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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson last week Herod the Tetrarch heard reports of the 

ministry of Jesus and his apostles and asked this question of Jesus: “Who, 

then, is this I hear such things about?”  Well, as we have seen over the past 

months, Jesus has been demonstrating just who he is.  In the stilling of the 

storm he showed himself to be Lord over nature.  In his deliverance of a 

demon-possessed man he showed himself to be Lord of the supernatural 

realm.  In his healing of a woman with a chronic sickness he showed himself 

to be Lord of sickness and health.  In his raising of Jairus’ daughter from the 

grave he showed himself to be Lord over life and death.  Today, as he feeds a 

vast multitude by multiplying five loaves and two fish, he shows himself to 

be Lord of all creation. 

 Today we come to the pinnacle of Jesus’ Galilean ministry.  Some 

time ago, back in Luke 4:14, we read these words.  Jesus had just fasted in 

the desert.  Satan had confronted him, tempting him, but Jesus was able to 

do what the first Adam could not and, resisting the devil, the devil fled.  And 

the Bible says, “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and 

news about him spread through the whole countryside.  He taught in their 

synagogues and everyone praised him.”  This is the beginning of what has 



been called the “Galilean springtime.”  For the next 18 months or so Jesus 

would preach and heal multitudes, gather and train up disciples and 

demonstrate his Lordship in every area of life.  He healed, he forgave, he 

delivered.  And as he said to John’s messengers, 

 Go back are report to John what you have seen and heard: The 
blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, 
the deaf hear, the dead are raised and the good news is preached to the 
poor.  

 This “Galilean spring” comes to a close in the solitary place outside of 

Bethsaida where Jesus fed the 5,000.  From this time on Jesus would for the 

most part minister elsewhere.  He was going to go on to the coastal towns of 

Tyre and Sidon.  He would go to the border city of Caesarea Philippi.  He 

would move over to Transjordan and finally move down to Judea, to 

Jerusalem and to a cross and tomb.  There is going to be a new tone in our 

study in the months ahead.  The enemies of Jesus will gain strength.  Their 

plots will increase.  And Jesus will more and more unveil his destiny: The 

Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief 

priests and teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be 

raised to life.”  Let’s look at our lesson. 

 When the apostles returned, they reported to Jesus what they 
had done.  Then he took them with him and they withdrew by 
themselves to a town called Bethsaida, but the crowds learned about it 
and followed him. 



Now Luke doesn’t give us a lot of detail at this point, but we can fill out the 

picture when we look at the Gospel of Mark.  After their mission field trip, 

the apostles reported back to the Lord.  They had many things to tell him.  

He had words of encouragement for them.  But they had a problem.  So 

many people had gathered around Jesus and the Twelve that they didn’t have 

a moment’s peace.  There we so many to minister to that they didn’t even 

have time for a bite to eat.  Jesus prescribed a retreat on the north side of the 

lake.  They would leave Capernaum and go west to Bethsaida, a town about 

four miles away by seat, eight miles away by road.  Their plan was to sail to 

Bethsaida, near where the Jordan River empties into the Sea of Galilee, and 

then head out to the country, to a solitary place.  But while they sailed, the 

people ran along the north shore to get there ahead of them.  As they ran they 

also gathered up folk from the towns and villages along the way.  Hundreds

—thousands—joined the throng until, finally, there were acres of people 

horning in on the apostles’ retreat.  The Master didn’t turn them away.  He 

didn’t say, “We’re tired.  We have things to do.  You must go away and come 

back another time.”  Luke tells us that, “He welcomed them and spoke to 

them about the kingdom of God, and healed those who needed healing.”  I 

like the way that Mark puts it in his gospel.  “When Jesus landed and saw a 



large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep 

without a shepherd.”   

Do you know Jesus as your kind and compassionate Shepherd?  Can 

you say the 23rd Psalm in your heart as well as with your lips?  What J. C. 

Ryle wrote so many years ago still stands.  Let these words be a comfort and 

encouragement to you to lean of Jesus and find your rest in him: 

 We never see [Jesus] dealing with people according to their 
deserts.  We never find him scrutinizing the motives of his hearers, or 
refusing to allow them to learn of him because their hearts were not 
right in the sight of God.  His ear was always ready to hear and his 
hand to work and his tongue to preach.  None that came to him were 
ever cast out... 
 Let us remember this in all our dealings with Christ about our 
own souls.  We may draw near to him with boldness and open our 
hearts to him with confidence.  He is a Saviour of infinite compassion 
and lovingkindness.  He will not break the bruised reed or quench the 
smoking flax.  The secrets of our spiritual life may be such as we 
would not have our dearest friends know.  The wounds of our 
consciences may be deep and sore and require most delicate handling.  
But we need not fear anything if we commit all to Jesus, the Son of 
God.  We shall find that his kindness in unbounded.  His own words 
shall be found abundantly true: “I am meek and lowly of heart and ye 
shall find rest for your souls.” 

