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This week we return to the book of Luke from a 3 week hiatus in 2 Timothy. Interestingly enough, the passage that we return to today seems to be an apt extension of the principles we studied in 2 Timothy. If I can jog your memory a little bit, 2 Tim revolved around Paul’s encouragement and teaching to Timothy on how to be a good leader for the church. Paul spoke about remaining strong, enduring hardship and preaching the gospel in season and out of season. Luke chapter 9 begins with Jesus sending out the disciples to preach the message of the kingdom of God with specific instructions on how to go about doing that. It ends with Jesus feeding the 5000 with just 5 loaves of bread and 2 pieces of fish. Along the way, Jesus revealed to the disciples what is involved in preaching the gospel and just as Paul taught Timothy, Jesus taught he disciples, and consequently to us, what it means to obey his command.

Chapter 9 begins like this, “When Jesus had called the Twelve together, he gave them power and authority to drive out all demons and to cure diseases, and he sent them out to preach the kingdom of God and to heal the sick. He told them: ‘Take nothing for the journey—no staff, no bag, no bread, no money, no extra tunic. Whatever house you enter, stay there until you leave that town. If people do not welcome you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave their town, as a testimony against them.’” Now that the disciples had witnessed a few miracles and heard some of Jesus’ remarkable teachings, it was time for them to put what they had learned into practice. So Jesus sent these 12 men out into the world on a brief internship of preaching and healing. He equipped them with power and authority to drive out demons and cure diseases. But oddly enough, this was all he gave them for after equipping them with such incredible tools, Jesus forbade them from equipping themselves with the mundane. No food, extra clothes or even money. In today’s terms it might equate to no cell phone, no iPod, laptop and no beef jerky and diet coke in case you get the munchies. 

Here I think there are a couple of important lessons. 

First, Jesus told them to preach the kingdom of God. During the time the disciples followed Jesus around, they had heard a lot of different kinds of teachings from Jesus. Jesus sometimes challenged religious leaders while in other times Jesus taught the masses about how to live a life pleasing to God. Jesus had taught about loving your enemies and that He was the Lord of the Sabbath. But despite the incredible variety of things that the disciples could have preached about, Jesus only told them to preach about the kingdom of God.  Why? Because that’s the most important message of all. The message of the kingdom of God is the message of hope in heaven, of salvation and of eternal life. This is the message that commands us to repent of our sins so that we may inherit God’s kingdom. This is the message reveals the grace and compassion of our heavenly father who, despite our wickedness, has prepared a place in heaven for those who accept Jesus. And this is the message of God’s ultimate expression of love when Jesus left his throne in heaven to be with us and to die for us that we may be justified and enter God’s kingdom. Every other aspect of Jesus’ teaching - about loving our enemies and not judging others - are direct byproducts of this message. A life pleasing to God begins with the message of the kingdom of God. 

The second thing we learn is leaning on God every step the way. Jesus gave the disciples power and authority to heal the sick and drive out demons but he did not give them food and clothing. Jesus didn’t even allow them to find a comfortable place to stay but to remain at whomever welcomed them. This sounds kinda odd. It would be like your boss sending you out on a business trip with the authority of the president to make any decisions you saw fit that may ruin the company but no money to stay at even a motel 6. If Jesus had no problem with giving the disciples power and authority, then why did he not let them have some basic provisions? The one clear reason is so that the disciples learn to depend on God for everything they need. Certainly they had needs - you can’t eat power and authority. Actually, I imagine this probably is very exhausting work. But also, I believe Jesus wanted the disciples to recognize that kingdom work begins and ends with God. God’s work is not done when we have what we need and when we possess the skills and talents. God’s work is not done when we feel comfortable and ready to do them. No, God’s work is done when He decides to do it. Therefore, it makes no sense for us to start depending on stuff and circumstances to participate in God’s work. When we start saying things like, “if I only had a little bit more money to secure my future, I can serve the Lord,” or “if my job was a bit less stressful, then I could devote more time to God,” then we are relying more on what this world can give us rather than what God can do for us. We are essentially saying that the power and authority that God has given us is not as useful as our jobs, money and belongings. 

Based on what we’ve been talking about so far, sometimes it does seem odd that God calls us to do things in ways that make no sense to us. Why did God take away the chapel from us just when we need it the most? Why can’t God give us a bible house already? Why do all our efforts for the bible club seem to result in futility with the lone bright spot of a Pakistani man proudly wearing our t-shirts? Why is it that just when things seemed to look promising for the bible club, all the key people either left Chicago or graduated. It seems that in all of these examples, there are things that we needed that God didn’t seem to provide. It seems that if we could have those things that we need, God’s work could be done more effectively. But the truth is that none of these things can help nor hurt what God is going to do here at IIT and in the world. To our logical minds, it makes no sense but to the all knowing, all powerful God, all this is just a stroke of color in the gigantic picture that he’s painting and we can’t see what he is drawing. Jesus made this point very clear in the next section of this passage.

