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You might remember Tom Cruise’s hit movie series, Mission: Impossible. As the title hints, the main
character, a special agent, takes on missions that seem almost impossible to fulfil. The usual storyline is that
with his intelligence, physical skills, and help from his team, he pulls off the mission, and the movie finishes
with a happy ending.

Just like in the movie, when we are called by Jesus to be his disciples, it feels like we are called to do an
impossible mission. For example, (1) Jesus calls us not just to love our family and friends, but he even calls
us to love our enemies! (2) Jesus calls to be generous as it is more blessed to give than to receive. We are
greedy beings and of course, we like to receive rather than to give! So, how is it that it can be more blessed
to give than to receive? (3) If you also look at Revelation 2:10, Jesus even calls us to be faithful, even to the
point of death!

So, when we follow Jesus as his disciple, it just seems like Jesus is asking us to do things that are well
beyond our capabilities! So, the question here is... how can we possibly fulfil these missions as His
disciple? Is it even possible for us to fulfil them?

Well, we see the answer to this question from today’s passage. If you carefully read through the entire
chapter 9, one dominant word you will notice is the word “disciple” (it pops up everywhere in ch.9). And
based on this word, the key idea that is developed throughout chapter 9 is about Jesus training his disciples.
It’s like Jesus here is having a training session, to teach them what it means to follow Jesus! And the big idea
that Jesus teaches to His disciples is that, becoming His disciples is about sharing in His mission with His
provision.
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So, for this morning’s message, I am going to explore what it means to share Jesus’ mission with His
provision: Firstly, I will talk about, how Jesus invites his disciples into his mission and the difficulty the
disciples face, as they try to fulfil this mission. Secondly, as Jesus feeds more than 5000 people, I will talk
about what this provision means, especially from the perspective of His disciples.

* Jesus demands the impossible.

If we briefly go through the context of this morning’s passage, we learn from other gospel accounts that a
large number of people were following Jesus eagerly. According to John’s Gospel, this was mainly because
Jesus had performed many signs of healing the sick

So, because of the signs that Jesus performed, people became big fans of Jesus, and they followed
everywhere that Jesus went. Verse 11 further tells us that, Jesus welcomed them, and he taught them about
the Kingdom of God and he continued to heal the sick.

Now, as the people stayed with Jesus until late afternoon, the disciples raised a concern, as seen in verse 12.
So, they were saying, “Jesus, it will soon become dark, and we are in this remote place. So, we think it is
better to send them away so that they can find food and a place to stay overnight”. Here, the disciples were
basically concerned about the welfare of the crowd as it was getting dark.

Then we see a very interesting response in the following verse, where Jesus says in verse 13... “You give
them something to eat.” If you look at this text in Greek, the second-person pronoun “you” is emphatic. This
means Jesus is really pointing out His disciples to provide food for the crowd.
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As Jesus demands His disciples to provide the food for the crowd, the disciples soon realise that Jesus is
demanding an impossible task! So, if you look at verse 14 for example, it indicates that there were 5000
men. Now this includes men only. If we are to add women and children, many commentators estimate that
there could easily be more than 10,000 people. So, despite the great number of people, the disciples soon
realise that they have very limited resources to feed these people, so they say in verse 13 that, “We have no
more than five loaves and two fish.” They were like, how are we supposed to feed 10,000 plus people with 5
loaves and 2 fishes???

If you also look at other gospel accounts, we can further see the details of the disciple’s response. John 6:7
for example, Philip responds, “Two hundred denarii worth of bread would not be enough for each of them to
get a little.” One denarii was the daily wage of an average worker. So 200 denarii means 200 days’ worth of
wage. So Philip here is basically saying, that “although we spend a fortune to buy food, it won’t be enough
to feed these people!”

So, based on these responses from the disciples, we learn that Jesus here is demanding an impossible task
from His disciples.

* Jesus feeding the 5000 and the meaning of Jesus’ provision.

The next obvious picture, we see is, as the disciples are unable to feed the great crowd, Jesus performs
another sign to feed these people. Then the question here is... if Jesus was well aware that, his disciples
were completely incapable of providing the food, why did he ask in the first place? And I believe, the most
important reason is to teach his disciples that, whatever ministry they do, they must do them from Jesus’
provision.
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This means, that when Jesus says “You give them something to eat”, this does NOT imply that, his disciples
are to provide the food by their own means. But they are to come to Jesus, who is the fountain of every
blessing, and provide the food from Jesus’ provision! This in other words means it is Jesus who richly gives
us His resources, and we do his work from the resources we enjoy from Him!

We accordingly see that “Jesus’ generous provision” is highlighted in verse 17. “And they all ate and were
satisfied. And what was left over was picked up, twelve baskets of broken pieces.”... Now only Jesus
provided enough food to satisfy the crowd, but there were even some leftovers.

Here, we may ask, why 12 baskets? Does the number 12 have any significant meanings here? As some
commentators suggest, this is perhaps to suggest Jesus’ complete provision, where the number 12 is often
used in the bible to symbolise completeness. But we also need to note that, the “twelve” here also matches
the number of disciples assisting Jesus. This means each disciple would hold each basket and this further
means each of them would have learned about sufficient provision from Jesus. So as each of the disciples
holds a basket, this would accordingly provide the opportunity for the disciples to experience and learn
about Jesus’ generous provision.

