Believing Is Seeing #14

“Compassionate Christianity”

John 6:1-15

Eight years ago, George W. Bush coined the phrase “compassionate conservatism” in his campaign for the presidency.  Those two words were rarely mentioned together, as political conservatives tended not to be very sympathetic toward those in society that find themselves in need.  “If they worked a little harder, they wouldn’t be in such poverty,” they might say, or perhaps, “It’s their own fault they’re in the shape they’re in.”

Evangelical Christians are often associated with political conservatism—not to imply that all Christians are or even should be politically conservative—and unfortunately are likewise characterized as less than compassionate.  Too often we are quick to judge and critique the decisions and lifestyles of others—afraid that if we show any sympathy, we might be seen as condoning actions and attitudes that are not acceptable to God—leaving compassion to somebody else.  And we wonder why we have such a difficult time reaching the lost!

We need to return to our Master and rediscover His compassion.  An example of this is seen in the sixth chapter of the gospel of John:

Some time after this, Jesus crossed to the far shore of the Sea of Galilee (that is, the Sea of Tiberias), and a great crowd of people followed him because they saw the miraculous signs he had performed on the sick. Then Jesus went up on a mountainside and sat down with his disciples. The Jewish Passover Feast was near. 
When Jesus looked up and saw a great crowd coming toward him, he said to Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do. 

Philip answered him, “Eight months’ wages﻿ would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!” 

Another of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, spoke up, “Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?” 

Jesus said, “Have the people sit down.” There was plenty of grass in that place, and the men sat down, about five thousand of them. Jesus then took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to those who were seated as much as they wanted. He did the same with the fish. 

When they had all had enough to eat, he said to his disciples, “Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be wasted.” So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five barley loaves left over by those who had eaten. 

After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself.
A Familiar Compassion 

This event is one of few that are recorded in all four gospels.  This marks the end to a hectic time in the life of our Lord and His disciples.  He had sent out the twelve to minister themselves.  During this time John the Baptist was beheaded by Herod Antipas.  The disciples return from their mission and report their successes to Jesus.  We read in Mark 6:31, “Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, ‘Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.’”  As one commentator writes, 

Jesus is seeking privacy at this point. The disciples have just returned from a highly successful preaching tour and are also in need of rest. Jesus takes them to the hills to the east of the sea of Galilee, the area known today as the Golan Heights.


Despite their efforts to get away, though, the crowds kept coming.  And they’re not coming because they are committed to Christ—they’re curious because of His miracles.  They want to be entertained!  

Yet what is Jesus’ response to them?  Mark 6:34 records, “When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd.”  These words are filled with meaning and significance:

The word to describe his attitude to them, translated had compassion (34) or ‘was filled with pity’, means to be inwardly moved so as to have to do something about it. It is the word used in the story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:33), and is in effect the hinge on which the whole parable turns. It is interesting to note that this verb is used only to describe Jesus himself (Mark 8:2; Mat. 9:36; 14:14; 15:32), or to explain the actions of people in his parables who resemble him (Mat. 18:27; Luke 10:33; 15:2).
 
This does not mean that Christians are off the hook, though!  Jesus often told His disciples to follow in His example, and Paul writes in Ephesians 5:1-2, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  We are called to reflect this similar compassion to the world around us.

A Futile Calculation

Jesus turns to His disciples for their input.  He does so, not because He’s fresh out of ideas, but in order to test their strength and their faith.  John is clear that Jesus already knew what He was going to do, but He brought His disciples into the discussion.

Philip is the first, perhaps because he was from Bethsaida, which was the nearest town to their location.  He would have known where to get food, and perhaps how much it would cost.  Maybe Philip was the type of person that was good with numbers, one of those walking calculators that can analyze a situation and come up with a solution.

The problem here is that Philip does not point to a solution, but to an impossibility.
 He tells Jesus, “Eight months’ wages﻿ would not buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!”  According to the most recent statistics, using the average annual income in our country, this would amount to $17,350 today.  That’s quite a Wal-Mart run!

