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THE SIGN TEST 
Pastor Jim Dunn  
(With great indebtedness to Reed Lessing, Concordia Journal, vol.29, no.3, July 2003, 

pp.306-308 and Martin Scharlemann’s sermon, “The Promoter of Our Faith,” pp.118-122 

of The Making of a Theologian) 
In baseball, how does a player 

know when to steal a base, or 

throw the curveball, or hit and 

run? He waits for someone to flash 

him the sign. So, before the game 

starts, a coach may give his 

players a sign test. To make sure 

they know the 

signs for that 

game. The 

catcher puts 

two fingers 

down? Pitch 

‘em the 

curveball. The 

third base coach touches the bill 

of his cap? Lay down a bunt. 

Could a sign test help players like 

“Alibi” Ike? One day, Ike is on first 

base. And Smitty is batting. On 

the first pitch to Smitty, Ike takes 

off for second base like it’s a hit 

and run. But Smitty doesn’t hit. He 

doesn’t even swing, and Ike is 

thrown out at second by a mile. 

As Ike steps into the dugout, the 

manager asks, “Why didn’t you 

wait for Smitty’s sign?” “But he 

gave me the sign, Coach,” says 

Ike. “Well, then, what is the sign?” 

the manager asks. “Pickin’ up 

some dirt with his right hand,” says 

Ike. Later, when Smitty returns to 

the dugout, the manager asks 

him, “What’s your sign with Ike for 

the hit and run?” “Slidin’ my left 

hand up to the end of the bat 

and back,” Smitty says. “Do ya 

hear that, 

Ike,” the 

manager 

yells, “You say 

his sign was 

pickin’ up dirt 

and he says 

it’s slidin’ his 

hand up the bat, so which is it?” 

“I’m right,” Smitty pipes in. “But if 

you’re arguin’ with Ike about him 

runnin’ to second base last inning, 

I didn’t give him no sign.” “You 

pulled your cap down with your 

right hand, didn’t you?” asks Ike. 

“Well, I suppose I did,” says Smitty. 

“That don’t mean nothin’. I never 

told you to take that for a sign, 

did I?” “Well, I thought maybe 

you meant to tell me and forgot.” 

(Ring Lardner)  

Then again, a sign test 

might not do much good for 

someone like “Alibi” Ike.  But, 
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6 After this Jesus went away to the other 

side of the Sea of Galilee, which is the 

Sea of Tiberias. 2 And a large crowd was 

following him, because they saw the signs 

that he was doing on the sick. 3 Jesus 

went up on the mountain, and there he 

sat down with his disciples. 4 Now the 

Passover, the feast of the Jews, was at 

hand. 5 Lifting up his eyes, then, and 

seeing that a large crowd was coming 

toward him, Jesus said to Philip, “Where 

are we to buy bread, so that these 

people may eat?” 6 He said this to test 

him, for he himself knew what he would 

do. 7 Philip answered him, “Two hundred 

denarii worth of bread would not be 

enough for each of them to get a little.” 8 

One of his disciples, Andrew, Simon 

Peter's brother, said to him, 9 “There is a 

boy here who has five barley loaves and 

two fish, but what are they for so many?” 

10 Jesus said, “Have the people sit 

down.” Now there was much grass in the 

place. So the men sat down, about five 

thousand in number. 11 Jesus then 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. 12 And when they had 

eaten their fill, he told his disciples, 

“Gather up the leftover fragments, that 

nothing may be lost.” 13 So they 

gathered them up and filled twelve 

baskets with fragments from the five 

barley loaves left by those who had 

eaten. 14 When the people saw the sign 

that he had done, they said, “This is 

indeed the Prophet who is to come into 

the world!”  15 Perceiving then that they 

were about to come and take him by 

force to make him king, Jesus withdrew 

again to the mountain by himself. 

“COME NOT IN TERRORS AS 

THE KING OF KINGS, BUT KIND 

AND GOOD WITH HEALING IN 

THY WINGS…” 

(HENRY F. LYTE, LSB 878) 
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what about you? Could you 

benefit from a sign test? The 

Lord tests you. He tests your 

reliance on Him – in order to 

promote your reliance on Him 

so that you can be ready for 

the temptations that lie ahead. 

The Lord tests you in two ways. 

Sometimes He tests you by 

permitting evil to darken your 

days. Sometimes He tests you 

by giving you signs of His love. 

The test is whether you see 

God in those signs? Do you see 

that God is with you in power 

and love?  

We are told that the crowds 

followed Jesus, because they 

saw the signs He was doing. 

The place was a mountain on 

the north side of the Sea of 

Galilee. John tells us that the 

Passover was near. Jesus 

looked up and saw the crowd 

that was following Him. And 

that was when Jesus gave 

Philip a sign test. He said to 

Philip, “Where are we going to 

get bread for all of these 

people?” John wrote that 

Jesus asked this only to test 

Philip. Philip also had seen the 

signs Jesus was doing. Had he 

seen God in those signs? Had 

he seen in those signs that God 

was with him in power and 

love? Had he seen that God 

was at work in His Son, Jesus? 

