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10 On their return the apostles told Jesus all they had done. He took them with him and 
withdrew privately to a city called Bethsaida. 11When the crowds found out about it, they 
followed him; and he welcomed them, and spoke to them about the kingdom of God, 
and healed those who needed to be cured. 

12 The day was drawing to a close, and the twelve came to him and said, ‘Send the 
crowd away, so that they may go into the surrounding villages and countryside, to lodge 
and get provisions; for we are here in a deserted place.’ 13But he said to them, ‘You give 
them something to eat.’ They said, ‘We have no more than five loaves and two fish—
unless we are to go and buy food for all these people.’ 14For there were about five 
thousand men. And he said to his disciples, ‘Make them sit down in groups of about fifty 
each.’ 15They did so and made them all sit down. 16And taking the five loaves and the 
two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke them, and gave them to the 
disciples to set before the crowd. 17And all ate and were filled. What was left over was 
gathered up, twelve baskets of broken pieces. 

 

 
A little over two years ago, I stood before this congregation on a Wednesday night. 

A few minutes afterwards, the congregation would be voting on whether to call me as 

your next Senior Minister. But, before that took place, I was asked to share with the 

congregation and to take a few questions. There weren’t many questions but one stood 

out. Where do I stand on getting church out in time to watch the Cowboys game? 

I know that there is a Cowboys game today at noon. But, let me take you Cowboys 

fans back a few weeks to the Sunday night season opener against the LA Rams. This 

was supposed to be the start of a great season. It was supposed to mark the beginning 

of a new era of winning football under newly hired head coach Mike McCarthy. 

However, as you know, things didn’t go particularly well for the Cowboys. At the end, 

the scoreboard showed the final score: Rams 20, Cowboys 17. 
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But there was one bit of intrigue in the game. In the second quarter, after breaking 

through the line for a touchdown, running back Zeke Elliott danced into the end zone, 

ran over to the camera, and pulled up his shirt. Elliott, who has numerous tattoos, had 

added new ink across his belly. There in large letters were the words “Feed Me.” 

“Feed me” has been Elliott’s trademark catchphrase both in college at Ohio State 

and since his arrival in the NFL. Every time Elliott rushes for a first down, he jumps 

up and makes a motion like he is holding a bowl in one hand and is shoveling its 

contents into his mouth with the other. To Elliott, the notion behind this catchphrase 

is that if you keep feeding him the ball, if you keep sticking the ball right there in his 

belly, he will keep making good things happen. 

While most of us don’t have it imprinted in permanent ink, we are all tattooed with 

a similar catchphrase: feed me. We all have something we want more of.  For some of 

us, our tattoo says feed me more money. For others, our tattoo says feed me more 

responsibility. Some of our tattoos say feed me more applause. After all, that’s what 

Lady Gaga tells us we live for. We think that if we are just given a little more, good 

things will happen. And, it is that mindset that we tend to project on the crowd 

gathered to hear Jesus in our scripture lesson – a group of people tattooed with “feed 

me,” too. 

Nearly all of us have a mental picture of our scripture lesson embedded in our 

minds. If you are like me, you imagine a large crowd failing to social distance, pressed 

in to hear Jesus preach. You remember reading that the crowd was getting hungry and 

that the disciples located a young boy who had five barley loaves and two fish in his 

lunchbox. And, we clearly recall how with the boy’s meager lunch Jesus was able to 

work a miracle, feeding all 5,000 people there. If that’s how you learned it, then you’ve 

got the gist of the story. 
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All four gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John - all tell this story. In fact, it is 

the only miracle story that is told by all four gospel writers. Yet, while all four tell the 

story, each does so with some variation. John is the only one to mention the young 

boy as being the one with the loaves and fish. Mark gives us the longest version of the 

story – one that features a slightly perturbed Jesus. Matthew, on the other hand, 

features a grieving Jesus, one who wanted to retreat for some “alone time” after 

learning about the death of John the Baptist. But Luke, the gospel writer of our 

scripture reading this morning, has a different take. To Luke, this story serves as an 

illustration of what it means to follow Jesus. 

For us to understand Luke’s thinking, we have to start with some number 

crunching. In crunching the chapter numbers of Luke, we catch a glimpse of Jesus’ 

larger plan for the disciples. In Luke 8, we find Jesus doing ministry – teaching and 

healing – with the disciples watching. They were his apprentices, fervently watching 

and taking notes about what Jesus did and said. Then, two chapters later in Luke 10, 

Jesus sends 70 of his followers out to do ministry while he does the watching. But 

sandwiched in between these two chapters is Luke 9, where our scripture lesson is 

found. In Luke 9, the chapter opens with Jesus sending just the twelve disciples out on 

a mission. The majority of the chapter then focuses on Peter’s good confession about 

who Jesus was, on a story about how the disciples didn’t quite get it right, forcing Jesus 

to follow up on an exorcism, and on a clear description of what being “all in” as a 

disciple looked like. But, to set all of this up, Luke records Herod asking a question – 

who is Jesus? It turns out that the first answer to this question was for Jesus to take 

bread and feed the multitude. 

