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“True Miracles”
“Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks, he distributed them to those who were
seated; so also the fish, as much as they wanted.”

The “Miracle on Ice” is the name that has been given to the USA Olympic Hockey Team’s victory over
the USSR at the 1980 Winter Olympics in Lake Placid, NY.  It certain was a surprising win for the
American team, which was mainly a team of university and amateur players who were playing against
a world hockey powerhouse, equal to or even superior to the best professional players in the world. 
No one gave the American team any chance of victory against the Soviet Union in that semifinal game
(most people don’t remember that the USA had to defeat Finland a few days later to win the gold
medal), but they surprised the world in defeated the Soviet team 4-3; as the clock was ticking away its
final seconds, the announcer shouted out, “Do you believe in miracles?”  From that moment on, the
game has been remembered as the “Miracle on Ice.”

I remember watching the game and how exciting it was for our team to beat the Soviet Union – but
was it really a “miracle”?

The word “miracle” is used and misused so frequently that we’ve almost become immune to its
meaning.  Instead of putting mayonnaise on a sandwich, you can choose “Miracle Whip” – but I don’t
think it was make your sandwich in any way miraculous.  You can choose “Miracle Gro” instead of
regular soil when you are planting your garden – but will it result in your growing “miraculous” plants
that will be the envy of your neighbours?  If you tune in to any of the numerous “infomercials” on
television, there are numerous products that promote themselves as being “miracles” – but can they
really deliver something that is truly miraculous, or are they merely a slight improvement on items we
already own?

What do we mean when we refer to something as a “miracle”?

According to the dictionary, a “miracle” is “an effect or extraordinary event in the physical world that
surpasses all known human or natural powers and is ascribed to a supernatural cause.”
(dictionary.com).  For people of faith, that “supernatural cause” is God: we believe that a miracle is
“an event, whether natural or supernatural, in which one sees an act or revelation of God.”
(Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible).  In his book Believing in God (one of the books I read for my
third week course), Gareth Moore states that “a miracle is what happens when God intervenes in the
natural course of things to safeguard the innocent, to thwart the plans of the wicked, [and] to confirm
the truth of the faith.”  Martin Luther saw miracles present not only in extraordinary events but being
present in the life of the church, which is “nothing less than the miracle of the power of the word
constantly appearing in a new form.”

Our Christian understanding of miracles is rooted in the Gospels’ presentation of the miracles of
Jesus, which functioned both to provide for the people who were the immediate beneficiaries of his
miraculous acts as well as to reveal Jesus’ true identity and the nature of the Kingdom of God which
he proclaimed.  While there are numerous miracle stories in all of the Gospels, only one appears in all
four of them: the miracle of the Feeding of the Five Thousand, which actually refers to 5,000 families,
meaning that the crowd probably numbered in the tens of thousands.  John’s account narrates the
story similarly to the accounts in the Synoptic Gospels: a large crowd as followed Jesus out into the
wilderness, so eager to be in his presence that they have failed to bring with them sufficient food. 
When this dilemma is brought to the attention of Jesus and his disciples, the only food they can find
are five barley loaves and two fish (barley was the food of peasants, indicating that these people
might not have had the resources to bring food with them).  Jesus takes this food, gives thanks and



blesses it, and has it distributed to the crowd, who are able to eat until everyone is full; there are even
leftovers, an indication of the abundance of God that this miracle reveals.  

John’s account shares all of these common elements of the story; but it also contains some unique
features which serve to reveal key details about Jesus’ identity.  While in Mark’s Gospel the disciples
bring the problem of feeding the crowd to Jesus’ attention (“When it grew late, his disciples came to
him and said, ‘This is a deserted place, and the hour is now very late; send them away so that they
may go into the surrounding country and villages and buy something for themselves to eat.’” – Mark
6:35-36), in the Fourth Gospel Jesus initiates the miracle: “When he looked up and saw a large crowd
coming toward him, Jesus said to Philip, ‘Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?’” (6:5). 
As he had previously initiated contact with the Samaritan woman at the well (“A Samaritan woman
came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.’” – 4:7) and initiated the healing of the
man by the pool (“When Jesus saw him lying there and knew that he had been there a long time, he
said to him, ‘Do you want to be made well?’” – 5:6), so also here Jesus anticipates the hunger of the
crowd.  His question “where are we to buy bread?” is meant to test Philip.  Jesus knows the answer to
this question; he wants to know whether Philip does.  In John’s Gospel, if one knows the source of
Jesus’ gifts, one comes close to recognizing Jesus’ identity (“If you knew the gift of God, and who it is
that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you
living water.” – 4:10).  Instead of seeing that Jesus’ question is about himself, Philip and Andrew
interpret it on a conventional level and give a conventional answer: “Six months’ wages would not buy
enough bread for each of them to get a little … There is a boy here who have five barley loaves and
two fish.  But what are they among so many people?” (6:7-9).  The disciples’ answers show how
traditional categories cannot comprehend in advance what Jesus has to give: “conventional
expectations offer no solutions to the crowd’s needs; Jesus alone knows how to meet those needs.”
(Gail O’Day).