 Jesus preached the kingdom of God that day—God’s gracious reign in 

the hearts of men and women.  He healed many too, all those who were in 

need.  And very quickly the time passed away.  It became afternoon.  Then 



late afternoon.  And then something would have to be done.  Let’s pick up 

the lesson at verse 12: 

 Late in the afternoon the Twelve came to him and said, “Send 
the crowd away so they can go to the surrounding villages and 
countryside and find food and lodging, because we are in a remote 
place here.” 

“Send the crowd away.”  The disciples were impertinent, ordering Christ like 

that.  Perhaps they were feeling especially powerful after their mission trip 

successes.  After preaching and healing and delivering, they were starting to 

feel their oats.  Or perhaps they were falling into old habits.  You see, the 

disciples often asked Jesus to send people away.  When a Canaanite woman 

approached the Lord, crying out, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me!  

My daughter is suffering terribly from demon possession!” the disciples 

responded by saying, “Send her away, for she keeps crying out after 

us” (Matthew 15:22,23).  When we come to Luke 18 we will find this story: 

 People were also bringing babies to Jesus to have him touch 
them.  When the disciples saw this, they rebuked them.  But Jesus 
called the children to him and said, “Let the little children come to 
me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such 
as these.” 

Why would the disciples do such things?  They had seen Christ supply 

every need of those who had come to him.  He healed their diseases.  He cast 

out demons.  He raised the dead.  They did it because they looked away from 



Jesus.  All they could see was the huge logistical problem in front of them.  

There were thousands of people.  There were only five loaves and two fish.  

The contrast overwhelmed them.  It reminds me of Peter walking on the 

water.  Everything was fine until the waves rose up, and then, taking his eyes 

off the Lord and seeing only the waves, he began to sink like a stone.   

Jesus answers the disciples’ command with one of his own.  “You give 

them something to eat.”  Now it seems to me that two things are going on 

here.  First of all, Jesus is telling them that they must not shirk the 

responsibilities that they are faced with.  Getting rid of people may make 

your life less complicated, but it is not a God-fearing, ministering thing to 

do.  And second, he wants them to learn, in the face of their own 

inadequacies, to ask, seek and knock.  He wants them to go to God for the 

things they need but do not have.  Let me give you an example.  Imagine 

you have a friend in a difficult situation.  Perhaps he is terminally ill.  

Perhaps he has lost someone dear to him—a wife or a child.  You don’t 

know what to do.  You don’t know what to say.  How can you possibly say 

anything that would bring comfort of encouragement in such a time?  It is 

far easier just to stay away.  After all, what would happen if you said the 

wrong thing?  But in such a situation Christians are not allowed to stay 

away.  We do not desert our friends even if our resources are inadequate to 



bring comfort.  So what do we do?  First of all, we go to the Lord to ask for 

his blessing that he might use us in this difficult time.  We ask that he might 

supply us with everything necessary to minister in a way that pleases him 

and gives him glory.  And then we step out in faith and go to meet our friend.  

Alexander Maclaren said this: 

It is often our God-given duty to attempt tasks to which we are 
conspicuously inadequate, in the confidence that he who gives them 
has laid them on us to drive us to himself, and there to find 
sufficiency.  The best preparation of his servants for their work in the 
world is the discovery that their own stores are small.    

[But] “We have only five loaves of bread and two fish—unless we go 

and buy food for all this crowd,” [but that won’t work.  We don’t have the 

money.]  Look past the problem to the Lord.  Remember who he is.  He is 

the Lord of nature, of the supernatural, of sickness and health, of life and 

death.  Look to him and you will see he is the Lord of creation as well.  

Look at the loaves of bread in his hands: 

Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to 
heaven, he gave thanks and broke them.  Then he gave them to the 
disciples to set before the people.  They all ate and were satisfied, and 
the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces that were 
left over. 

 We have in the feeding of the 5,000 a real, actual, historical miracle.  

Jesus took a small amount of food and by his power as Lord of creation 



multiplied it so that it was more than sufficient to satisfy the hunger of a vast 

throng.  There were even baskets of leftovers.  There was more left over than 

there was to start.  We also have in this miracle a parable of the gospel.  This 

is what I mean.   

