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I’m glad you didn’t get raptured last night, and that we have at least one more Sunday to meet together as the church called 2nd Street.  I mean, I know that the Rapture could happen at any moment – but here’s the deal … let’s not set dates, and lets not buy into teachers and prophets who set dates … because Jesus clearly told us to knock off that kind of foolishness.  Let’s just get ready and let’s stay ready.  Let’s never just follow a person – but instead, let’s keep our hearts and minds on Jesus and keep on pursuing His plans for our lives, as individuals and as a church.  Are you with me on that?  Awesome!  Let’s turn together in our Bibles to MARK 6.

In MARK 6, we see two miracles that are very different from one another … in vv. 35-44 we see A MIRACLE OF PROVISION, and in vv. 45-52 we see A MIRACLE OF PROTECTION.  I originally thought we’d get through both of these miracles in this morning’s teaching, but it just wasn’t possible.  So this morning we’ll look at vv. 35-44, A MIRACLE OF PROVISION and then next Sunday we’ll look at MARK 6:45-7:23, A MIRACLE OF PROTECTION.

I sometimes wonder why I don’t see more miracles in my life … and I have a feeling that many of you are in this same boat.  We study our way through the Gospels verse-by-verse, like we’re doing with MARK right now, and we ask ourselves …

“Jesus was with the people in the Gospels face-to-face and they experienced such amazing miracles.  As followers of Jesus today, the Holy Spirit, the third member of the Triunity of God lives in us, so why are we not seeing more miracles happen in us and through us?”

Let’s keep this question in mind as we go through MARK 6:33-44, because I believe God has some things to share with us about miracles and about His desire to see us experience them today … sometimes in the ways we read about them in the Bible, and sometimes in different ways that God is no less present and active in.

I have a very good friend whom I have never met.  His name is Frederick Buechner, and he lives in Pawlet, Vermont.  He’s 84 and he’s written 47 books … novels, essays, short-stores, sermons, and autobiography, and I’ve collected first editions of all of them.  In 2004 after a series of letters back and forth, I FedExed my whole collection to him, he signed them, and sent them back to me.  I was elated.

I first heard author Frederick Buechner quoted in a sermon in 1981 by a professor I had in seminary named Irv Brendlinger – some of you here know Irv – and he’ll be officiating our youth pastor Jon Maroni and his finance Krista Ray’s wedding on 3 July – so his days of influence are far from over.  And from that first Buechner quote, from his book Wishful Thinking:  The ABC’s Theologized, I was hooked.  Here’s a quote from Buechner about miracles from his book, Wishful Thinking …
“A miracle is an event that strengthens faith.  It is possible to look at many miracles and find a rational explanation in terms of natural cause and effect.  It is possible to look at Rembrandt’s Supper at Emmaus and find a rational explanation in terms of paint and canvas.  [But in the end] Faith in God is less apt to proceed from miracles than miracles from faith in God.”

Some writers MAKE ME SMILE.  Some writers ANNOY ME.  Some writers BORE ME.  But some writers turn everything I know on its head and open my eyes to truth in ways I’ve never encountered before.  This is who and what author Frederick Buechner is to me.  I encourage you to pick up one of his books for your next read.

MARK 6:33 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

33 The people saw them going, and many recognized them and ran there together on foot from all the cities, and got there ahead of them.

It’s easy to think that this large group of people who were following Jesus and His disciples around was made up of one of two kinds of people … FIRST, groupies following a rock star around from gig to gig … or SECOND, Jewish religious leaders trying to shut Jesus up or trap Him.  But I also see a THIRD kind of person following Jesus and His disciples around … and I hope that you and I see ourselves in this group.

This THIRD group of folks were curiously, and genuinely attracted to Jesus … being around Jesus made them feel different, think different, hope differently, pray different, and believe different than they ever had before.  Yes, Jesus demanded a lot from them, but He gave them much more than He demanded.  And through Him people were experiencing what I often refer to as THE GREAT EXCHANGE.

• We give God our SIN, and He teaches us about His RIGHTEOUSNESS.
• We give God our SHAME and He gives us His FORGIVENESS.
• We give God our BROKENNESS, and He brings us His WHOLENESS.
• We give God our DESPAIR, and He begins to pour His HOPE into us.
• We give God our WEAKNESS, and His STRENGTH is imparted to us.
• We give God our ANXIETY, and He gives us His PEACE.
• We give God our DEATH, and He gives us His LIFE.
• We give God our DOUBTS, and He gives us His TRUTH.

