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“Old Stories for a New Day:  Feeding of the 5000”  Mark 6:30-44    7/12/15 

 This morning we continue our summer preaching series, which is 

based on favorite childhood Bible stories that you suggested to us.  

Today’s story is about a well-known miracle of Jesus, the feeding of the 

5000.  The story apparently was very important to the early church, for it is 

the only miracle of Jesus recorded in all four gospels.  It is also an 

important story for Christians today and for this church as we kick off our 

275th Anniversary Celebration.  As the story begins, Jesus’ disciples have 

just returned from their first mission trips, where they went to various towns, 

healing people and teaching them.  Here’s what happens next as Mark tells 

the story. 

30The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done 

and taught. 31He said to them, “Come away to a deserted place all by 

yourselves and rest a while.” For many were coming and going, and they 

had no leisure even to eat. 32And they went away in the boat to a deserted 

place by themselves.  (Mark 6:30-44) 

 As the story begins, the disciples have returned to Jesus, excited, but 

exhausted.  If you’ve ever gone on a mission trip, you know what that’s like!  

But there are crowds of people all around them, wanting more from them.  

So Jesus invites the disciples to take a little retreat- a time away to debrief 

and just rest.  I’m guessing that they welcomed the idea.  So, they all get in 
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a boat and head out across the Sea of Galilee, which is actually a large 

lake, just a few miles across at its widest point.  But things don’t go as 

expected. 

33Now many saw them going and recognized them, and they hurried there 

on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them. 34As he went ashore, 

he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they 

were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many 

things. (Mark 6:33-34) 

 I’m only guessing here, but I imagine that the disciples gave out a 

long sigh and probably uttered some choice sailor-type words of frustration 

when they saw the crowd assembling ahead of their put-in point.  They 

were bone-tired and had done all the work of sailing and rowing across the 

lake for some peace and quiet!  And now, all these darn people.  Of course, 

Jesus was tired, too.  But his reaction was to be filled with compassion for 

the crowds.  Why?  “…because they were like sheep without a shepherd.”  

That means that he saw them as directionless and vulnerable.  Sheep can’t 

survive without someone to guide them to food and water and protect them 

from predators and other dangers.  Jesus saw that kind of vulnerability in 

these people, so he began to teach them.  Nothing too surprising so far- 

just a reminder that Jesus’ compassion determines his decisions.  But now 

the fun begins!  
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35When it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted 

place, and the hour is now very late; 36send them away so that they may go 

into the surrounding country and villages and buy something for 

themselves to eat.” (Mark 6:35-36) 

 Apparently the disciples were Presbyterians.  They had a little 

committee meeting about the impending disaster of having a huge hungry 

crowd and no food.  So, they came up with a plan.  It was a good plan.  A 

very reasonable plan to send folks to where they could get food before it 

got dark.  But Jesus had other ideas.  

37But he answered them, “You give them something to eat.” They said to 

him, “Are we to go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread, and give it 

to them to eat?” 38And he said to them, “How many loaves have you? Go 

and see.” When they had found out, they said, “Five, and two fish.” 39Then 

he ordered them to get all the people to sit down in groups on the green 

grass. 40So they sat down in groups of hundreds and of fifties. (Mark 6:37-

40) 

 Jesus wants to provide food for the hungry masses!  Well, actually, 

he wants the disciples to provide them with food!  The disciples’ response 

to him in Greek is pretty harsh and a little disrespectful.  It would have 

taken most of a year’s wages for an average person to feed all those 

people, and these are very practical guys.  “Is that what you really want us 
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to do, Jesus?”  Jesus doesn’t criticize them; he just asks them to check out 

the available resources.  And their resources are pretty pitiful, aren’t they?  

Five loaves of bread and two measly fish.  Then Jesus shows a little 

organizational ability of his own.  He continues to involve the disciples in 

this upcoming miracle by having them seat the people in groups.  Why?  

He knew what was coming, and probably wanted to prevent a food riot!  

Now the story gets really interesting.  

41Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and 

blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to his disciples to set before 

the people; and he divided the two fish among them all. 42And all ate and 

were filled; 43and they took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces and of 

the fish. 44Those who had eaten the loaves numbered five thousand men. 

(Mark 6:41-44) 

 I can hardly imagine the reaction of the disciples and the crowd to this 

miracle.  Jesus can provide food!  In a society where hunger was a reality 

and the food supply was insecure, it’s hard to imagine what an impact this 

had!  It was a very basic meal, but everyone ate their fill.  And there were 

even leftovers!  That was probably food for the disciples the next day.  One 

other thing:  If you listen closely, you’ll hear echoes of the words we say at 

the Lord’s Supper here.  Jesus took bread, broke it, blessed it and gave it 

to the disciples.  It sets things up for what will come later in Mark’s gospel. 
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So, what do we do with this story?  I’ve heard lots of sermons and 

lessons on it, and preached a few sermons on it myself.  We could focus on 

Jesus’ compassion for the crowds.  On the disciples’ resistance to doing 

what Jesus wanted them to do.  On Jesus’ plan which went well beyond the 

conventional wisdom.  On how God provides for our physical needs as well 

as our spiritual ones.  Those would all be fine applications of this story.  But 

on the occasion of our 275th anniversary- almost to the day- I’d like to go in 

a slightly different direction.  I’d like to focus on this story’s reminder that 

God is fully able to provide for any challenges that we face as a church. 

