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After spending a few weeks on stories Jesus told, the lectionary’s journey through the Gospel 
According to Matthew now turns to stories about Jesus and what he did.  Like the parables, these 
beloved narratives convey their truth on several levels.  For some, they are thrilling or touching 
stories about a historical character we love; for others, they carry a symbolic meaning that we 
can seek to crack open to learn even more about that man of long ago and his mission.  There is a 
power to narrative that makes story an excellent medium for Christian theology.  In these stories 
about human events transformed by the presence of God in Christ, we capture more of the 
meaning of God’s in-breaking Kingdom than we could possibly convey in a series of 
propositions or hypothesis.  There are depths to the stories about Jesus that match the depths of 
the stories he told. 
 
This story of the feeding of the multitude is one of the best known of the miracle stories of Jesus.  
In fact, as Ben Witherington III points out in his volume on Matthew for the Smith & Helwys 
Bible Commentary, this “is the only Galilean miracle of Jesus that is found in all four Gospels.”  
Witherington goes on to say that scholarly opinion is divided on why this is so and he then offers 
the two reasons he thinks that this is the most reported miracle of Jesus’ Galilean ministry.  I 
think opinion is so divided on this point because there is, in fact, such a myriad of right answers 
and we all know that scholars, even Biblical scholars, are often reluctant to grant the status of 
“right answer” to anyone’s solution but their own.  Since I have no scholarly reputation to 
uphold or thesis to defend, I am able, I think, in this situation to be more charitable.  There is so 
much in this story that it is impossible to dig it all out in one sermon or essay.  They are all right!  
So here are just a few of the things that occur to me when I read this story of Jesus feeding the 
hungry ones in the wilderness. 
 
Let’s look first at some traditional lessons to be pulled from our story.  In causing this 
miraculous feeding of God’s people, Jesus is shown to be extending the work of, or even 
fulfilling the work of the Lawgiver and the prophets.  For those first century Jews who heard this 
story or even experienced this event first-hand, the obvious parallel would have been Moses 
praying to God in the wilderness for food for the starving Children of Israel and the miraculous 
provision of manna.  This feeding reveals Jesus as the new Moses, the new Lawgiver, blessed by 
God, whose words they should follow.  Those who knew the deeper stories of Israel’s salvation 
history might also have remembered this more obscure story from the Second Book of Kings: “A 
man came from Baal-shalishah, bringing food from the first fruits to the man of God: twenty 
loaves of barley and fresh ears of grain in his sack. Elisha said, “Give it to the people and let 
them eat.” But his servant said, “How can I set this before a hundred people?” So he repeated, 
“Give it to the people and let them eat, for thus says the Lord, ‘They shall eat and have some 
left.’” He set it before them, they ate, and had some left, according to the word of the Lord.”  So 
Jesus also stands in the heritage of the great prophets of Israel.  Just as the appearance of Moses 
and Elijah at the transfiguration of Jesus can be seen as the Nazarene’s support from the Law and 
the Prophets, so can the feeding of the five thousand be seen as Jesus extending or perhaps 
fulfilling the Law and the Prophets, “the Law and the Prophets” being a phrase used at that time 
to mean the whole of Scripture. 
 
The act of Jesus to feed the multitude in the desert would also have had other resonances for 
those gathered as well as for Matthew’s audience.  These were a people, remember, who were 
waiting for deliverance, waiting for the Messiah.  The 40th chapter of Isaiah contains a long 
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description of the Messiah, much of which is familiar to us thanks to its inclusion in Charles 
Jennens’ libretto for George Frederick Handel’s famous oratorio, “Messiah.”  One of the arias is 
from Isaiah 40:11, “He shall feed his flock like a shepherd…”  As the feeder of the flock, Jesus 
is identified as the shepherd, the Messiah.  Of course, Israel’s ultimate shepherd is God, who, as 
our Psalm this morning reminded us, “give(s) them food in its time.”  By performing this 
miraculous feeding, producing food seemingly from nowhere, Jesus is revealed as the Son of 
God, the only human who could have done such a thing. 
 
There is, of course, a rationalist or modernist or reductionist or demythologized explanation for 
this miracle.  Frankly, I am equally comfortable with either approach and I don’t think it changes 
the meaning of this story to say that Jesus did not produce the food ex nihilo, out of nothing.  
That interpretation of the story says that, in fact, many of the people who’d followed Jesus out 
into the wilderness had sense enough to pack a lunch and bring it along, like the disciples in 
Matthew’s Gospel or the little boy in the Johannine version.  But fearing there would not be 
enough for everyone, they kept their food under wraps until, under Jesus’ urging, the disciples 
offered to share their loaves and fishes.  Reassured by this display of friendship and hospitality, 
out popped the loaves from under cloaks and the feast began.  Some commentators say that what 
is probably the oldest version of this story, in the Gospel According to Mark, highlights the air of 
scarcity by noting the greenness of the grass upon which Jesus had the people sit.  Witherington, 
for example, notes that green grass “indicat(es) a time in the spring when the previous fall’s 
grain supplies would be low at best.”  Low grain supplies means scarcity of flour which means 
scarcity of bread which leads to “I’m only feeding my family; those other people will have to 
fend for themselves.”  Until, of course, Jesus breaks the ice.  The moral authority, leadership, and 
care for the people that Jesus exhibits in this understanding of the miracle brings us right back to 
his identification with Moses and the prophets and his revelation as Messiah and Lord. 
 
