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Matthew 14:13-21 

 

I’m sure you’ve noticed—each of the Gospel writers records different snapshots of Jesus’ life and ministry.  

Choosing from everything they knew about what Jesus said and did, each writer came up with a different 

combination.     

For example, only Matthew and Luke tell us specifics about Jesus’ birth.  It’s only Luke that tells us about the 

shepherds keeping watch over their flocks by night… and it’s only Matthew that tells us about the Wise Men 

from the East traveling to see the newborn king…   

Only John tells us about Jesus turning water into wine at the wedding in Cana… and he’s the only one who 

includes the story of Lazarus being raised from the dead…   

The healing of the blind man of Bethsaida is found only in Mark… and the healing of the 10 lepers only in 

Luke…   

Only Luke tells us the parables of the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son… and only Matthew contains 

Jesus’ well-known Sermon on the Mount… [Ok, Luke does include about half of the same sermon in his gospel, 

but he says that it took place on a wide plain].   

BUT there are some stories that all four of the Gospels include—this is one: the miraculous feeding of the 5000 

men (+ women and children).  Each Gospel writer decided that it was too important a story to be left out—too 

important in the life and ministry of Jesus…too important in the life and ministry of his church.  It’s a story 

about Jesus deep love and compassion for the people… and his ability to care for their needs—both spiritual 

and physical.  

     ------------------------------------------ 

To the early church, this story was an important one, not least of all because it foreshadowed God’s grand 

banquet at the end of time.  That great feast gets talked about a lot in the Bible… and Jesus gave us a continuing 

reminder of it in the sacrament of Holy Communion.  His actions at that Last Supper were the same as his 

actions in this story: he took the bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave it.  So as 21st century Christians, we tend to 

look at this story of the feeding of the 5000 as a kind of “Holy Communion.”   

But we have to remember, the people who were actually there that day did NOT see it that way.  THEY didn’t 

know the significance of WHO Jesus was, yet… THEY knew nothing of his crucifixion / resurrection… THEY 

knew nothing of a holy meal of bread and wine that would change the face of history.   

THEY were just hungry… and this man, Jesus, seemed committed to feeding them.    

What THEY did know were some of the old stories—stories from THEIR scriptures (our OT) of how God fed 

God’s people in miraculous ways…  

- How God sent manna from heaven to feed the children of Israel as they traveled through the wilderness 

on their way to the Promised Land…  

- How God sent ravens to feed the prophet Elijah with bread and meat… 

- And in the book of 2 Kings, there was another bread miracle, very much like today’s story, where the 

prophet Elisha fed 100 hungry soldiers with 20 barley loaves and a few ears of corn.  [Like Jesus’ 

disciples in our story, Elisha’s disciples said that it was not enough; but Elisha insisted (and the Lord 

provided), and all ate their fill – and there were leftovers too!]   
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In each case, the situation seemed hopeless… but God provided.  So, this crowd was hopeful… because rumor 

had it that Jesus, like Moses and Elijah and Elisha before him, was a man of God.   

You see, this miracle story is one of many bread miracles found in the Bible— perhaps the most impressive one 

of all.  With only 2 fishes and 5 loaves of bread, Jesus feeds a crowd of 5000 men (plus women and children)… 

and not only does Jesus feed them, but Matthew tells us that they were all “satisfied” / “all filled”… and there 

were enough broken pieces left over to fill 12 baskets.  This is clearly a miracle of significance… a miracle to 

remember…  

But miracles like this one nag us, 21st century Christians, don’t they?  We try to make sense of them… to 

explain them away.  We ask: How did it really happen?   

If it really was a miracle—that Jesus took the 5 loaves and 2 fishes and by the grace of God used them to cater a 

meal in the middle of nowhere for a huge crowd of people—HOW did he do it?   

- Did he multiply the loaves all at once?    

- Did it happen as the loaves were being passed around?   

- When someone tore off a piece, did the loaf “regenerate” itself?   

- Did new loaves suddenly appear when no one was looking?   

But does it really matter how it happened?!  If it did, wouldn’t the Gospel writers have told us?  But they don’t.  

Matthew doesn’t tell us… neither does Mark, Luke, or John.   

What Matthew does tell us is that this miracle happens in “a deserted place.”   

Jesus had just heard the news of John the Baptist’s beheading.  He was reeling in grief / in shock… he needed to 

be alone for a while – and who could blame him?!  He had just lost his cousin – the one who had baptized 

him… the one who had devoted his entire life to preparing the way for him.  So Jesus withdrew “in a boat to a 

deserted place by himself”—to grieve… to mourn his loss… to pray… to be alone in his thoughts / sorrow.   

But the crowds followed him on foot—they were there to greet him when he arrived on the other side of the 

lake.  Jesus may have needed to be alone; but THEY had needs of their own. 

