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Today’s gospel reading presents Matthew’s version of Jesus feeding thousands 

in the wilderness, or as he specifies, “5000 men, and women and children.” This 

story and that of Jesus, and Peter, walking on the water are the only two 

miracle stories included in all four gospels; hence, they must have been 

important stories for the early church and the development of the story over 

time is revealing. Mark is the earliest gospel written around the year 70 and 

John is the latest at the end of the first century; Mark in his early version 

develops the story to represent the good news, the primary theme of his 

gospel, whereas John develops the symbolism of the bread much further, to the 

point where Jesus himself becomes the bread. Mark, Matthew and Luck imply a 

metaphoric meaning to the story, but John uses the story as a springboard for a 

long discourse over several chapters by Jesus who says, “I am the bread of life.” 

John’s version of the story, like his gospel as a whole, is plainly symbolic. 

Comparison of this story in the four gospels reveals a developing tradition and 

understanding about Jesus in the first century church.  

 First of all, the sheer number of people should give us pause: 5000 men 

plus women and children--who don’t count--would be larger than most of the 

cities in first century Palestine. Nazareth was a small village of less than 500; 

Capernaum had approximately 1500. The storyteller exaggerates the numbers 

for effect here, highlighting the fact that there certainly was a pressing need for 

food, because the peasants of that time in Galilee were definitely hungry, for 

very real bread, and Jesus exhibits sincere concern about real food for starving 

people. As John Dominic Crossan says, Jesus told parables, and the early 

Christians told parables about Jesus. Parables must be read metaphorically to 

grasp the spiritual lessons. This story has obvious parabolic meaning. 
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 The language of the story suggests the symbolic intent through its 

Biblical allusions. Feeding a multitude in the wilderness echoes the well-known 

story in the Jewish Bible, in the OT, of ancient Israel being fed bread like manna 

in the wilderness following the exodus from Egypt. Mark, Mathew and Luke imply 

this connection, whereas in John’s version the connection to Israel is made 

explicit: in John 6, v. 31, the crowd says, “Our ancestors ate the manna in the 

wilderness; as it is written: 'He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’” But 

John’s account is also influenced by the story in 2 Kings 4, where Elisha 

multiplied ‘barley loaves’ presented to him by his ‘lad’; only John’s version 

makes reference to a young boy who has loaves and fishes. As Princeton 

theologian John P. Burgess explains: "These two stories are more than 

journalistic accounts for the morning newspaper; they are rich theological 

constructions that draw on larger biblical themes." These are Exodus memories, 

memories of liberation and freedom, memories of promise and new life.  

 As Jesus provides bread in the wilderness, the exodus story is happening 

again; the gospels view what is happening in Jesus as a new exodus. Although 

the feeding part of the story is emphasized, the fuller story is also relevant: 

Jesus is like Moses, the leader of Israel who liberated his people from bondage 

and deprivation in imperial Egypt and brought them to the promised land. While 

each Gospel includes this story, each also strikes distinctive notes in the telling. 

Only John places this event near the festival of Passover (John 6:4). What may 

seem like an insignificant detail in fact is at the heart of what the entire chapter 

in John claims about Jesus.   At the end of chapter 5, Jesus complains that his 

opponents did not understand or believe what Moses had written (John 5:39-

47). We then are ushered immediately into a scene that not only takes place at 

Passover, one of the great events associated with Moses, but also overflows 

with echoes of the Passover event. Moreover, John’s story actually contrasts 

Jesus and Moses: Jesus doesn’t just feed people in the wilderness as God did in 
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the exodus story; Jesus provides that which was not provided then: living bread. 

Being aware of the historical associations of the imagery, we see in all four 

gospels that the portrait of Jesus feeding the multitudes in the wilderness 

makes the claim that Jesus participates in the power and authority of God: that 

which was said not only about Moses but also about God in the OT is now said 

about Jesus in the NT.  

 Because the story has such clear Biblical allusions and metaphorical 

language, it is reasonable to read it as a parable. Reading as metaphor gives us a 

much different emphasis. It becomes a story about our relationship with God 

and Jesus, with God through Jesus, and consequently with our neighbour. As 

with any good metaphorical story, the meanings cannot be reduced to just one. 

