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Sermon for the 9th Sunday 
after Pentecost 

 

 

Compassion Beyond Our 
Means 

 

Today’s Gospel tells of the event that is commonly called 
“The Feeding of the Five Thousand.” Jesus fed 5,000 men 
plus their families with a couple of fish and five pieces of 
flatbread.  The need for feeding all these people came up 
because they were stuck out in the middle of nowhere.  The 
verses leading up to today’s Gospel give some insight as to 
why Jesus and His disciples traveled to a desolate area in 
the first place. 

 

The preceding verses tell us that Jesus and His disciples 
had just learned about the death of John the Baptist.  The 
first words in today’s Gospel are “Now when Jesus heard 
this …” These words refer to the news that John had died.  

Text: Matthew 14:13-14 
 
13 When Jesus heard what had 
happened, he withdrew by boat 
privately to a solitary place. 
Hearing of this, the crowds 
followed him on foot from the 
towns. 14 When Jesus landed and 
saw a large crowd, he had 
compassion on them and healed 
their sick. 
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John and Jesus had a close relationship.  Not only were they 
related, but John was also the forerunner of Jesus.  Many of 
Jesus’ disciples were also disciples of John before Jesus 
called them to follow Him.  It is not too hard to imagine that 
the news about John’s death caused quite a bit of grief.  So 
today’s Gospel begins with Jesus taking the disciples to a 
desolate area after they learned that John had died. 

 

Apparently, the people whom Jesus left behind on the shore 
figured out where Jesus was going and they traveled around 
the Sea of Galilee by foot.  When Jesus arrived at the 
desolate place, it was no longer desolate.  It was full of 
people.  Jesus saw these people and He had compassion on 
them.  This was a special kind of compassion.  Jesus was 
moved down to the very core of His inner being. 

 

He was moved because He remembered how things were 
supposed to be.  As the Son of God, Jesus was there at 
creation.  Everything was made through Him and He saw it 
all and it was very good.  He was also there when Adam and 
Eve sinned and the world became a sinful place.  That is the 
reason He took on our human flesh in the first place … to 
take our place and deal with sin for us.  In today’s Gospel we 
see God in human flesh surveying the results of sin and 
having compassion on the victims of that sin. 

 

I suspect that most Christians in 21st century America would 
still understand how sickness is the result of sin.  Sickness is 
part of the dying process and death is the result of sin.  We 
in 21st century might live a few years longer because of our 
medical technology, but we still get sick and we still die.  We 
can empathize with the sick people in that desolate place.  
We understand that sickness is the result of sin.  Therefore, 
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we understand that the healing touch of Jesus is Jesus 
having compassion on the victims of sin. 

On the other hand, it is more difficult for the 21st century 
American Christian to see hunger as a result of sin.  We live 
in a land where over eating is the problem, not under eating.  
Between grocery stores, convenience stores, restaurants, 
and other food sources, most Americans have never been 
desperately hungry.  It is a simple thing for us to stop off at a 
fast food restaurant when we are on the road.  It’s not a big 
deal.  Hunger is not as big an issue today as it was when 
Jesus fed the 5,000. 

 

Things were not so simple for those 5,000 men who brought 
their family members to Jesus.  Back then there were no fast 
food restaurants.  An oven would be built out of rocks in the 
front yard and heated by firewood that you had to gather if 
you wanted hot food.  You spent most of your day gathering 
and preparing food for the next meal.  Wealthy people might 
eat until they were satisfied.  The average person was rarely 
satisfied at the end of a meal. 

 

Now think of the Garden of Eden.  Adam and Eve were 
constantly surrounded by food.  Out of all the trees in the 
garden, only one was off limits.  Any time they needed to 
eat, they simply put out a hand and picked something from a 
nearby tree.  It was not until Adam and Eve sinned that 
gathering and preparing food became a struggle.  It was 
after Adam and Eve sinned that God said to Adam [Genesis 
3:17–19] “Cursed is the ground because of you; in pain you 
shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it 
shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the 
field.  By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread.” 
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So it is that we understand that when Jesus heals the sick, 
He is undoing the curse of sin.  We also understand that 
when Jesus feeds the hungry, that too is undoing the curse 
of sin. 