THE GREAT EXCHANGE is a lens through which we can begin to see OUR BROKEN-NESS and GOD’S UNCONDITIONAL LOVE.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

You and I are ragamuffins (a child dressed in raggedy clothes).  When we worship and when we serve, we’re just one hungry beggar telling another hungry beggar where to find bread.  What an extravagant, over-the-top lover of ragamuffins our God is.

MARK 6:34a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

34a When Jesus went ashore, He saw a large crowd, and He felt compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd;

The Greek word translated compassion here is splagchnizomai (σπλαγχηνιζομαι) and it means, “to be moved to one’s bowels”.  Nice, huh?  Pass the Pepto Bismol.  But in Jesus’ day, people believed the bowels were where love and pity came from … so this is why Mark says that Jesus “felt compassion for them”.

I imagine that if I were one of Jesus’ disciples that day, I wouldn’t have been moved with compassion, by these people pressing up against Jesus, and following Him around like bleating sheep.  In fact, I probably would have been ticked off at these people.  I mean seriously, Jesus finally tries to take His disciples away for a little bit from the hectic life of MINISTRY and SERVICE to give them a chance to get REFRESHED and RECHARGED … and they get bombarded with more crowds!

Sometimes these ragamuffins, these hungry, thirsty, truth-seeking people were adults, and other times they were little children … and often we read throughout the Gospels that when these people showed up, that Jesus’ disciples wanted to send them away … that’s what happens in v. 36.  But Jesus felt compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and He began to teach them many things.  I love this verse.  Because in it, I see you and me, and all of our NEEDS, HURTS, DESIRES, and HANG-UPS … and in it I see Jesus and His heart for people, and I also see where I want my heart to be, as a pastor-teacher.

Jesus knew that people’s great demands are almost always born out of great needs.  So what does it mean here in v. 34 that Jesus knew that just like natural, wooly sheep without a shepherd are in a lot of trouble … that spiritual sheep … that people who’ve surrendered their lives and their wills over to God are also in trouble when they don’t know His compassion and care … and when they aren’t experiencing the importance and safety that comes from human shepherding, tending, teaching, and grounding?

Here are four simple things about sheep and people that I want us to remember … and all four of them are rooted in what King David shares with us about sheep and shepherds in PSALM 23.  Let’s read PSALM 23 …

PSALM 23 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

1-3 The Lord is my shepherd; I have everything I need.  He lets me rest in green pastures.  He leads me to calm water.  He gives me new strength.  He leads me on paths that are right for the good of His name.

4-6 Even if I walk through a very dark valley, I will not be afraid, 
because You [my God] are with me.  Your rod and Your shepherd’s staff comfort me.  You prepare a meal for me in front of my enemies.  You pour oil of blessing on my head; You fill my cup to overflowing.  Surely Your goodness and love will be with me all my life, and I will live in the house of the Lord forever. [emphasis added]

So based, on those passages from MARK 6 and PSALM 23, and from what I know about wooly, natural sheep and from what I know about being a spiritual shepherd (because I am one), and from what I know about people, or spiritual sheep (because, like you, I am one too) … here are four things I see that King David knew, and that Jesus knows about us as sheep and why Jesus’ compassion for us as ragamuffins is never-ending …

1 The Lord is my shepherd; I have everything I need.  FIRST, SHEEP WITHOUT A SHEPHERD are needy, because they have no Shepherd to fill their wants.  We all need to be spiritually fed.  Who or what are you going to, to be fed and to have your needs met?

2 [The Lord] lets me rest in green pastures.  He leads me to calm water. [emphasis added]  SECOND, SHEEP WITHOUT A SHEPHERD are hungry and thirsty, because they have no Shepherd to lead them to green pastures or to calm waters.  We all need to eat and drink spiritually.  Who or what are you eating and drinking?  Who or what are you filling your life up with?

3a [The Lord] gives me new strength. [emphasis added] THIRD, SHEEP WITHOUT A SHEPHERD are powerless and hurting, because they have no Shepherd to teach them to reflect His character, not theirs.  We all need our wounds tended to.  In Whom or where are you finding spiritual healing.  Whose guidance do you seek and follow?

3b-4 [The Lord] leads me on paths that are right for the good of His name.  Even if I walk through a very dark valley, I will not be afraid, 
because You [my God] are with me.  Your rod and Your shepherd’s staff comfort me. [emphasis added] FOURTH, SHEEP WITHOUT A SHEPHERD tend to wander off and become vulnerable, because they have no Shepherd to protect, ground, guard, and guide them with His rod and His staff.  We all need a compass in our lives in order to stay on the right paths, and to help us get back on track when we wander off.  Who or what is your compass?

