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Matthew 14: 13-21

Feeding the Five Thousand

13 Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself. But when the
crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the towns. 14 When he went ashore, he saw a great crowd,
and he had compassion for them and cured their sick. 15 When it was evening, the disciples came to him and
said, “This is a deserted place, and the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go into the
villages and buy food for themselves.” 16 Jesus said to them, “They need not go away; you give them
something to eat.” 17 They replied, “We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.” 18 And he said, “Bring
them here to me.” 19 Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two
fish, he looked up to heaven and blessed and broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples, and the
disciples gave them to the crowds. 20 And all ate and were filled, and they took up what was left over of the
broken pieces, twelve baskets full. 21 And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and
children.

More Than Enough

Leader: The word of the Lord.
People: Thanks be to God.

Our church family hosted Vacation Bible School this past week, and thanks to the leadership of Ansley
Fuesner, Catie Smith, Ashley DeChamps, Meredith Sharma, and so many others, it turned out to be a wonderful
week!

From time to time, | wandered through the building, and | often found myself in Molly Wier Hall. There the
children gathered around tables coloring pictures, listening to Bible stories, singing songs, and laughing
together. It reminded me just how much of life happens around tables.

We gather around tables to share meals and celebrate birthdays. Around tables we study Scripture, hold
committee meetings, make decisions, offer prayers, and sometimes have the kinds of conversations that
change the course of our lives. Imagine if our tables could talk. What stories would they tell?

One of my visits to Molly Wier Hall happened during snack time. And if you've ever watched children at
snack time, you know it is serious business. | always enjoyed watching the snacks being handed out. Because
the children are grateful, of course, but many of them can’t help looking past the volunteer serving them. Their
eyes drift toward the snack cart. They count the trays and the cups. As they wait their turn, they're quietly
sizing up the situation, making sure there’s enough. Enough crackers. Enough cookies. Enough juice.




As adults, we're usually a little more subtle. We don't stare at a snack carte, per se, but beneath so many of
our thoughts and decisions lies the very same question. Is there enough? Is there enough money for
retirement, enough strength for the next round of treatment, the next doctor’s appointment, enough patience
to raise these children, enough time, enough hope, enough faith? Is there enough?

To help us answer that question, we turn this morning to our Old and New Testament lessons. We pull up
our chair to the table, as it were, first to King David’s table, and then to Jesus’table. A couple of our mid-week
Bible studies concluded 1 Samuel back in June and will soon begin 2 Samuel. And if you happened to be with
us, then you may remember the covenant that David made with his closest friend, Jonathan.

Knowing that David would one day become king, Jonathan asked him to show steadfast love, not only to
him, but also his descendants. He said, “If | die, never cut off your faithful love from my house...” (1 Samuel
20:15)

As it happened, years passed and Jonathan did die. He died in battle alongside his father, King Saul. David
ascended to the throne and the kingdom was finally at peace, and by the time of our reading this morning
from 2 Samuel, it seems, had all but forgotten about Jonathan’s family. Everyone, that is, except David.

In our reading this morning, David asks the question:“Is there still anyone left of the house of Saul, that |
may show him kindness for Jonathan’s sake?” As it turns out, Jonathan did have a son. His nhame was
Mephibosheth. And his story is a sad one. As a little boy, he had been dropped, leaving him unable to walk.
He lives in obscurity, far from Jerusalem. He has no influence, no status, and no obvious future. In the ancient
world, he is exactly the sort of person most people would have forgotten. But not David! David ended up
restoring unto him the land that had belonged to Saul, and he appoints servants to cultivate it. What’s more,
David invites Mephibosheth to eat continually at the king’s own table, not merely as an honored guest but as
one of the king’s own sons!

And we need to keep in mind that nothing in the text suggests that Mephibosheth earned this invitation.
He hadn't distinguished himself. He hadn’t rendered any great service to the kingdom. In truth, he had nothing
to offer David except one thing: he belonged to Jonathan, and David had made a covenant with Jonathan.
And that covenant matters. You see, Mephibosheth receives King David’s kindness, not because of anything
he has done, but because of something the King has done.

And friends, that’s grace. Grace is discovering that there is already a place at the King's table with our name
on it. Not because we deserved the invitation, but because someone else secured it for us. | suspect that that
is where a great many of us live. We carry losses we never chose. We live with disappointments we never
expected. We wonder if our best days are behind us. We feel overlooked, forgotten, or somehow unworthy,
but here in God’s Word we hear that announcement that changes everything: there is a place at the table with
our name on it. What a beautiful reminder that long before we thought to seek God, God sought us. Indeed,
long before we loved God, He loved us.

In our Gospel lesson we are presented with another table, if you will, although this one isn't made of cedar
or oak. We are invited to pull up a patch of grass on a slope somewhere on the northeastern shore of the Sea
of Galilee. Now, our text this morning comes from Matthew’s Gospel, but we also know this story from Mark
and Luke and John. In fact, the feeding of the five thousand is the only miracle, apart from the resurrection
itself, recorded in all four Gospels.

From the outset we need to know that Jesus has just received some devastating news. John the Baptist,
His cousin - the faithful prophet who had prepared the way for the Messiah — he had been killed. And Jesus is




grieving. He's tired and he wants to get away from the crowds. He wants a little peace and quiet. A change to
pray. A chance to breathe. So, He gets on a boat and leaves the area around Capernaum and makes His way
toward Bethsaida some four to six miles away. That would be like us getting into a boat at the Battery and
going to Sullivan’s Island.

