

the human soul. He is God’s living welcome to sinners to come and feast upon the Bread of Life. 
 
Jesus and Passover  
Vs. 1 – “After this” connects what Jesus is about to say with the previous passage. Jesus had just rebuked 
the religious authorities for not knowing Moses, that is not understanding their own Scriptures. Indeed, 
Jesus told them that Moses “accuses you.” The events and teaching recorded in chapter 6 are heavily 
weighted with allusions to Moses’ ministry. This event took place on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee. 
John also records the name it had been given in AD 20 by Herod Antipas in honor of the Roman emperor 
Tiberias.  
Vs. 2 – Jesus attracted crowds at several points in his ministry. There were times when the people came 
to hear his powerful teaching (and often those same crowds abandoned him for the same reason). There 
were also times when the crowds came because of the miracles he performed. Given the many thousands 
that witnessed the miraculous feeding, Jesus’ reputation as a miracle worker would be fixed, acknowledged 
even among the religious authorities.  
Vs. 3 – The term translated “the mountain,” is likely a general reference to the hill country on the eastern 
side of the lake known today as the Golan Heights. 
Vs. 4 – The timing of this event is highly significant given that it took place during the Passover festival 
which was the highest of the Jewish celebrations. Passover was the festival which celebrated God’s mighty 
deliverance of his people from Egypt through the shed blood of a lamb. What is more, by Jesus’ day, 
Passover had taken on a highly nationalistic fervor given the Roman occupation of Judah. No wonder the 
many Jews who witnessed Jesus’ divine power sought to immediately enshrine him as king.  

 It is another bit of John’s characteristic irony that yet again the Passover is being celebrated while Jesus, 
the fulfillment of the Passover, goes unrecognized. The God of Israel come in human flesh was working 
on behalf of his fallen people. Yet those who should have known the Scriptures well enough to recognize 
him and rejoice in his arrival instead plot his death.  

 
Bread Needed     

 Now the scene shifts from the physical and theological setting to a point of conflict. The action is initiated 
by Jesus’ “lifting up his eyes.” The large crowd approaching Jesus did so, almost certainly, out of a desire 
to witness miracles as Jesus already had gained a reputation as a miracle worker. 

Vs. 5 – “Lifting up his eyes…” –  
“…a large crowd was coming toward him…” – Jobes notes that “this scene pictures the fulfillment of the 
prediction Jesus had recently made to the Samaritan woman in 4:21 about the place of worship.”1 While 
the crowds will remain fickle and their interest in Jesus will ebb and flow, this moment nevertheless serves 
as a foretaste of the day when Jesus will be universally recognized as the living temple of God; the “place” 
of worship for all the nations.  
Vs. 6 – Jesus, knowing full well the circumstances and the outcome, sets out to test the faith of Philip. Faith 
does not grow unless it is tested. Much like muscle requires stress in order to grow, so too does faith. 
Without testing, our faith will remain a feeble thing unable to be an engine for God-glorifying perseverance 
and acts of courage (James 1:2-4).  
Vs. 7 – A denarius was typical for a day’s wages. So 200 denarii represented the better part of a year’s 
wages.  

                                                           
1 Karen Jobes, John Through Old Testament Eyes (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2021) p. 121  
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Vv. 8-9 – Only John among the four gospel writers mentions Philip and Andrew by name. The mention of 
a boy’s small lunch is ludicrous but serves to illustrate the fact that no options existed to feed such a large 
crowd of people. Barley loaves (as opposed to wheat) was a staple of the poorer classes. The fish would 
likely have been small salted fish not unlike sardines. Jesus would reveal his glory and satisfy the people’s 
need through humble raw material. 
 
The Hospitality of Jesus  
Vs. 10 – “Now there was much grass…” – One thinks of Psalm 23 in which the Lord brings his flock to rest 
in “green pastures.” Later in John’s Gospel, the shepherd motif will become more prominent. The point of 
Psalm 23 is that the Lord graciously supplies all his peoples’ needs. Here, Jesus will begin to demonstrate 
how he is the living embodiment of God’s supply for their eternal needs.  
All the gospels make the point that 5,000 was the number of adult men present. Adding women and children 
would have made the number several times larger. The size of the crowd rules out any natural explanations 
for how they could have been fed by Jesus. It is also noteworthy, as mentioned above, that these many 
thousands of people were seeking out Jesus at a moment in time when it was expected of them to be at 
the temple in Jerusalem.  
Vs. 11 – The word for “gave thanks” is the verb form of the word translated “Eucharist” which reminds us 
of the significance of the Lord’s Supper yet to be instituted. Indeed, chapter six has several allusions to the 
Lord’s Supper. At this point, however, John does not take advantage of every possible way of relating this 
miracle to the Lord’s Supper. For example, he doesn’t mention that Jesus “broke the bread” as Mark does. 
John’s interest is on the miraculous supply of food by which everyone in the massive crowd ate and still left 
a surplus.  
Vs. 12 – As is so often the case the miracle itself is not described. Our attention is not to be focused on the 
miracle but on the One who worked the sign. All we know is that Jesus created a massive amount of food 
such that the many thousands present “had eaten their fill.” 
Vs. 13 – It is a wonderful irony that the leftover food was an amount far greater than the boy’s lunch had 
been originally. All four gospel writers mention the number twelve which is hard to imagine not carrying 
symbolic significance. The people of God were represented by twelve tribes and then twelve apostles 
(Revelation 21:12-14). There is enough food for all the people of God. There is enough left over, but no 
waste by the express command of the Lord. The careful gathering up of the leftover food indicates its 
preciousness. While the mana in the desert so many generations previously could not be gathered up and 
stored, this new blessing of food was of far greater abundance just as Jesus was the lasting substance of 
the Old Testament ceremonies.  

 In the feeding of the multitude, Jesus plays the divine Host. He takes responsibility for the crowd. He 
leads them to a pleasant place. He supplies the food and gives all the necessary directions for the 
peoples’ needs to be met. He feeds his guests with such abundance that there is much leftover.  

 What a lesson this is about the sufficiency of Christ and his gospel. “Weak, and feeble, and foolish as it 
may seem to man, the simple story of the cross is enough for all the children of Adam in every part of the 
globe.”2 

 
Jesus the King    
Vs. 14 – Moses was the chief man among the Jews. He was the lawgiver. He was the prototypical deliverer. 
The miraculous deliverance out of Egypt was the great example of God’s salvation. They perceive Jesus 
to be “the Prophet” of whom Moses had prophesied (Deuteronomy 18:15-18). There is a sense in which 
they are correct. Jesus was and is the final great Prophet sent by God. What they did not yet see was that 
Jesus was the eternally divine Prophet, Priest, and King. In their eyes, he was a great man in the same 
ways that Moses was a great man.  
Vs. 15 – It is not hard to imagine the scene. This extraordinary work of divine power, 5,000 men there to 
see it, at the most feverishly patriotic time of year: it all fanned the flames of Jewish national pride and 
hopes for deliverance. If the first prophet, Moses, had led Israel out from under the dominion of Egypt, the 
second, greater prophet that Moses had prophesied would come, would certainly deliver the Jews from 
Rome, or at least, they thought. But Jesus, who, of course, was a King far greater than the Jews ever 
realized, would have nothing of their making him into their kind of king. So he simply slipped away from 
their vain attempts to gain glory for themselves.  

                                                           
2 J.C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on John Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2012) p. 229  