To understand the fullness of what was about to take place, we have to crunch 

some numbers again – this time, the size of the crowd. Luke tells us that as Jesus 

taught, the crowd had swelled to 5,000. But you should know that this means there 
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were 5,000 men there. This number didn’t include women and children. It is entirely 

possible that there were two or three or four times the reported number of 5,000 

present that day. 

As you heard a moment ago, the evening hour arrived. It was a sign that it had 

already been a long, full day. And you have to give the disciples some credit. They 

sensed that the multitude was probably hungry. Maybe they were getting the hang of 

this “ministry thing.” These people had had a long, full day, and this likely meant that 

the people had probably not had anything to eat. So they made what seems to us to be 

a good suggestion. Jesus, send the crowd away so that they can go into the surrounding villages and 

countryside and get something to eat. 

Several years in a row, I attended a ministry convention in the outskirts of Atlanta, 

which took place in a minor league hockey arena. Each time I went, I found it to be a 

fabulous convention. However, if I had one complaint, it was that they gave us 90 

minutes to eat lunch with very few onsite food options. So, at lunch time each day, 

8,000 of my closest friends and I tried to get out of the narrow parking lot (which 

involved a lot of waiting) and race to a local fast food establishment (to again wait in a 

long line) in order to hustle back in time for the next talk. Even though there were 15-

20 restaurants in a two-mile radius, it was always a stressful challenge to get to the 

restaurant and back in the time allotted. 

The disciples seemingly had made the same suggestion to the crowd gathered that 

day to hear and be healed by Jesus. While it doesn’t sound so strange to us today, the 

reason it doesn’t sound so strange is that what the disciples offered was a 21st Century, 

market-based answer: Let them go into town and get something to eat. Yet, if I had trouble 

fighting the crowds to get food in suburban Atlanta, imagine how difficult it would be 

for a crowd of 5,000 plus women and children in first century Galilee. There wasn’t a 

McHerod’s or Burger Caesar on every corner. No, access to food was marked by 
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significant inequalities. The ruling elite enjoyed abundant variety and good quality food 

while the rest of the population lived at or below subsistence level. They struggled to 

get adequate nutritional intake. The petition in the Lord’s Prayer that God will supply 

daily bread reflected this situation. In fact, the lack of food was one of the reasons 

there were so many sick people in the gospels.i 

The crowd pressing in to hear Jesus and be healed by him were some of those who 

weren’t in physical shape to travel for food. And those who could handle the walk 

probably didn’t have the money to buy food, if food was even available to purchase. 

After all, it’s not like Bethsaida or any surrounding town was equipped to feed the herd 

of people that would be heading their way. 

That’s why Jesus had a different solution in mind. You feed them. You give them 

something to eat. That seems simple enough…until you think about the logistics. Feeding 

5,000…10,000…15,000 people takes some organization. It also takes some time. 

Think about how long it takes to distribute communion in the Sanctuary. It takes our 

twelve Diaconate members 5-10 minutes to give everyone a little piece of bread and a 

small cup of juice, and we are talking about a crowd nowhere close to the size of that 

those gathered on the hillside that day. In our scripture, the time it would take the 

disciples to distribute food would be many times that. And then there’s the problem of 

food. Where was it all going to come from? 

The disciples made a quick tabulation of what they had in the way of food. In Luke, 

there is no little boy, but the food inventory was the same. We only have five loaves 

and two fish, they told Jesus. Their answer was one that spoke of scarcity. We only have 

this much… And, today, we find ourselves a lot like these disciples. We only have this much 

money. We only have this much time. We only have this much capacity. 

Yet, through not one but two miracles, Jesus was about to prove that there was no 

need for a scarcity mindset. What Jesus did in response to the disciples fear of not 
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enough was to offer a sign – a sign of the character and kingdom of God whose 

presence Jesus bears.ii 

The first of the two miracles is the one we know well. Taking the total food stores 

of the crowd in his hands, Jesus looked to heaven, blessed it, broke it, and gave to 

disciples. The disciples then set it before the crowd, and all ate and were filled. (9:17) 

In fact, even after the bellies of the crowd had been filled, there were twelve basketfuls 

of leftovers. 

As I noted in the Are You Ready for a Miracle series earlier this year, which looked at 

five miracles performed by Jesus, there is a tendency to fill in gaps. We try to explain 

away the miraculous by filling in the story with some sort of plausible rationalization. 