Yet another way to interpret this miracle has been popular since the time of the early Church and 
still works today.  It is possible to read the story in a spiritualized or allegorical fashion and to 
say that it reveals Jesus as the one who feeds the people of God with the Word of God.  
Throughout the Bible, bread has been identified as a symbol of the Word of God.  Jeffrey John, 
in his book, The Meaning in the Miracles, notes that the rabbis of Jesus’ time had already 
identified the manna in the story about Moses as the word of God descending from heaven.  We 
know that Matthew understood this symbolism for he reports in the story of Jesus’ temptation 
that Jesus rebuffed the tempter’s urging to turn stones into bread by quoting Deuteronomy 8:3: 
“one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.”  
From this point of view, the question of whether Jesus caused bread that had not been there 
before to appear or whether he simply caused bread that was already there to be revealed is 
beside the point.  The people, bereft at the death of the Baptizer, needed to be nourished by 
Jesus’ teaching and his presence as the Incarnate Word.  They went away spiritually filled. 
 
But whether we focus on the physical reality of the miracle or its spiritual dimension, this is 
clearly a story about Jesus providing an abundance for the people who had turned to him for 
consolation.  This message of abundance was one that those who sought to pass on Jesus’ 
teachings clearly identified with him.  The Gospel According to John reminds us of Jesus’ 
teaching on abundant life and on himself as the Bread of Life which nourishes and satisfies, 
among other metaphors.  Jesus’ stories about wedding banquets pop up again and again in the 
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gospels, as well, of course, as John’s story of Jesus at the wedding banquet in Cana.  For those 
first century inhabitants of Palestine, the wedding banquet might be the only event at which they 
truly had a sense of abundance, more than enough to eat and the joy of their entire community.  
As a provider of an abundant feast, Jesus is seen as the instigator of the banquet, as the 
bridegroom.  By his own teaching, the Kingdom of God is like a wedding banquet, when all 
Creation will be swept up in joy, when the hunger for the true feeding will be satisfied.  As Jesus 
feeds the multitude, he gives them a glimpse of the Kingdom of Heaven, the Beloved 
Community. 
 
We, too, receive a foretaste of the Wedding Banquet when we partake in the symbolic act we call 
“The Lord’s Supper,” or Communion.  No one would mistake our morsel of bread and 
thimbleful of grape juice for a great feast but we understand that this meager meal is the way in 
which we remember Jesus’ promise to us that he will someday join us at the great feast in the 
Kingdom of God, the fulfillment of the Beloved Community.  And so we do as he asked on that 
occasion; we remember him, his sacrifice, his teachings, his promise.  And, hopefully, we also 
remember his call to us to continue to pray for the blossoming of the Kingdom and to work for 
the establishment of the Community. 
 
One iteration of that call to us, his disciples, has gone as yet unremarked upon by me this 
morning.  We see it in verse 16 of Matthew 14, in the heart of our passage.  When the disciples 
come to Jesus with what they think is a problem – the people are hungry and there does not 
appear to be enough to feed them – Jesus turns the tables on them.  They ask him to send the 
crowds away.  Instead, he says, “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.”  
“You feed them.”  His words echo down the years and call to me and to you: You feed them.  As 
the current generation of Jesus’ disciples, as the Body of Christ and the inheritors of his mission, 
these words are a challenge to us: You feed them. 
 
Just as with the miracle told by the Gospel writers, there are many ways in which we can 
interpret this call from our Master.  Unlike the residents of first century Palestine, we live in a 
time and place of great plenty.  Yet, still, there are those who are physically hungry.  This is and 
has been, I know, a great concern for this congregation for many years.  The donations to the 
Food Bank and to the Benevolence Fund have been generous indeed.  But we can do more.  We 
don’t always remember to bring a little extra for the Benevolence Offering on the first Sunday of 
the month.  We don’t always think to fill an extra bag with canned goods at the grocery store to 
go to the Food Bank.  We don’t always respond to the call to write a letter on behalf of Bread for 
the World.  We have done so much but we can always do a little more.  You feed them. 
 
We have tried, I know, to minister in various ways to those whose hungers have ensnared them, 
to those who crave alcohol or drugs, to addicts of all kinds.  We have opened our doors to 
recovery groups; we are known in our community for our hospitality in this way.  For some of 
these struggling men and women, we have gone the extra mile.  We have provided work and 
clothing as well as food.  We have housed some on our property.  Some have taken others into 
their homes.  But we can do more.  We could join with other churches who have programs by 
going and volunteering to help, to sit and talk, to break bread with those who are the least of 
these in our community.  We can help form new community, share the abundance of love.  Jesus 
calls to us, “You feed them.” 
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Some in our community, even our friends, even our family members, are hungry for meaning, 
for connection with something greater than themselves, someone greater than themselves.  Do 
we tell them about the joy that we’ve found?  Do we tell them about this community where we 
have been spiritually fed for so many years?  Do we tell them who it is that has lifted us out of 
ourselves?  Do we offer the Bread of Life?  You feed them.  You feed them. 
My sisters and my brothers, each of us has been fed from the table of Christ’s abundance.  Each 
of us has received spiritual bread to nourish us.  Each of us has seen that glimmering vision of 
the Wedding Banquet, the Beloved Community which struggles to be born on earth as it is in 
heaven, the Kingdom of God which has been inaugurated, is among us and within us and near to 
us but is not yet fulfilled.  Each of us has been charged, as followers of Jesus, to go out and bring 
in the ones who need that food, that vision, that hope, that joy.  Jesus says to us, “You feed them.  
You feed them.”  As we sing and as we partake in the morsels that promise the feast, let us 
deeply consider that call and let us commit anew to responding more fully every day of our lives.  
We are able to taste and see that God is good.  Thanks be to God. 
 