I see myself in these four descriptions of being a spiritual sheep and a follower of Jesus Christ … and I bet that you see yourself too.  And I love what I see reinforced here about Jesus Christ as our faithful Shepherd … as He compassionately takes care of the most pressing need of His Galilean sheep 2,000 years ago … because it reinforces to me the truth that He’s still on the job, and that if we’ll let Him, He’ll take care of us as His sheep today, by feeding us through the teaching of His Word.

MARK 6:34b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

34b … and He began to teach them many things.

And now, in vv. 35-44 we see Jesus perform A MIRACLE OF PROVISION …

MARK 6:35-44 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

35 When it was already quite late, His disciples came to Him and said, “This place is desolate and it is already quite late;
36 send them away so that they may go into the surrounding country-side and villages and buy themselves something to eat.”
37 But He answered them, “You give them something to eat!”  And they said to Him, “Shall we go and spend two hundred denarii on bread and give them something to eat?”
38 And He said to them, “How many loaves do you have?  Go look!”  And when they found out, they said, “Five, and two fish.”
39 And He commanded them all to sit down by groups on the green grass.
40 They sat down in groups of hundreds and of fifties.
41 And He took the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up toward heaven, He blessed the food and broke the loaves and He kept giving them to the disciples to set before them; and He divided up the two fish among them all.
42 They all ate and were satisfied,
43 and they picked up twelve full baskets of the broken pieces, and also of the fish.
44 There were five thousand men who ate the loaves.

It was probably around 3:00 or 3:30 in the afternoon, evening was just around the corner, and Jesus and His disciples saw that the people were hungry … but Jesus had one response to this reality and His disciples had another one.  The disciple’s solution was to side-step the need by telling the people to hit the road and find their own food.  But Jesus, moved with compassion, saw a different solution.  And when we begin to take on His character (His THOUGHTS, WORDS, DEEDS, and PRIORITIES), we’ll begin to see people’s needs in ways that reflects Jesus and not our old selves.
 
Reading the response of the disciples to Jesus’ instruction in v. 37, after He said, “You give them something to eat!” it’s hard to know if they were ANGRY or just COULDN’T BELIEVE what Jesus asked them to do.  So when the disciples replied, “Shall we go and spend two hundred denarii on bread and give them something to eat?” they clearly thought that spending about a year’s income (even if they had it) to feed the people on the hill wasn’t only impossible, but it was also a waste.

But apparently, like what happens so often with you and me, in the CHALLENGES, in the CIRCUMSTANCES, and in the NEEDS we encounter in our lives and in the lives of others, it didn’t enter into their minds that Jesus, not them, might be the One who would provide for the need with a miracle, if they’d just open themselves up to being conduits for His miracle to flow.  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON

God has resources we often can’t see, and we can trust Him and be at peace even when we don’t have a clue how He’s going to provide.

ILLUSTRATION … 2nd Street’s contract to use the Armory is up in roughly 18 months.  Where will we go as a church when December 2012 rolls around?  Our Elders and a Facilities Committee have spent two years discussing this and looking at options, none of which have worked out or opened up.

This is a huge need … not immediate … but with how time flies, it’s actually just around the corner.  Right now we don’t see what to do.  But I believe that while God has resources and provisions He wants to literally pour out of heaven onto us … I also believe that it’s God’s plans that many of these resources and provisions will come through the hands of those of us sitting right here this morning.

Our Elders believe that God is going to help us know by July 2012 what His plans are for us so that we can walk into them with our eyes wide open.  I’ll be the first to admit that it’s been hard for me to WAIT on God, and it’s been difficult for me to keep TRUSTING in God … and it’s stretched my faith to KEEP ON BELIEVING that God knows what He’s doing, and that He loves 2nd Street more than I do, and more than you do, and that He won’t leave us high and dry.

But here’s what’s keeping me focused and centered in this time of seeking, asking, and knocking … we’ve sought out His Mission and His plans for us, and we’re doing our best to live smack dab into the middle of that Mission and those plans … and we’re using the resources He’s providing to us through you to stay on track with our Mission, and to do the things that God is calling us to do, and to not worry about not doing the things that God isn’t calling us to do.

And because we’re being faithful IN THE NOW TO BE THE CHURCH GOD IS CALLING US TO BE, I know that God’s leading and God’s provision is going to come.  Are you with me on that?  Are you praying?  Are you expecting to see it come to pass?  Are you asking God what part He wants you to play in this provision?