 If you’re paying attention to the trends for mainline churches like ours, 

you are aware that we face major challenges.  There are less than half as 

many people in our denomination as there were 40 years ago.  Making 

things worse is the fact that on average, we are much older than the 

general population, and that we are overwhelmingly white, at a time when 

the population growth in our country is mostly among people of color.  In 

addition, fewer and fewer of our young people are staying with us, either 

dropping out of church entirely or shifting to other churches.  And, of 

course, we’ve been deeply divided by denominational changes regarding 

sexuality.  Our own church reflects these trends.  It’s easy to get very 

discouraged about these things. 



6 
 

 And yet, this story of Jesus feeding 5000+ people with such few 

resources gives us hope.  And so does our 275-year history as a church.  

We were formed as the Marsh Creek Presbyterian Church by a small group 

of settlers about five miles northwest of here, where Black’s Graveyard is 

out on Belmont Rd.  This was the frontier.  One of their biggest fears was 

attacks by Native Americans!  Not to mention illness and starvation and an 

oppressive British rule!  Would this little church survive?  Yes, for God 

provided for them and sustained them. 

 Then, just fourteen years after their founding, there was a church 

split!  A good portion of the congregation left to found the Lower Marsh 

Creek Presbyterian Church in a dispute over how worship should be 

conducted!  Would they survive the exodus of members and the hard 

feelings that must have accompanied their leaving?  Yes, for God provided 

for them and sustained them. 

 In the late 1700’s, the church was flourishing again under the 

direction of Rev. John Black… until he took up the cause of temperance.  

This didn’t sit well with the congregation, several of whom operated 

taverns!  Attendance and membership plummeted, and Rev. Black 

eventually resigned.  Would the little church with dwindling membership 

and no pastor survive?  Yes, for God provided for them and sustained 

them. 
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 In 1813, the congregation voted to move to Gettysburg and built a 

new building in 1816 near the corner of Washington St. and the railroad 

tracks.  Just twenty years later, the building was declared unsafe and the 

congregation had to find an temporary home for  several years.  Can you 

imagine how discouraging that would have been?  Still, God provided for 

them and sustained them. 

 In 1859, the pastor and entire Session resigned for reasons that are 

unclear to us, and the Presbytery had to re-constitute the church, naming it 

“Gettysburg Presbyterian Church” for the first time.  And then, of course, 

the war came to Gettysburg, causing fear and chaos, as well as great 

damage to local property, including our sanctuary.  I imagine some people 

wondered if the town and church would survive.  Yes, for God provided for 

them and sustained them. 

 Later, the congregation weathered two world wars, many divisive 

issues such as the Civil Rights movement and women’s ordination, and a 

heated debate over whether or not to refurbish the Civil-war era sanctuary 

in 1960.  Some even left the congregation over the decision to remodel and 

enlarge it.  Still, God provided for them and sustained them. 

 That’s why I’ve got hope.  We are stewards of a great legacy.  God 

has been at work here for 275 years and is continuing that work today.  We 

recently hosted 97 children in a Vacation Bible School.  About 30 more kids 
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will participate in the Camp Krislund traveling day camp.  We are sending 

around 90 people on five mission trips this year.  We are providing clean 

water for a village in Mexico that currently has none.  We have provided 

leadership to found and maintain many ministries here in our community- 

Habitat for Humanity, the Men’s Interfaith Lunch, the Ministerium, the 

Gettysburg CARES homeless ministry, the Fruitbelt Farmworkers ministry, 

the Survivors shelter and program, and the Ruth’s Harvest feeding program 

for children.  Of course, we continue our strong worship services and music 

ministry, as well as children and youth ministries.   

God is still at work here at GPC.  There are still sheep without a 

shepherd here in Gettysburg, and I believe God wants to continue to use 

us to bring them to Jesus Christ and to strengthen his people all around the 

world.  So, in spite of the real challenges we face, I believe God will provide 

for us and sustain us in the years to come, just like Jesus provided food for 

hungry people, when the chances of his doing so seemed bleak, and just 

like God has provided for and sustained this congregation over the years.  I 

hope you will use this 275th anniversary year to re-commit yourself to 

following Jesus Christ and supporting his church in this place, for there is 

still much more for us to do.   