Apparently, however, the crowds anticipated where Jesus was going, and by the time Jesus arrived, so had
they. Five thousand men, Matthew tells us. And that doesn't even include the women and the children. Upon
seeing them, Matthew simply says, “[Jesus] had compassion for them and cured their sick.” Jesus looked upon
the crowd and saw what others did not. He saw people who were, as Mark’s Gospel tells us, “Like sheep without
a shepherd” And because Jesus is the Good Shepherd, He did what good shepherds always do. He cared for
His flock. But before he fed their bodies, He fed their souls. He began to teach them many things, revealing
the very heart of God.

So let us step back for a moment and look at these two tables we have visited. At one table, King David
welcomes a forgotten son because of a covenant. And at the other, King Jesus welcomes a hungry multitude
because of compassion. Covenant and compassion. Those are not competing ideas because taken together
they reveal the very character of God. His covenant faithfulness seeks us out and His compassion refuses to
send us away. His grace restores broken lives, prepares a royal table, and ultimately invites us to the heavenly
banquet itself.

Still, as beautiful as God’s grace is, it is not always easy for us to understand, and almost as soon as Jesus
compassion is revealed, the disciples begin to calculate. They look at the crowd, and they take inventory of
the resources — and that prevailing question, it echoes in their hearts:“Is there enough?”So they come to Jesus
with what seems like a perfectly reasonable solution. “Send the crowds away so that they may go into the

!

villages and buy food for themselves”

Honestly, it isn't a bad idea. They're simply dealing with reality. And don’t we do much the same thing? We
count volunteers. We count budgets. We count time and attendance. We count the cost. And there is nothing
wrong with taking inventory. Jesus Himself has said, “For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not
first sit down and estimate the cost?” (Luke 14:28)

Faith is never an excuse for poor planning. But there is a big difference between counting what we have
and forgetting who Christ is. | think that sometimes we become so focused on our resources, that we forget
the One who supplies them. Jesus ends up addressing the disciple’s pragmatism with one sentence: “They
need not go away; you give them something to eat” | wish someone had painted the expressions on the
disciples’ faces at that exact moment. “Lord...with what? We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.”
Which, apparently, was everything they had.

Now I've always been amazed that there wasn’t more food to be found. | recently returned from a mission
trip to Chiapas, Mexico, where | knew perfectly well that | would be provided three meals every day, and | still
packed enough Kind Bars in my backpack to survive a short famine. | mean, who walks four or five miles into
the wilderness with no thought of provisions? Well, sheep do! People desperate to be near Jesus do!

St. Augustine once observed that before God fills our hands, He often teaches us just how empty they are.
Perhaps that is what is happening here. The disciples are learning that following Jesus has never been about
possessing enough. It has always been about trusting the One who is enough.

At this point in the story, Jesus takes the bread and he blesses it, and breaks it, and places it in the hands
of His disciples, who, in turn, place it into the hands of the crowd. And those actions should sound familiar. It




is almost as if Matthew is preparing us for another meal, another table. Another occasion when Jesus would
take bread and bless it, and break it, and give it to his disciples. And just as we might be inclined to look ahead,
are we not invited to look back as well? To wander back into another wilderness, another hungry multitude?
We would do well to remember how Moses and Israel wandered in the desert, and how God provided for
them manna from heaven; but, alas, someone infinitely greater than Moses is here. In fact, the greatest miracle
in our story this morning was not that thousands received food. The greatest miracle is that the promised
Messiah had come.

Matthew could have ended the story here with the statement, “And all ate and were filled...”But he doesn't.
Instead, he tells us: “They took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full.” Now those
twelve baskets, they are not simply leftovers, they are theology. | say that because throughout the Scriptures,
twelve is the number associated with God’s covenant people. And to his people, God could have chosen to
provide exactly enough. God could have provided one bite for every person, just enough strength for them
to make it home. But instead, there are twelve baskets left over.

Do you know what the Bible never does? It never describes God as being barely sufficient. No. We hear
words and phrases like, “My cup overflows” and “Grace upon grace.’Tell me, when do we ever sing of a flicker?
No. We sing of letting our light shine so as to illuminate the darkness. We sing of streams of mercy never
ceasing. Remember how Jesus didn't just save a wedding in Cana from embarrassment by providing a single
bottle of wine. He produced nearly 150 gallons of the finest wine. Or the father of the prodigal son. He doesn’t
merely forgive his son. He throws a party, a feast. And those nets that Jesus had the disciples cast to the other
side of the boat. They don’t simply hold enough fish. They begin to break under the weight of God’s provision.

What I'm trying to say is that God is not a God of bare minimums. He is the God who came to give us life,
that we might have it “abundantly!” But lest we forget, God has never promised us that life would be easy.
Jesus just went out to a wilderness to begin with because John the Baptist had been killed - and John stayed
dead. And Jesus, he is still walking toward Jerusalem, towards his crucifixion. No. The abundance of God’s
grace is not the absence of suffering, it is the presence of Jesus in the midst of suffering.

And Jesus’s presence is enough. His mercy is enough. His promises are enough. And because Jesus is
enough, there is always more than enough. Most of us here this morning are not worried about having
enough food. We're probably worried about entirely different things: a diagnosis, a strained marriage, children
or grandchildren. An uncertain future. A difficult decision. The loss of someone we love. Yet underneath all
those concerns lies the same question. Is there enough?

And to that question, Matthew reminds us that on the occasion when the disciples thought there wasn't
enough. There was! And when Mephibosheth thought there wasn't a place for him at the king’s table. There
was! Again, and again we, as the people of God, we discover, by grace through faith, that our greatest need is
never earthly bread. It is the bread of life. Our greatest need is Christ. And, praise be to God, Christ is more
than enough today and tomorrow and for all of the tomorrows to come. For our sins, our fears, our failures.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.