The poor hungry multitude in the wilderness is a figure, type or 

symbol of mankind.  Just as they were hungry and had no food, so are we all 

just poor sinners in the midst of a wicked world, without strength or power 

to feed or save ourselves.  We have nothing that will sustain us.  It’s not that 

we don’t try.  We look in many places and try many different things.  Money, 

reputation, family, work.  These things prove to be fleeting.  And even if we 

give ourselves over to “wine, women and song,” it only amounts to 

whistling past the graveyard.  We are spiritually speaking poor beggars, lost 

and ashamed, and our only hope is that someone would come and give us to 

eat. 

The good news is that there is one who can bring light out of 

darkness, joy out of sorrow, strength out of weakness, order out of chaos and 

life out of death.  There is one who can make these dry bones live.  There is 

one who is Almighty and so there is one in whom we can have hope.  Here is 

J. C. Ryle: 



 Who is that gracious Teacher who had compassion on this 
starving multitude in the wilderness and said to his disciples, “Give ye 
them to eat?”  It is Jesus himself, every pitiful, ever kind, ever ready 
to show mercy, even to the unthankful and the evil.  And his is not 
altered.  He is just the same today as he was [two thousand] years ago.  
High in heaven at the right hand of God, he looks down on the vast 
multitude of starving sinners, who cover the face of the earth.  He still 
pities them, still cares for them, still feels of their helplessness and 
need.  And he still says to his believing followers, “Behold this 
multitude, give ye them to eat.” 

 And what provision does he make?  What is this bread he feeds them 

with?  It is the gospel.  Now the gospel is an offense and a stumbling block 

to many.  It seems to be a poor and weak thing.  It tells of a Saviour who is 

meek and lowly of heart.  It tells of a Savior who had nowhere to lay his 

head, even though foxes have their dens and birds their nests.  It tells of a 

Saviour who was a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief, a Saviour 

mocked and beaten, humiliated and crucified.  To them that do not believe 

the gospel has about it the savour of death.  And yet as strange as this gospel 

sounds to the world, it has power sufficient to cover all the sins of all of 

God’s people and to feed them as they make their way through this world to 

that heavenly city where they hold their true citizenship.  Paul said of this 

gospel,  

 I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God 
for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for 
the Gentile.  For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a 



righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: 
“The righteous will live by faith.”   

 And what of the disciples?  What do they symbolize?  They are a 

figure of faithful teachers and preachers.  They are mothers who teach their 

children God’s decrees and fathers who teach them knowledge and good 

judgement.  Now note this, for it is very important.  They take spiritual food 

from Jesus and give it to his people.  They do not take “food” from anyone 

else.  They do not take it from the poisoned cupboards of Mohammed or 

Vishnu.  They do not pass on the vain philosophies of men.  It is the word of 

God and the word of God only that can help, nourish and sustain.  Anything 

less will simply not do.   

 There is a wonderful expression of that truth found in John 6.  In that 

chapter, where we find Jesus declaring that he is the bread of life, we also 

find that many disciples begin to fall away, because his teaching is too hard 

to bear.   When he tells them that salvation is by God’s grace alone—that no 

one can come to him unless the Father has first enabled him—his disciples 

began to desert him in droves.  At that point Jesus asks the Twelve, “You do 

not want to leave too, do you?”  Peter answers on behalf of the other 

disciples.   



 Lord, to whom shall be go?  You have the words of eternal life.  
We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God. 

There was no other place for them to go.  No other place for them to turn.  

No other place where they could find rest and hope, joy and peace.   No 

other place where they could be fed.  Beloved, you will be spiritually fed by 

Jesus or you will not be fed at all.  “There is no other name under heaven 

given to men by which we must be saved.”  The very first question and 

answer of our Catechism puts it this way: 

Q. 1  What is your only comfort, in life and in death? 
A. That I belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to my faithful 
Saviour, Jesus Christ, who, at the cost of his own blood, has fully paid 
for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the 
devil; that he protects me so well that without the will of my Father in 
heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that everything must 
fit his purpose for my salvation.   

 The lesson finishes this way: 

 Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to 
heaven, he gave thanks and broke them.  Then he gave them to the 
disciples to set before the people.  They all ate and were satisfied, and 
the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces that were 
left over. 

Baskets of leftovers.  The provision of God is lavish.  His generosity is 

overwhelming.  He is pleased to provide more than we ask for or can 

imagine.  Charles Wesley put it this way in one of his hymns: 

Plenteous grace with Thee is found; 
Grace to cover all my sin; 



Let the healing streams abound; 
Make and keep me pure within. 

Thou of life the fountain art, 
Freely let me take of Thee; 

Spring Thou up within my heart, 
Rise to all eternity. 

Plenteous grace.  Grace abounding.  Grace full and free.  Thanks be to God.  

In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