There are many possibilities, inherent in all four versions of the story: 

 --without Jesus, you go hungry 
 --with Jesus, there is more than enough 
 --feeding the multitude matters to Jesus 
 --Jesus commands his followers to feed the multitude 
 --Jesus’ followers resist feeding the multitude: how is it possible? 
 
In John’s version, moreover, Jesus himself becomes “the bread of life”; people 

are to eat him. If taken literally, that would smack of cannibalism. The 

metaphors connect to the mysticism which pervades John’s gospel: eating and 

drinking Jesus is the way of becoming one with Jesus: “Those who eat my flesh 

and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.” You all know the expression “to 

eat one’s words,” meaning to take back or regret something you have said. OT 

writers used the expression, “to eat a scroll from God,” meaning to study the 

Word of God, to take it in, to digest it completely. The point was to "digest 

inwardly" what God had said, and so make it fully part of one’s life. John is using 

that OT language to develop his mystical metaphor. To take Jesus in, to digest 

Jesus, is to partake in Jesus as the Word of God, and you are conscious, I’m 

sure, of the beautiful opening hymn of John’s gospel which announces his 
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spiritual theme: “In the beginning was the Word . . . and the Word became flesh 

and dwelt among us.” Imagery of hunger and thirst connects to our deepest 

human yearnings, for God, for justice, for meaning, for life. For John, and indeed 

for the other three gospel writers, Jesus is the answer to such hunger. Eating 

the Word means that we live in Jesus and Jesus lives in us. Such metaphors add 

resonance to our participation in the Eucharist, but the references should not be 

limited to that ritual. The consequence of having Jesus within and being in Jesus 

is to “love one another as I have loved you.” And part of loving one another is 

feeding the multitude. 

 John’s gospel, often called the spiritual gospel, written at the end of the 

first century, or possibly as late as the middle of the second century, by its very 

symbolic language, its mysticism, can obscure the original political and social 

origin and thrust of Jesus’ message and ministry, and perhaps he did so to 

accommodate the authorities, to assuage the powers that be in Rome who 

were, at the time John is writing, actively persecuting “these Christians.” But 

not so to a careful reader. If we consume the Spirit, if Jesus lives in us and we in 

him, then our perspective on life will be molded to his; we will share God’s chief 

characteristics of compassion and justice. The symbolic language does not alter 

the essential plot of this parable: food is distributed fairly among the multitude, 

enough so that all have their fill, even the ones who don’t count, the women 

and children, “the least of these,” the most marginalized people in Jesus’ time. 

During Jesus’ time, the peasantry in Galilee made up over 90% of the population 

and was kept at subsistence level, taxed and exploited by the small ruling elite 

which made up 1 or 2% of the population. People kept at a subsistence level of 

living would listen carefully and attentively to a man, to one of their own, a man 

from Galilee, who said, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never 

be hungry and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” When Jesus aligned 

himself with bread as a key symbol of God’s kingdom, when he taught his 
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followers to pray, “give us our daily bread,” he was talking of very real bread, 

and spiritually, he was speaking and acting for justice. God’s kin_dom is one of 

justice and righteousness, where the bounty of the earth is shared equally 

among all god’s children. 

 The issue is the same now as then: the proper distribution of the world’s 

goods, primarily food. The World Health Organization estimates that one-third of 

the world today is well fed, one-third is under fed, and one-third is starving. 

Every year 15 million children die of hunger—one child every other second. The 

social dimension of Christ’s message is something we must grapple with, for, as 

this miracle story makes clear, people are hungry. The resurrection experiences 

recorded in the scriptures stress that the disciples knew the risen Christ in the 

“breaking of bread,” and in the early church when they met for worship the 

people celebrated the Eucharist in the context of an entire meal shared 

equitably among all participants. That experience is central to our faith and at 

the heart of our Anglican worship. In John’s gospel it is Jesus who asks, “Where 

are we to buy bread to feed these people?” In the other three versions of the 

story, it is the disciples who ask the question, and their concern is the lack of 

money and resources to feed so many. The change in John from the other 

versions is significant. Jesus asks the same question of us today. There is 

enough food and resources in our world to feed everyone; it’s a question of 

distribution. The church must speak and act on behalf of the poor, the hungry, 

the dispossessed, the “women and children,” for they do count in God’s eyes. 

When pursuing justice, when interacting with others in charity, when sharing the 

bread equally, we experience “God here among us, light in the midst of us.” God 

grant us the will and the way to break bread with our neighbours. 

 