Jesus’ suggestion about what to do to meet the needs of the people seemed so extravagant to the disciples, that we can almost hear them saying back to Him …

“Jesus if we had that kind of money, we wouldn’t spend it on one meal.  These people are annoying us.  Aren’t they annoying You?  They’ll be hungry again in just a few hours.  Shouldn’t we spend our money on something that’s going to last?”

And then this little boy with a lunch that was laughably small … just five chunks of bread and two fish shows up.  I love what we read about this story in JOHN 6:7-9 …

JOHN 6:8-9 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 One of His disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter's brother, said to Him [Jesus Christ], 
9 “There is a lad here who has five barley loaves and two fish, BUT what are these for so many people?” [emphasis added]

Philip does the math and gives Jesus a logical response to His question.  But then Andrew, the brother of the Apostle Peter … the disciple who was always bringing people to Jesus, comes to Him in v. 9 with a potential solution … There is a lad here who has five barley loaves and two fish, BUT …

So many times in God’s Word, when we find the word BUT, it’s a FAITH SINKER.  How many times has the answer been RIGHT AROUND THE CORNER, we’ve trusted God ALMOST ALL THE WAY to the miracle, and then a BUT gets in the way.  An EXCUSE causes doubt and takes what God is doing and wants to do out of focus, and then out of reach.  And yet, all the way through God’s Word God does what Michelle sang about in the song “Ordinary People” … GOD USES LITTLE TO BECOME MUCH.

1. David picked up five little round, smooth stones and took out the Philistine giant Goliath (FIRST SAMUEL 17:50).
2. God used a young girl to lead the King of Syria, Naaman, to Elijah, and he was healed (SECOND KINGS 5).
3. And in MATTHEW 18 when the disciples were arguing about who would be the greatest in God’s Kingdom, God used a group of little children to teach them a powerful lesson about the Kingdom of God and how it’s upside down when compared to every other paradigm of strength, power, influence, and importance.

What provision or answer to prayer does God have for you … for us as a church?  What door does God want to open for you?  What pathway does God want to lead us down?  And yet God’s provision is often held back from us because of the excuses that always follow the word BUT … and because you and I so often find it too hard to believe that the God who gave us a new beginning, and who rescued us from sin can is also the God who is willing and able to meet our needs according to His riches in glory.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON

Let’s become Christ-followers who “walk by faith and not by sight” [SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:7] and who have “the kind of faith that can move mountains.” [MATTHEW 17:20]

This was a mountain of a crowd, not just a crowd on a mountain.  v. 45 tells us there were 5,000 men … which means 5,000 heads of households.  Bible scholars estimate this means that there were between 15,000 and 25,000 people there!  So it’s no wonder that when the disciples saw this large crowd of people they knew there wasn’t enough food to feed them … either what they could rustle up, and certainly not from what this little boy had in his lunch box.
 How many of you know that God’s way of provision almost always begins with WHAT WE ALREADY HAVE … because He wants you and I to WISELY USE WHAT HE’S ALREADY ENTRUSTED US WITH.  So don’t foolishly pray for more from God when you’re not already WISELY USING what He’s already given you – in ways that reflect the character and the mission of His Son, Jesus Christ.

Five barley loaves and two fish were MAYBE enough for one or two people, because the Greek word for loaves here in v. 38 doesn’t describe big old loaves of bread … it describes the most fragile of bread … the kind of bread people called the bread of the poor.  So a more accurate translation would be that when this little boy packed his lunch that morning, he put in five crackers.

And what about the two fish?  They weren’t 20-pound salmon, or 5-pound Sea Bass.  The Greek word used here for fish usually refers to little pickled fish about the size of sardines.  So we can see how come the disciples didn’t see how this little boy’s crackers and sardines would go very far.  But Jesus had a different perspective.  INSTEAD OF LOOKING AT THE AMOUNT GIVEN, JESUS LOOKED AT THE FACT THAT THIS LITTLE BOY OPENED UP HIS HANDS AND GAVE HIM EVERYTHING HE HAD.

ILLUSTRATION … How many barley crackers and sardines do you think it would take to feed 15,000 to 25,000 hungry people?  I read about a physicist who took a pencil, paper and a calculator to this question and figured out it would take 17 dump truck loads of crackers and fish.  Talk about LITTLE BECOMING MUCH!

2nd Streeters Kirk and Darci VandenHoek and their kids Marlyss and Jenner are adding to their family by adopting a brother and sister from Uganda … Kevin is 9 and Sheba is 7, and Kirk and Darci’s adoption dossier just arrived in Uganda this past Thursday.  And 2nd Streeter’s Jared and Amy Ocker and their daughter Sunita (adopted from India two years ago now) are currently adopting a 2-year old boy from China … and both of these families could be traveling anytime now to head to Uganda and to China bring their new children home.  The expense of an international adoption is about the same as having a baby here in the United States … but without medical insurance coverage!  Around $30K or more.