Jesus’ actions reflect those of a host at a Jewish meal: Jesus takes the food, gives thanks over it, and
gives it to his guests.  Another unique element of John’s account is that it is Jesus himself who
distributes the bread, unlike the Synoptic accounts in which “the disciples gave them to the crowds”
(Matthew 14:19).  Another unique element of the story in the Fourth Gospel is Jesus’ instruction to his
disciples to “gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.” (6:12).  John makes a
connection between Jesus’ miraculous feeding of the multitude and God’s providing for the people of
Israel in the wilderness; in Exodus, Moses instructs the people who have received the blessing of
manna that “no one [should] leave any of it over until morning.” (Exodus 16:19); when the people
disobey his command and “left part of it until morning … it bred worms and became foul.” (16:20).  As
it was God who provided for God’s people when they were unable to feed themselves, Jesus reveals
his divine nature in similar circumstances.  

In the Synoptic Gospels, there is no report of the crowd’s response to the feeding miracle; in John’s
Gospel, “when the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, ‘This is indeed the
prophet who is to come into the world.’” (6:14).  While this is an appropriate confession (Jesus does
not contradict he Samaritan woman when she declares “sir, I see that you are a prophet” (4:19), it
rests on the evidence of “signs,” and John has already taught the reader to suspect any response to
Jesus that is based on a surface reaction to these signs: 

· “When he was in Jerusalem during the Passover festival, many believed in his name because
they saw the signs that he was doing.  But Jesus on his part would not entrust himself to them,
because he knew all people and needed no one to testify about anyone; for he himself knew
what was in everyone.” – 2:23-25.

The people’s desire to “take him by force to make him king” (6:15) confirms that their response cannot
be trusted.  Jesus will be king, but according to his own definition of kingship: “My kingdom is not from



this world.  If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being
handed over to the Jews.  But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.” (18:36).

John follows his account of the Feeding of the Five Thousand with another miracle story that is also
found in other Gospels: the miracle of Jesus’ walking on the water, which also follows the story of the
feeding miracle in these other Gospels.  The focus of the story in John is on the disciples’ experience;
in the midst of a storm through which “they had rowed about three or four miles, they saw Jesus
walking on the sea and coming near the boat; and they were terrified.” (6:19).  It is quite common in
the Bible for people to react to the miraculous with fear and terror: the shepherds outside of
Jerusalem are terrified at first by the appearance of the angels who bring news of the birth of Jesus,
and the women at the empty tomb on Easter morning are filled with fear at the sight of the angelic
figures who announce the resurrection of Christ.  Jesus’ words “do not be afraid” to the terrified
disciples is in keeping with this human reaction to such appearances; but the key to understanding
this and all miracles is in the first part of Jesus’ statement: “It is I; do not be afraid.” (6:20).  In the
original language, “it is I” is ego eimi, “I am.”  Jesus identifies himself with the divine name that the
Lord revealed to Moses on Mt. Sinai (“God said to Moses, ‘I AM WHO I AM.’  He said further, ‘Thus
you shall say to the Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” – Exodus 3:14).  It is the divine name God
uses to speak of his acts of deliverance to his people through the prophet Isaiah:

· “I, I am He who blots out your transgressions for my own sake, and I will not remember your
sins.” – 43:25.

· “I, I am he who comforts you; why they are you afraid of a mere mortal who must die, a human
being who fades like grass?” – 51:12.

· “Therefore my people shall know my name; therefore in that day they shall know that it is I who
speak; here am I.” – 52:6.

As God uses the divine name to identify himself as the source of the people’s hope and salvation, so
also the words “do not be afraid” are the words of the salvation oracle in Isaiah that are words of
comfort spoken to end the darkness of God’s people:

· “But now thus says the LORD, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: Do
not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.” – 43:1.