If it would have been us, we might have sailed on… or gotten upset / maybe even angry and told them to get 

lost.  But Matthew tells us that Jesus had compassion for them.  He didn’t just feel sorry for them—the Greek 

word used here is deeper / more intense than that… gut-wrenching / visceral!  As Jesus looked at the people in 

the crowd—needy and hurting, his heart went out to them… and he was moved to put aside his own needs (for 

the moment, anyway) in favor of theirs… and spent the afternoon curing their sick… caring for their needs…  

As evening began to fall, the disciples came to find him… to tell him to send the people away to find supper in 

one of the nearby towns.  It wasn’t malicious / uncaring—it was the most practical thing to do.  After all, it was 

getting dark and they were in the middle of nowhere… and everyone was getting hungry.   

BUT Jesus had a better idea!  “They don’t need to go away,” he said.  He seemed to know that what the crowd 

needed… what his disciples needed… perhaps, what he needed (more than a good hot meal) was to stay 

together—to be in each other’s company.  [Sometimes (especially after receiving bad news), it doesn’t matter 

what you eat as long as you eat it with others.]  

“They don’t need to go away,” he said to his disciples… “YOU give them something to eat.”   
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Don’t you love how Jesus puts “the problem” back on their shoulders?   

Can you picture the expressions of their faces?   “Us, Jesus?!  You want us to give them something to eat?  What 

do you mean?  We’ve got nothing!... well, except 5 small loaves of bread and a couple of fish – but that’s not 

really even enough to feed the 12 of us, never mind thousands more.  Of course we want to help, but how can 

we?!  What do you expect us to do?” 

It seemed hopeless, an impossible task to the disciples.  There were no stores close by… no money… no food 

(to speak of)… and there were thousands of people there.  Even if the disciples gave everything they had, it 

wouldn’t make a dent in the hunger of the crowd.  Let someone who has more do it.  Better yet, let the people 

take care of themselves.   

Who among us hasn’t felt the same… lacking… in the face of a hungry crowd… a hungry world… knowing we 

only have “5 loaves and 2 fishes” to offer?   

There is nothing we can do, Lord.  We’ve got nothing—well next to nothing, anyway—not nearly enough to go 

around.  The need is too big… we are too small.  Everything we have wouldn’t help them.  Send them away, 

Lord.  Don’t ask us.  What can we do?!   

We, like the disciples, too often get stuck in our mindset of SCARCITY.    We look at the huge crowd—the 

great hunger / the great need around us—and we see few, if any resources available.  We look at the limited 

resources we have… and decide that it isn’t enough for us,  much less to help others.   

But Jesus operates out of a different set of assumptions.  He operates out of a sense of ABUNDANCE.  He 

looks at the very same things we look at, but where we see not enough – he sees more than enough: he sees an 

abundance of time… an abundance of talents / gifts… an abundance of money—he sees an abundance of 

possibilities with the resources that are at hand.   

     ------------------------------------------ 

A problem with miracles in the Bible is that they can let us off the hook → We focus on God’s responsibility… 

and we forget about ours.  We don’t think that what we have to offer is enough to make any real difference… so 

we hold back and wait for the miracle, expecting God to help those who can’t help themselves.   

“They don’t need to go away,” Jesus says.  “YOU give them something to eat.”    

Stop looking for someone else to solve the problem… help solve it YOURSELVES.    

Stop waiting for food to fall from the sky… share from the abundance of what YOU have.   

Stop waiting for a miracle… participate in one instead.  Bring what you have.  Give it to me… and I will bless 

it… and break it… and give it back to you… so that you can share it with others who need it too.  YOU give 

them something to eat!”   

     -------------------------------------------- 

Dear friends, more than a miracle story, I have come to see this as a discipleship story.   

Jesus’ words, here, put the mission of God back into the hands of Jesus’ disciples… back into the hands of the 

church… back into OUR hands.   
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Jesus’ words, here, call each of us, once again, into the mission that became our in the waters of Baptism.      

We ALL have a part to play.  Helping and hoping… sharing and caring… loving and teaching… building and 

reaching… praising and serving—IT is our mission!   

As Jesus’ disciples, we are not called to simply be recipients of his grace… mere spectators of his wondrous 

acts… but participants in his ongoing work and ministry.   

“They don’t need to go away,” Jesus says… to us.  “YOU give them something to eat,”  

What would happen if we placed what we have to offer in Jesus’ hands, as the disciples did that day on the 

mountainside – not holding back?   

Would Jesus work a miracle with our “loaves and fishes” too?   

Kept for ourselves, our 5 loaves and 2 fishes will never be more than 5 loaves and 2 fishes.   But in the hands of 

Jesus… even that (however inadequate / insignificant we may think it is) will… with God’s blessing… become 

more than enough.   

Instead of focusing on what we don’t have, let us give thanks for what we do have… and put it to use for those 

around us… and see just how far God might stretch, even multiply it.   

Amen. 