Philip’s futile calculation sees the problem, not the potential.  He had not learned the lesson of Luke 18:27, “What is impossible with men is possible with God.”  We may shake our heads as we read this account and wonder at this disciple’s lack of faith.  But are we that much different?  As Bruce Milne comments,

Sadly, our response to the Lord’s testing is too often the same as Philip’s. We measure the need, quantify our inadequate resources, and resign in hopelessness. It is all beyond us; the need cannot be met.
 

A Finite Contribution 

Another disciple appears on the scene.  In verses 8-9 we read, 

Another of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, spoke up, “Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?”
We’re not told how Andrew discovered this boy and his lunch.  Perhaps he heard Jesus’ question to Philip and went looking for food.  Some have surmised that the boy volunteered the lunch himself, though they don’t explain how he would have known his lunch was needed.

At any rate, 

The boy had not much to bring. Barley bread was the cheapest of all bread and was held in contempt…. Barley bread was the bread of the very poor. The fishes would be no bigger than sardines. Pickled fish from Galilee were known all over the Roman Empire. In those days fresh fish was an unheard-of luxury, for there was no means of transporting it any distance and keeping it in an eatable condition. Small sardine-like fish swarmed in the Sea of Galilee. They were caught and pickled… The boy had his little pickled fish to help the dry barley bread down.


Five bread rolls—don’t think of “loaves” like the loaves of bread we buy at the store today—and two little sardines.  A lunch for a small boy to feed a group of ten thousand or more people.  A finite contribution, indeed.


Andrew is not even sure it amounts to much—he adds, “how far will they go among so many?”  But he had to have thought Jesus could do something with it—why else would he have even mentioned it?  He certainly did not know what Jesus was going to do, but he believed in who Jesus was.  And that is all it takes.


Chuck Swindoll writes,

The woman who composed the hymn “O Zion, Haste” must have had the Andrews in mind when she wrote:

 

Give of thy sons to bear the message glorious,

Give of thy wealth to speed them on their way;

Pour out thy soul for them in prayer victorious,

And all thou spendest, Jesus will repay.

 

Maybe you don’t have a lot to give, but that’s all that little fellow had, and that’s all Andrew could find, and that’s all the Lord needed. Just that.

A Fulfilling Completion

Of course, we know the rest of the story.  Jesus has everyone sit down, He gives thanks for the bread and fish, and distributes the food to the crowd.  Not only does everyone eat until they are full, but there are twelve baskets of food left over.  It brings a fulfilling completion to the story.

Aside from the miraculous multiplication of bread and fish, there are several truths we can take from this text that apply today.  

First, we must reflect the compassion of our Lord.  Observing the life of Jesus, we can conclude that His priority was people over schedules or even His own convenience.  How many encounters with people did Jesus have that were accidents or interruptions as opposed to appointments?  But is that our attitude toward people?  Or is the truth better reflected by the author who wrote,

People wish to remain quiet, in the peaceful little Church under the high Gothic arches; they would brood about God and be preoccupied with the needs of their own souls. They do not want to be shocked by the bewildering idea that there are still many hundreds of millions of people who have never heard the gospel.﻿
 ﻿

The business of the Church is all about people.  Buildings, books, and programs will not last for eternity; human souls will.  I like a recent Allstate commercial: “We need to treat people more like they are in our homes and less like they are in our way.”  

Secondly, we need to see opportunities instead of obstacles.  Anyone can point out the impossible; people of faith see the God of impossibilities and realize that He can do anything.  As Donald Grey Barnhouse puts it, “Man trying is emptiness, but man trusting is fulness.”

The reason this is true is that the determining variable is God, not us.  God’s faithfulness has never depended on the faithfulness of his children. He is faithful even when we aren’t. When we lack courage, he doesn’t. He has made a history out of using people in spite of people.
  We don’t have to be great people of faith or even people of great faith; we only need to be people of faith in a great God.

Finally, whenever there is a need, we need to give all that we have to Jesus and let Him do the rest. We begin with what we have, but we must be sure we give it all to Him.
  Let God be God, and let Him use us as He will.

Christianity and compassion is not often combined in the eyes of today’s world.  The Church is seen as too busy, too judgmental, or too preoccupied with their own needs to have the time or concern with anyone on the outside.  But is that really what Jesus Christ was all about?  

Our world needs to see compassionate Christianity again.  

And they need to see it in us.
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