After the disciples had come back, they were eagerly telling Jesus all that they had done during the journey. But strangely, Jesus didn’t give them any feedback but simply took them away to a remote place called Bethsaida. Then the people found out where they were and a large mass of people gathered and Jesus taught them about the kingdom of God and healed the sick. Now, look a the following exchange between the disciples and Jesus. “Late in the afternoon the Twelve came to him and said, ‘Send the crowd away so they can go to the surrounding villages and countryside and find food and lodging, because we are in a remote place here.’ He replied, ‘You give them something to eat.’” 

In their rare moment of compassion, the disciples actually showed concern for the people who had gathered. But without any resources at their disposal, they approached Jesus with the best plan they they could come up with. It certainly was more plausible for the people to feed themselves than for the disciples to feed the people. But look at Jesus’ response - “You give them something to eat.” Some of us have read this a thousand times so perhaps this doesn’t sound so outrageous. But objectively think about what Jesus is saying here - he just told some penniless men with no income, in a remote place with nary a restaurant or even a 7-11 in sight to feed a crowd of 5000 men. This is like half of us here at the worship service feeding the entire IIT student body - both grad and undergrad. Even with the resources available to us it seems impossible. I don’t think we’d find it practical for us to even feed the few hundred people next door in the auditorium. But here was Jesus telling the disciples to feed 5000 men. Scholars say the true number probably ranged from 15000 to 20000 people when you count women and children. This seems absurd.

Now let’s see what actually happens. The disciples gave Jesus an excellent reason why they think what Jesus is saying is impossible. “They answered, ‘We have only five loaves of bread and two fish—unless we go and buy food for all this crowd.’” All they’ve got is 5 loaves and 2 small fish and they could go and buy more food - if they had money. Then Jesus gives them yet another strange command. He said, “Have them sit down in groups of about fifty each.” The disciples were trying to explain to Jesus why it was a better idea to send the crowd away when Jesus just abruptly tells them to divide up the people in groups of 50. The disciples probably thought, “what now? divide who into fifty? for what reason?” Nevertheless, they did as they were told and I don’t know if you ever had a chance to organize people, this is not easy work. Trying move 20,000 people into groups of fifty is hard, laborious and seemingly pointless. “What was Jesus upto? Why is he making us do this? This is not the answer to the problem we have right now,” the disciples probably thought. However, when the work was done, what was the result? All the people ate to their fill and after they were satisfied, 12 basketfuls of food was left over. It started with 5 loaves of bread and two fish and it ended with 20,000 people laid out on the ground stuffed to the gills with 12 basket of leftovers. You do the math but I can tell you this does not add up. Not even my brilliant mathematician wife can come up with some strange number theory to show how this is possible. A miracle just happened on the remote hills of Bethsaida.

Let’s go back to Jesus’ original command to the disciples - “You give them something to eat.” And compare this to what actually happened. Did the disciples actually give anything to eat to anyone? No. All they did was count to 50 over and and over again. At best, they were delivery boys shuttling the food to the people. They didn’t chant any magic words nor did they stand holding hands with Jesus praying to God for a miracle. They counted to 50 - my 4 year old daughter can count to 50 in her sleep. The disciples didn’t do a whole lot. But what they did do was that they obeyed Jesus’ strange command. They swallowed whatever personal thoughts they may have had about the situation and did as Jesus told them. And when they obeyed, they were accessories to an amazing work of God. 

Just like the time when Jesus told the disciples to take nothing with them for the journey at the beginning of this passage, Jesus yet again issued another strange and non-sensical command. But look at the result - the crowd was fed. But moreover, God’s name was glorified and His compassion, His love, His power and amazing wisdom was revealed. As I mentioned before, sometimes it seems like we’re just going in circles here at IIT where we try different things with no return for our labor. Dan makes up these great posters but no one ever comes bible study. A few people come to the SWS but not many seem to return. We invite people to bible study but no one says yes. In fact, all we seem to get are negative reaction from the school and the students. Why do we bother, why do we do what we’re doing? Is it worth it? 

