John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, July 31, 2011 – Pentecost VII, Mt. 14:13-21
Paraphrasing the words of Dr. George Hermanson, the real miracle today would be for my sermon on this text to truly feed and satisfy those of you who are hungry, and who are here this morning!

There are those who would try to persuade us that what took place here, as Matthew reports it to us, following Jesus’ time of ministry to the folks who came to him – was a “miracle” of “sharing” – and that the folks gathered that day already had food with them, and the initial five loaves and two fish which were offered prompted others to share what they had brought as well.  
However, I think you know me well enough by now that you know you’d never catch me attempting to put this kind of a “spin” on what happened here.  Because I believe that what actually happened that day is that Jesus miraculously fed this crowd – this multitude – of 5,000 men - plus women and children – with just five loaves and two fish!  And I believe as the disciples distributed those few loaves and fish, God supernaturally multiplied this scant little meal into an abundance … with plenty of leftovers!!  Amen?!

When Jesus heard about John the Baptist – that he’d been beheaded – he withdrew from the place where he was in a boat – to a deserted place – by himself.  If we recall, Jesus had recently been rejected in Nazareth, his own hometown … and now he was grieving over the tragic death of his cousin, John – the one whom God had sent to prepare the way for him.

Most of us here this morning know what it means to grieve the loss of one whom we loved, and who was near and dear to us.  But Jesus didn’t have much time for “grieving” though, did he?  Because Matthew tells us that when he came ashore, a great crowd, with great needs, was waiting for him!  So, moved with compassion – moved to the very depths of his innermost being – our Lord began to minister to these folks … to touch them and heal them … to minister to each one of them according to their individual, personal needs … addressing each affliction, illness and disease with compassionate care – as if each of these folks had been the only one to whom he ministered that day.
I don’t believe Jesus ever led a “healing service” that was like a “production line” – “get ‘er done, and move on to the next one” – don’t “dilly dally!”  I believe that’s why it took as long as it did – because of the time he spent with each individual who came to him.

I’m so glad we have prayer ministers here at St. Barnabas.  And I know those of you who have gone to them for prayer for healing, or whatever other need you may have had – can vouch for the fact that these folks give your situation and circumstance all the time and attention the Holy Spirit leads them to!
God still answers prayer today!  He’s still in the healing business, and He’s still the God who operates beyond the realm of human ability and understanding!  He’s still the God of miracles!  Whether it has to do with healing the sick, or multiplying fish and loaves!!

It’s interesting that this particular miracle Matthew records for us here is the only one that we find in all four Gospels.  In both Matthew and Mark, we have another account of the feeding of 4,000.  And tradition indicates that the feeding of the 5,000 may have been for the Jews, and that the feeding of the 4,000 may have been for the Gentiles.  However, this is not stated in the text itself.  So we might just file this idea away in the realm of possibilities!

Just to put things into perspective for us, this “crowd” – this “multitude” Matthew talks about here would have been about the size of the average city – not town or village – but the average metropolitan area in this part of the world in Jesus’ time – with several exceptions, or course.

Small loaves of barley bread and fish were two elements of a basic diet for the peasant class in Galilee.  The fish would either have been smoked or pickled – preserved for a journey.  When the disciples came to Jesus, and laid this problem of the hungry crowd at Jesus’ feet – suggesting that he send them away into the villages to buy food – he gave them what I’m sure they considered a surprising response - that they should give them something to eat!  In essence, alright, you’ve identified the problem … now you do something about it!  Guys, I need you to take ownership here!!
You see, I believe this incident not only took place so 5,000 plus hungry people could be fed – but I believe it also provided a “teaching moment” for the disciples – trust and obey!  “You give them something to eat!”  Don’t just look at these five loaves and two fish, but consider our God - for whom nothing is impossible!  “Trust” that He will come through here, regardless of how things look right at this moment, and then obey the instructions I’m about to give you!
And we know the rest of the story – Jesus blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them and the fish to his disciples - to distribute to all those who had gathered there that day.  So, in essence, these followers of Jesus were learning here what it meant to “partner with God” in ministry, and in meeting the needs of the people.
And was there enough to feed everybody?  Not only was there enough, but Matthew tells us that twelve basketsful of leftovers were gathered, after everyone there had eaten their fill!  Not just God of sufficiency, but 

God of abundance!!  Amen?!

The picture Matthew paints for us today from the life and ministry of Jesus is one of rejection, and of grief, and of compassion.  It’s one of risk, and of trust, one of seeming impossibility, and then finally, one of not just sufficiency, but of abundance!
As I mentioned before, Jesus had been rejected by those in his hometown of Nazareth.  He was grieving over the death of his cousin and his forerunner, John.  But in spite of this, he still had compassion – loving mercy and pity, welling forth from the very depths of his being – for the crowd who had followed him, and whose needs and afflictions were many.  I believe those who came to Jesus that day took a risk that he’d be willing and able to meet their needs, after they’d traveled a long way to find him, and to present their needs to him.  
And I believe the disciples showed trust in their Lord and Master – in the face of seeming impossibility – that somehow, and in some way – he could feed a crowd the size of a whole city – with just one person’s lunch!  And then, finally, we see the witness - of not only God’s sufficiency, but of His abundance – as twelve basketsful of leftovers were gathered at the end of the meal!  

But, you know what?  As wonderful as these divine healings that took place that day were – and as amazing and awesome as Jesus’ feeding of the city-sized multitude was – starting out with just a few loaves and fish … I believe the essence of the message here goes beyond merely physical healing and the satisfaction of physical hunger!
Now don’t get me wrong!  I believe our Lord is still concerned, and still has that same compassion he had that day we read about for those in need of healing, and for those in this world who suffer from physical hunger!  But I also believe that his compassion extends to those whose hunger goes much deeper than the hunger which a loaf of bread and a piece of fish can satisfy!  
I believe his greatest concern and compassion is for that deep, gnawing, constant hunger down within the soul of each and every person on the face of this earth!  That deep hunger that can only be satisfied by that which we really need to live – the “Bread of Life!” … the “Bread of Life!”  Bread that doesn’t just satisfy and meet our needs in the “here and now!”  But bread which satisfies and meets our needs eternally!! 
Jesus tells us, in John 6:51, “I am the living bread which came down from heaven!”  And, in John 10:1, he says, “I came that they might have life” – not just sufficient life – “but abundant life!”… “abundant life!”
In just a few moments, we’ll come forward to receive the sacrament of this “living bread,” which comes down from heaven to us … and to drink of the cup of salvation – the cup of our Lord’s blood – shed for us and for our salvation.  May this “living bread,” and this cup of salvation - satisfy us in way that no fish and loaves, no steak and lobster, or even - no “Chunk Wood” barbeque can!!  May we be filled, not just sufficiently, but with abundance – the abundance of God’s love, mercy, grace, and His assurance that you and I belong to Him eternally!
And may we be willing to trust and obey – as the Lord leads us – even when things seem impossible!  Even when the need is so great, and there seems to be so little!  Because, as we’ve been reminded today, God can do a lot with a little!  He did it 2,000 years ago, He’s still doing it today, and He’ll keep on doing it tomorrow!!  
Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father, thank you that you sent you Son, Jesus, to show your love and compassion to us, and to this world.  Thank you that because of this, he was willing to set aside his own rejection and grief, and meet the needs of those who came seeking him.  Thank you that you’re still in the healing and miracle-working business today!  Help us to be willing to trust and obey, and to partner with you as you touch lives and meet needs for Christ’s sake.  And thank you that you’re never limited - in light of whatever the meager resources at hand might be!  Thank you that you can do a lot, with a little!  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen, and amen!!