Had he seen that God who 

opens His hand and satisfies 

the hunger of all living 

creatures was standing next to 

him?  

“Eight months’ worth of 

wages wouldn’t be enough,” 

Philip answered. He failed the 

sign test. 

Then, it was the crowd’s 

turn to be tested. “Jesus first 

gives thanks. And then He 

Himself distributes the bread 

and fish that the boy had 

offered. When the crowd has 

been fed, Jesus commands 

the disciples, “Gather up the 

fragments left over, so that 

nothing may be lost.” After 

recording that twelve baskets 

of leftovers were gathered, 

John describes the crowd’s 

reaction. “They saw the sign 

that He had done.” But the 

sign did not lead them to faith. 

They called Him the prophet 

and tried to take Him by force 

to make Him king. But they did 

not see in this sign God at work 

in His Son, Jesus. That only God 

could do the signs Jesus was 

doing.  

“Like that crowd, so we 

often fail the sign test. Worship 

can become just worship. The 

Bible we may leave in disuse. 

The Lord’s Supper can 

become just a ritual.” (Lessing) 

And how many other signs of 

God’s presence, power, and 

love do we miss? Such that 

when temptations come we 

may not be as ready as we 

need to be. Then, like Peter 

when His attempt at walking 

on water failed, we doubt 

whether the Lord understands 

what we’re up against. Then, 

we doubt that He is with us in 

His power and love. Then, we 

think we’re on our own and 

become afraid.  

“But in His mercy Jesus 

provides sign after sign. For the 

disciples and the crowds of 

that day He provided sign 

after sign, which are signs for 

us, too, of His power and love 

for us: changing water into 

wine, healing the nobleman’s 

son, healing the man at the 

Pool of Bethesda, feeding the 

5000, walking on water, 

opening the eyes of the blind 

man, raising Lazarus. And the 

greatest sign of all: Jesus’ 

death on a cross for you.” 

(Lessing)  

His death is the greatest 

sign, because Jesus also was 

tested – again and again. That 

Passover tide when He fed the 

5000 and the crowd tried to 

take Him by force and make 

Him king was not the first, nor 

the last time that earthly 

kingship was dangled in front 

of Him. And had He 

accepted? Had He wielded 

on earth the power that could 

be His instead of dying for us? 

When Jesus appeared in His 

kingly power to John in the 

Revelation, John was so 

frightened He fell at Jesus’ feet 

as though dead. Later in the 

Revelation when He appears 

bearing on His robe and thigh 

the title “King of kings,” He is 

described as “treading the 

winepress of the fury of the 
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wrath of God Almighty.” 

Inspiring the hymn writer to 

write in one of our best-loved 

hymns: “Come not in terrors as 

the King of kings, but kind and 

good with healing in Thy 

wings…” (Henry F. Lyte, LSB 

878) 

Jesus passed test after test 

for your sake. Offered earthly 

kingship by the devil in the 

temptation in the wilderness, 

Jesus said, “Away from Me, 

Satan.” The crowd of 5000 tried 

to take Jesus by force and 

make Him king, and Jesus 

“withdrew to a mountain by 

Himself.” And when another 

Passover feast was near, the 

crowd shouted to Him, 

“Hosanna! Blessed is the King 

of Israel!” Jesus refused again 

to be enthroned. He would 

make the cross His throne. “He 

would not wield the spear, so 

that He might receive it in His 

side.” (Lessing) To come not in 

terror but with healing for you. 

From the cross, from that 

greatest sign of God’s power 

and love, from that gift of 

salvation, and from Jesus’ 

resurrection, see all the other 

signs that proceed from them. 

Jesus’ body and blood are 

given at the Table for you to 

eat and drink, so that you may 

see God. So that you may see 

God is with you in power and 

love. This and all the other signs 

of God are intended to enable 

you to see God, so that when 

temptation comes you will 

believe you are not on your 

own, you don’t need to be 

afraid, you can rely on the 

Lord. “Years ago, Time 

Magazine ran a story about a 

man in New Jersey who had a 

strange driving record. On 

being stopped by the police 

and asked to show his license, 

he explained that he had 

been driving on 224 

consecutive learner’s permits 

over a period of twenty-five 

years. He had flunked his first 

driving test and had been 

unsure of himself ever since. 

When you flunk the Lord’s sign 

test, the Lord still provides you 

sign after sign. ‘Jesus did many 

other signs in the presence of 

His disciples, which are not 

recorded in this book. But 

these are written that you may 

believe that Jesus is the Son of 

God and that by relying on 

Him you may have life in His 

name (John 20:30-31).’” (As 

quoted by Lessing)  

 

 