This has become the case with our scripture lesson this morning. One such attempt 

says that little-by-little people began contributing what they had been hoarding for 

themselves, until collectively it turns out they really did have enough. However, as 

David Lose points out, Jesus is Emmanuel – God with us. For the one who made the 

world out of nothing and created light from darkness, multiplying some food and 

loaves was no major feat.iii Jesus demonstrated his lordship over these food resources 

just as he had demonstrated his authority over disease, sin, the Sabbath, people’s lives, 

and the sea.iv That’s why we shouldn’t focus so much on this first miracle of 

multiplying food, but should instead focus on the second miracle of the story – the 

fact that Jesus let the disciples do it. 

We sometimes overlook the fact that when the feeding of the 5,000, plus women 

and children, happens, Jesus does not give the food to the multitudes directly, but 

through the disciples.v He used these ordinary men to tend to the needs of thousands 

of men, women, and children. Using words and actions that foreshadowed the Lord’s 

Supper – he blessed it, he broke it, he gave it to the disciples – Jesus depicted what happens 

when you move from a worldview of scarcity - we have nothing here but five loaves and two 
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fish – to one of abundance. Whatever their initial skepticism, or doubt, or self-

preoccupation, the disciples are caught up in Jesus’ words of abundance and 

gratitude.vi 

When we were kids hearing the story of our scripture lesson, the emphasis was 

always on how so many had been fed with so little. Yet, for us as adults, author Stan 

Duncan poses a much better question, “Which is the greater miracle: for Jesus to 

radically change those few loaves into an abundance of loaves, or for Jesus to change 

the hearts of the people who were there to teach them how to share?”vii As we know, 

changing our hearts sometimes takes a miracle. 

While the major miracle that day might have been the new worldview of “enough” 

for Jesus’ disciples, what also began that day was a new model for ministry. A model of 

Jesus working through his disciples. In fact, some might suggest that it wasn’t just 

5,000 who were fed that day, but that this feeding of the hungry has never stopped. 

The church’s mission of feeding the hungry is a continuation of the Jesus’ ministry 

begun that day. 

This is why nearly year-round here at First Christian Church, we offer opportunities 

to feed the hungry. We collect food almost continuously for Interfaith Outreach. We 

work to make sure the Mustang Pantry across the street has food to feed hungry 

college students. We fill baskets of food every November to ensure that families in our 

community have a Thanksgiving meal. And, earlier this year, we packed more than 

20,000 meals that were eventually distributed to hungry men, women, and children in 

El Salvador. 

But it’s not just the need for physical food that people around us are saying “feed 

me.” Here in Wichita Falls are hundreds of people hungry for relationship, perhaps 

some of us. Here in Wichita Falls are family members hungry for reconciliation, 

perhaps some of us. Here in our community are thousands of people hungry for peace 
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where all they find is partisan bickering, constant activity, and inordinate stress, 

perhaps some of us. And not just some of us, but all of us, are hungry for meaning – 

starving for the answers to life’s challenges – the questions of sin and sorrow and 

death that can’t be fully answered by the world. It’s that reality that leads us to the 

Lord’s Table every Sunday to remember how Jesus fed us, too, offering us the bread of 

life. 

Today is World Communion Sunday. It is a worldwide observance of the Lord’s 

Supper with all of our brothers and sisters in the global community of faith. This is a 

day in which we join others in giving thanks for the saving acts of Jesus Christ for the 

world and recommit ourselves to the unity Jesus calls us to be about. Today we join 

with Lutherans, Presbyterians, Methodists, Catholics, Episcopalians, and millions of 

others in celebrating God’s great love for the world made known when gave his only 

begotten son. 

But the first thing we must realize when we come to the Lord’s Table on this World 

Communion Sunday is that it has no relevance if we are not “hungry.” If we truly feel 

satisfied (that is, self-satisfied) and content with life, then partaking in Communion can 

make no difference to us. For when Christ told us that he had not come to call the 

virtuous but sinners, he was recognizing that to those who were self-sufficient, he had 

nothing to say or give. The hunger of the crowd in our scripture lesson was the starting 

point for Jesus to begin his work.viii And our hunger is the starting point for Christ’s 

work in us as well. 

 

i Carter, Warren.  “Commentary on Matthew 14:13-21” in Working Preacher. August 3, 2014. 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2075 
ii Lose, David. “The Real Miracles in the Story” in …In the Meantime.  July 2014. http://www.davidlose.net/2014/07/pentecost-8a-the-real-
miracles/ 
iii Ibid. 
iv Carter. 
v Boring, M. Eugene and Fred B. Craddock, The People’s New Testament Commentary. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004. 
vi Lose. 
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