 

The disciples witnessed Jesus as He undid the curse of sin 
by healing the multitudes.  Never the less, their words and 
actions indicate that they did not understand.  As the day 
came to an end, they suggested that Jesus send the people 
away so they could find food.  Jesus said, “They need not go 
away; you give them something to eat.” The disciples had 
seen Jesus perform many miracles.  They should have 
known that He could give them enough food to feed all the 
people.  Instead they said to him, “We have only five loaves 
here and two fish.” Instead of looking to Jesus to give them 
food to give to the people, they tried to figure out how they 
could obey Jesus with their own resources.  In spite of all 
that they had seen, they still did not understand. 

 

[Jesus] said, “Bring them here to me.” He took the five 
loaves and the two fish.  He looked up to heaven and said a 
blessing. Then he broke the loaves and gave them to the 
disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds.  And 
they all ate and were satisfied.  In this way, Jesus made it 
possible for the disciples to follow His instructions.  He gave 
them the food and they were indeed able to give the people 
something to eat.  In fact, all the people were satisfied. 

 

Today, we still live with the symptoms of our sin.  The 
symptoms may not be exactly the same as those suffered by 
the thousands who ate from those five loaves and two fish.  
Never the less, we still suffer from sin. 
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Jesus’ compassion and His words and works in today’s 
Gospel account teach us that He has the authority and 
power to deal not just with the symptoms of sin, but He is 
able to deal with sin itself.  He regularly deals with the sin 
that attacks us daily. 

 

Jesus’ compassion and His words and works also comfort 
those who share Him with others.  Jesus instructs us to give 
His gifts to the people we meet in the world around us.  We 
have the same response that the disciples had.  “Lord, I only 
have these few pathetic skills.  There is no way that I can do 
what You say.” Jesus responds the same way to us that He 
did to the disciples.  He says a blessing and gives HIS gifts 
to us.  We can share His gifts with the people around us and 
have more left over than when we began. 

 

The greatest blessing that Jesus gives to us is the blessing 
that comes from His cross … the forgiveness of sins.  With 
that forgiveness, He gets at the root cause of all our 
problems.  With that forgiveness, He saves from the eternal 
punishment of hell.  With that forgiveness, He gives us life 
forever with Him. 

 

Just as Jesus fed the 5,000 through His clueless disciples, 
He still gives His gifts to sinners so that they may share them 
with other sinners.  At the beginning of the service, You 
confess your sins before God and each other.  Then, even 
though I am just as much a sinner as any of you, I still 
forgive your sins with the forgiveness that Jesus Christ has 
given to me.  As I stand here in this pulpit, I am simply one 
sinner telling other sinners about Christ’s salvation.  As I 
consecrate the bread and the wine of the sacrament, I am a 
sinner who relies on Christ’s promise to take up residence in 
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the bread and wine with His body and blood for the 
forgiveness of your sins.  Just as the multiplying of the fish 
and loaves had nothing to do with the disciples who 
delivered the meal to the crowds, so also the source of 
forgiveness, life, and salvation has nothing to do with the 
pastor.  Instead, it all depends on Jesus. 

 

As you find yourself stranded and hungry in the desolation of 
this sin-filled world, know that Jesus has entered this world 
with sacred food for you.  This food is the Gospel of His 
suffering, death, and resurrection for you.  This Gospel gives 
you the forgiveness of sins, and with the forgiveness of sins 
comes life and salvation.  Just as He once gave temporal 
food by the hand of His disciples, He now gives you His 
sacred food through the mouth and the hand of His servant.  
Even though His servant is a sinner, His food is still holy … 
and His food is for you. 