· “For thus says the LORD  who made you, who formed you from the womb and will help you …
Do not fear, or be afraid; have I not told you from of old and declared it?  You are my
witnesses!  Is there any god besides me?  There is no other rock; I know not one.” – 44:2, 8.

Jesus’ words to the disciples in the midst of the storm confirm that this is a theophany, an appearance
of God, and that he is “true God, begotten of the Father in eternity” (Small Catechism).  The sudden
sea crossing is the second miracle: “immediately the boat reached the land toward which they were
going.” (6:21).  Jesus provides safe passage for his disciples, recalling the safe passage God
provides for those in distress (“Then they were glad because they had quiet, and he brought them to
their desired haven.” – Psalm 107:30).  As God’s dominion over the waters of chaos is a symbol in the
Bible of God’s sovereignty and care, in bringing his disciples safely through the stormy waters Jesus
reveals himself as sharing in God’s work and identity:

· “Very truly, I tell you, the Son can do nothing on his own, but only what he sees the Father
doing; for whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise.  The Father loves the Son and
shows him all that he himself is doing; and he will show him greater works than these, so that
you will be astonished.” – 5:19-20.

When we look upon these miracles, we are often caught up in the miraculous event itself.  We marvel
at how five loaves and two fish can feed so many people, or how travelers can be brought safely
through tempestuous waters that should have sunk their vessel.  But what we often fail to recognize



that these “miracle stories” are really not about the events that take place, but on the one who is
responsible for them.  A true “miracle” provides us with another means of understanding the identity of
our Lord Jesus Christ, who is far more than the “prophet” or “king” that the people who benefited from
these miracles saw.  The feeding “miracle” is in reality a revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ; it is a
“sign,” a window into the glory of God present in this world in Jesus.  As Jesus made himself known
through these gracious acts, our Lord continues to make himself known to us today, even if we – like
those crowds – often fail to comprehend what our Lord is doing among us.

· “Like the crowds in John 6, we have been fed by God’s grace, fed with God’s mercy an care
and steadfast love; and, like them, we often fail to see what God is doing among us.  We look
for the ‘wrong’ kind of Jesus, one who will simply serve our programs, our desires, and our
wishes … How often do we fail to see the depths of what God is doing, because we are
focused only on what serves our immediate desires and needs?  We fail to realize how
graciously God is acting among us, for our sake and for the sake of the whole world.  We only
see partially and in distorted ways.  We need the continuing word of Jesus, and the gift of
himself, if we are to move more deeply into the glory of God.” – Brian Peterson.

A true “miracle” is not something that merely amazes us or fulfills our ordinary needs in an
extraordinary manner; miracles reveal to us the presence of our Lord who is the “God of grace and
God of glory” that are at the heart of Jesus’ mission to make God known (“It is God the only Son, who
is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.” – 1:18).

· “How believers hold the grace and glory of Jesus in balance is critical to the life of faith.  The
grace is destroyed if one tries to harness it for false power and authority, and the glory is lost if
one does not recognize its presence in the quiet places of Jesus’ grace.  Both the grace and
the glory are essential to God’s revelation in Jesus: ‘and we have seen his glory, the glory as
of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.’ (1:14).” – Gail O’Day.

True miracles reveal God’s abiding presence and God’s continuing care for God’s people.  Such
miracles can be seen in moments when storms are calmed, or people are fed through extraordinary
means, or when an affliction or impediment is unexplainably removed.  But if true miracles are to be
understood as signs of the presence of Christ among us, then we can understand such miracles
occurring in our everyday life together as well as in experiences of the extraordinary:

· “God’s miracles are done everywhere in the ordinary course of nature rather than only in
extraordinary events.  God is no less active through his word in political and sociological
structures and in historical developments.  God himself rules the nations… God through his
word thus preserves the effectiveness of the structures which order men’s lives.  The word that
does this is not the word of the gospel but God’s secret, creating and preserving word.” – Paul
Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther.

The “Miracle on Ice” was a spectacular moment in the history of USA hockey – but it really wasn’t a
miracle.  Miracle Whip may taste good on a sandwich, and Miracle Gro may produce nice plants – but
they aren’t real miracles either.  A true miracle reveals God’s loving presence to us; it reveals to us
the reality of our God of grace and God of glory who is with us always and who will “by the power at
work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine.” (Ephesians
3:20).  The true miracle that we continually witness is the abiding presence of Jesus Christ our Lord;
“to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.  Amen.”