Other 2nd Streeters have grown their families through international adoptions … Ron and Lori Tuning and their three daughters from Russia, Tanya, Irina, and Yulia, joined their other children Joel, Chelsea, and Devin a number of years ago.  Jan Cammack adopted her daughter Meghan from India.  Stefan and Meghan Czarnecki went to Ethiopia to bring home their son Zinabu, and introduce him to their other children Aiden and Bridgette.  And yet, despite this huge expense of $30K or more … could there be anything closer to Jesus Christ’s heart of compassion than to adopt one of the estimated 143,000,000 orphans in the world?

And each of these families … some in past years, and the VandenHoek’s and the Ocker’s right now … have relied on God to USE LITTLE TO BECOME MUCH … and that only happened, AS THEY PLACED THE WHOLE PROCESS INTO GOD’S HANDS … and yet they’ve also had to work their tails off to partner with God in His provision.  I’ve asked Darci VandenHoek to share with us for a minute on this question …
How has God provided for the needs of your family in the past?  And how is this history giving you hope that God will use "LITTLE TO BECOME MUCH" as you look at the huge needs before you right now?

Jesus divided up the crackers and the sardines and it just kept coming and coming.  And then He prayed over the food, passed it out, and everybody ate until they were full.  And after we read in v. 42 that everybody was satisfied, the leftovers were picked up, and JOHN 6:14 says that many of the people began proclaiming that Jesus was “truly the Prophet who is to come into the world.”

Notice in v. 41 that when Jesus offered a blessing before the meal, He didn’t bless the food … He blessed God for supplying the food.  And the take-away from this for you and for me is that we don’t pray before a meal to bless the food … but that our prayers before meals are to thank God and to be grateful to God for blessing us with the food.  Jesus miraculously multiplied the little crackers and the sardines, so that in the end, 15,000 to 25,000 people were fed … and yet, even in the extravagance of this miracle, there was a simplicity to it.  And I see a FOURTH FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

When Jesus Christ provides, don’t be surprised if He provides SIMPLY.
 
Like pastor-teacher, John Wimber, the founder of the Vineyard denomination of Churches was so fond of saying …

“LET’S NOT MISS THE MIRACULOUS BECAUSE WE’RE LOOKING FOR THE SPECTACULAR.”

There doesn’t have to be fireworks and whirlwinds for God to be in something.  On the day we read about here in MARK 6:33-44, Jesus supplied plenty of food for everybody to have a good meal.  But notice too that everybody on the hillside that day had to EAT FOR THEMSELVES.  In other words, Jesus brought the food to the people, but He didn’t spoon feed it to them.

This is why I always challenge you to COME TO CHURCH PRAYING AND EXPECTING … because when it comes to the SPIRITUAL FEAST, to the SPIRITUAL FOOD, to the SPIRITUAL PROVISION God has for us … whether it’s when we’re alone and communing with Him in the Bible, or in prayer or in meditation, or when we’re gathered together in worship on Sunday mornings, or when we’re meeting together in community groups, or when we’re serving together in His name … more often than not we’ll find what we’re looking for, we’ll usually eat what we’re hungry for, and we’ll almost always become more hungry for what we’re being fed.

That’s why when somebody says, “Oh, I don’t go to this church or that church anymore … I just wasn’t getting fed.”  My reply is always the same, “How often were you opening your mouth?  Were you showing up prayed up and expectant?”  

Gang, let’s not rely on others to feed us spiritually.  Yes, spiritual food comes from God, but we’ve got to open up our hearts and our mouths and take it in.  Because like God did for the Israelites in the desert, He’ll make the manna come down from heaven, He’ll provide the food we’re hungering and thirsting for … but it’s up to each of us to gather up His provision for us each day, and then cook it, and eat it and swallow it.

If Jesus could do this much with so little, let’s trust Him to do the same with our lives … and for our church.  Yes, what we have to give to others in His name might seem insignificant, but WHEN WE PUT EVERYTHING INTO JESUS’ HANDS, HE’LL ALWAYS TAKE LITTLE AND TURN IT INTO MUCH.

NEXT SUNDAY GREGG LAMM WILL TEACH FROM MARK 6:45 – 7:23.
COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING!  AND JOIN HIM AND OTHERS FOR DEVOTIONS ON THURSDAY MORNINGS AT 6:30 A.M. AT THE CHURCH OFFICE.
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