So again, the key purpose of Jesus’ provision in today’s passage is to teach His disciples (and us) that it is
God who richly provides. We are only able to do His work when we do so within His abundant provision.
And it is also very important to learn from today’s passage that, when Jesus talks about his generous
provision, he is not only talking about providing our physical/practical needs, but he also talks about
providing our spiritual needs by His grace. So Jesus here is the one who can provide us with something far
more important and essential than the physical bread.
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If you look at verse 16 for example, it says... “And taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to
heaven and said a blessing over them. Then he broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before
the crowd.”

We notice that, the arrangement of verbs here is the same as in Luke 22:19, when Jesus was breaking the
bread in the Last Supper. So, in that verse, while Jesus was breaking the bread, he says... “This is My body
which is given/broken for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”

When Jesus here says “my body” this refers to his body that will be broken on the Cross for the sin of His
people. So, the extremely important picture we see here is that Jesus is not only breaking the physical bread
to provide our practical needs, but he is the one who will also provide our Spiritual needs by breaking his
own body for the sins of His people.

If you also look at John chapter 6, Jesus beautifully elaborates on this idea, as Jesus describes himself as the
bread of life. So, when you look at John 6, after Jesus fed the 5000, people merely understood Jesus as the
provider of physical needs. So, Jesus tells them, “While I can certainly provide physical bread, I am here to
give you something far more important and essential! In fact, I am the bread of life, whose body will be
broken for the sin of my people! And if you come to be in faith and repentance, (confessing your sin, and
trust me as your only Lord & Saviour) you will enjoy this bread of life!”

So, Jesus in John 6:56 explains the wonderful blessing that we are able to enjoy through him who is the
bread of life... “Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him.”
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When Jesus here says “bides in me and I in Him” he is essentially talking about our union with Him. And in
this union with Him, just like the physical bread nourishes and strengthens our body, Christ is the one who
will nourish and strengthen us with His grace.

So, the question here for all of us is... are we living in this provision of grace from Christ, who is the bread
of life?

The Bible clearly tells us, that living a Christian life and following Jesus as His disciple is never going to be
easy. In Matthew 16:24 for example, Jesus tells us, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself
and take up his cross and follow me.” The process of denying ourselves and following Christ is challenging
and painful. And for this reason, we really need His provision of grace to nourish and strengthen us! And it
is only when we are in His provision of grace, that we are able to follow Christ as his disciples!

I have know one pastor who was a missionary in PNG for about 20 years as a Bible translator. He came to
Canterbury and preached at the Korean service a few times.

In my fellowship with him there were few occasions where I was able to hear the mission work in PNG as a
bible translator. As some of you might know PNG is one of the nations with diverse languages groups.
Different tribes speak different languages and this means there is a greater demand for bible translators. And
this is one of the reasons one of the biggest mission bases is located in PNG.

And in my conversation with him, I realise that, serving there as a missionary can be a long and painful
process: If you choose one particular tribe and want to translate the Bible for that tribe. You would start the
process by learning their language first.
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And when you learn the language, it’s not like you can learn it with systematic curriculums and a nice set of
textbooks. You just have to go there and learn from scratch as you live with the tribe people. And then once
you learn their language, you have to make and teach them the alphabet since they only use verbal language
and are not able to read or write. Once that process is done then you start to translate the Bible into their
language. And the whole process of learning and translating would take a good 15-20 years.

And when you live there for 15-20 years, it’s not like you live in a nice apartment with easy access to
electricity and clean water. But because they have to live in places like a jungle, this means you sometimes
need to live in poor living conditions. One time I remember going to a restaurant with him. And he has the
habit of collecting and storing leftover tissues from the restaurant. I asked him, sir why do you keep the
tissues? And he replied, “When I was living in PNG, tissues were often hard to get. So since then, I got the
habit of keeping tissues with me all the time.” So he lived in a condition where getting very basic necessities
was difficult.

So I want you to see and feel how tough & challenging it can be to survive there as a missionary. For this
reason, many missionaries also gave up without finishing the translation work and returned home.

He told me, there was one key difference, between those who were able to finish the work and those who
were not able to finish it: Those who completed the task were faithful in their devotional life, spending time
to read the bible and pray ... On the other hand, those who could not finish were not so faithful in their
devotional life.
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We may ask, what’s so special about reading the bible and praying daily? It just seems too ordinary. Well
reading the bible and prayer are the important means of grace, aren’t they? This means they are important
means for us to receive and enjoy God’s grace. And when they were spending time for Bible and prayer, this
means, they were daily relying on God’s provision of grace.

I believe this truth does not only apply to missionaries in frontline, but this applies to all Christians
who want to follow Jesus in this broken world.

The problem we often face is that we underestimate the circumstances we are in and overestimate
our own capabilities. We believe that the challenges in this broken world can be easily overcome through
our own strength and abilities. While we may be completely unaware of the true power of this broken world
and our sinful desires, we convince ourselves that with firm determination and planning, we can overcome
any obstacle.

But when Jesus says, "You give them something to eat," He wants us to understand that it’s not about
us—it's not about our own intelligence or capabilities, for we are completely helpless on our own. Instead,
Jesus wants us to recognize that it’s about Him: His love, His presence with us, and His sustaining power. It
is when we humbly rely on His provision of grace that we are empowered to faithfully follow Him in this
broken world.

When we abide in Him and rely on His grace, God accomplishes greater things through us. Another
important aspect we see, not only in today’s passage but throughout the book of Acts, is that Jesus shares His
ministry with His people. Despite our weakness and fallibility, it is God who fulfills His purpose through us.
So, it is my prayer that, as we daily rely on His grace, God’s power and work may be displayed through our
lives.
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