On a personal level, I think all of us ask similar questions. Some of you are looking for jobs and no matter how hard you try, nothing comes up. Wouldn’t it make more sense for God to give you a job so you can provide for yourself and your family? Some of you struggle with various kinds of sinful habits that you can’t overcome. You pray and pray and yet you keep falling back into sin. Doesn’t it make more sense for God to just pluck it out of you? Some of us wonder why God doesn’t give us a wife or a husband. Some of us want to serve the Lord but the world is so tempting and despite the knowledge that God is the only true way, we can’t seem to leave the world behind. Doesn’t it make more sense for God to come to you like he did with Paul and change you overnight? 

All these questions sound reasonable and they are indeed tough questions to answer or even ask. But despite all our doubts and questions. No matter how impossible things look or insanely non-sensical things may be, Jesus commands us, “You give them something to eat.” As much as it is a decree for us to preach the kingdom of God, this command is also a reminder for us that the world does not revolve around us. It is not all about what we can or cannot do or whether it does or does not make sense to us. It is not about whether we have the skills or are properly equipped to do the job. This life is all about God and what He is going to do. God created the world and He created us. When we messed everything up by sinning, God decided to do something about it since we were utterly helpless on our own. What can we do to erase the shame and guilt of our sins? When you know deep inside of you that what you are doing is wrong and immoral, what can you do to lift that sense of brokenness? We can’t but God can and he began this good work from the time of Adam and he perfected it with Jesus. Since then, God has been at work showing His mercy and using us to preach His message of salvation. Indeed life is all about God and what he is going to do. We are nothing but one of the billions and billions of tools at God’s disposal and he does not owe us an explanation as to how He plans on using us. 

When I was young, I left Korea to live with my sister in Hong Kong. At that time, my sister Angela’s life changed when God changed her heart to live out her calling as a disciple maker. Between these two events, I began my new life in HK spending most of my days by myself which was very ironic because the reason I went to HK was that I was spending too much time alone in Korea. So there I was, nine years old, living in a foreign country, going to a school not understanding a lick of english and getting zeros in my tests because I couldn’t understand what was being asked. Then later on, God put me through years of emotional suffering because of cruel people. Then it was racial prejudice, debilitating physical injury, death of my brother, utter loneliness, financial helplessness and turmoil caused by my own sinful nature. I could not understand why God was putting me through all these things. What was the reason? Why did he send me to foreign place to suffer all these things that I could avoided at home? Why did God send me to college in the US only to make me experience loneliness so painful it hurts still today. Even now, I don’t know why God is putting me through heartbreaking situations and asking me painful questions that I just don’t understand. But the truth is that when I look back in my life, everything I experienced and endure served a purpose and they have contributed to make me the person that I am today. When I hurt because of bullies, it made me want to protect who are helpless. Because I had no money, it made me want to be generous to those who need help. Because I was once lonely, I can be sympathetic to those who are also lonely. I am in no way perfect in these things but I see now that God has used those experiences in my life for His good purpose. So I have confidence that the questions that I have today, the things that make no sense to me today will one be used again for God’s good purpose and I am blessed to be just a part of that work.

In the context of this passage, the disciples actually never gave anything to anyone. But Jesus still commanded them to give something to the people. In this effort, what the disciples gave was their obedience and through their obedience, Jesus gave the people something to eat. Likewise, Jesus commands us to give something to the people around us. To some of us, it is a direct command to preach. But to some of us, this is a command to obey Jesus’ odd command to suffer or to prosper, to lead or to follow. Some of us are commanded to just sing songs to the people who don’t seem to care. Some of us are commanded to make friends with people who don’t seem to value our friendship. Some of us are commanded to be parents raising children in an uncertain world so that these children can grow up to obey the Lord themselves. Some of us are commanded to work a thankless and stressful job so that when others see the joy in your heart, you can give them the glimpse of God’s kingdom. God commands all of us to do something specific to do and so my encouragement for us that let’s go do it. If it is to preach, go preach. If it is to sing you heart out for the Lord, go sing. If God is calling you to be a mom, go be the best mom you can be. If God has put you in a place of suffering, go suffer but suffer well so God’s glory can be revealed through the joy in your heart. God has put you where you are to do what you do for a reason. So our labor in life is designed to be what it is because it came from God. So give your heart in everything you do and do them because you love the Lord and because you want to obey His commands. If you labor for selfish reason, I guarantee you will never experience the awesome power of God. But if you labor because you love God, he will use whatever you can offer in obedience and feed thousands upon thousands of His love. Trust in the goodness of our Almighty God. Yes, sometimes God doesn’t make sense and sometimes His commands seem too impossible. But God has equipped us with what we need and all we have to do is obey. I pray that when things don’t make sense to you, when things seem impossible, you can remember that all we are commanded to do is count to 50 and wait for God to do His miracle.


