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Satisfaction for Our Needs
Text: Matthew 14:13-21

Our Lord Jesus never does anything halfway.  At the wedding of Cana, He provided wine in vast quantities for those who had been drinking for days on end.  And it wasn’t just cheap, worthless wine; no, it was the best that the wine steward, an expert in such matters, had tasted during the entire feast.  When His disciples ask Him to teach them pray, Jesus didn’t just give them a general outline for putting together prayers or tips for how to impress others.  No, He gives them the most perfect prayer.  And again, here in our text this morning, the people are hungry.  They haven’t eaten all day and they’ve brought nothing with them.  Jesus doesn’t provide crumbs for them.  He doesn’t give out strict rations of just enough to get them on their way.  Rather, He provides for them to the point of complete satisfaction.  He gives them enough to eat so that they are full and still have twelve baskets of leftovers.  Our Lord grants full satisfaction for needs of body and soul.

Our God cares about our bodies.  He made us with bodies and souls and this is good.  And because He made us with bodies, He grants satisfaction for our bodily needs.  The Feeding of the Five Thousand shows us that Jesus cares for the physical needs of those who follow Him.  He healed the sick in that crowd of over five thousand people, seeing the great need of these people for relief from their diseases.  His ears were attuned to the fact that these men, women, and children that had come out of the cities to hear Him were hungry.  He recognized that they’re earthly, and that even though man does not live on bread alone, he still needs to eat something from time to time.  And these people, who had rushed out from the towns as soon as they had heard where Jesus was, in their zeal had not brought enough food.  The entire day had passed as this great crowd sat at Jesus’ feet and they were without any kind of sustenance.  All that the Twelve could scrounge up were five loaves of bread and two fish.  So, Jesus, who is ever mindful of the needs of those in His care, provided for them, completely and fully.

And yet, what was the reaction of the disciples to need?  What’s our reaction?  “This is a desolate place, and the day is now over; send the crowds away to go into the villages and buy food for themselves.”  We’re tempted to believe that we must do it all on our own.  After all, God is so far away in heaven and we’re stuck here on earth with famines and droughts, floods and wildfires, economic crisis and unemployment.  We think, “Let us go elsewhere to provide for ourselves” – whether it be the empty promises of demagogues or reliance on our own fleeting mortal strength.  Our reaction to the slightest rumbling in our stomachs is to panic and distrust God – to disbelieve the One who has promised: “Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not of more value than they?” (Matt. 6:26)  And as soon as the checking account begins to dry up and it becomes harder to pay for the basics, like the electric and water bills, we immediately think that God must not be paying attention to us.  He’s turned a blind eye to our needs.  After all, we think, why would God care about something so trivial as our earthly well-being.  So, we think that we should trust in our own ability to provide for our needs.

This is where the Twelve were when they asked Jesus to send the crowds away to provide for themselves.  And Jesus’ response their words was to show them the frailty of our own ability to provide: “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.”  Jesus does not send the hungry away.  He does not dismiss the needy.  He does not turn away from the sick and starving.  Nor does He teach them to rely on themselves.  His words to the Twelve were meant to reveal the inability of mortals to give life: “You give them something to eat.”  


What our Savior does is provide for His people from Himself.  He didn’t send the five thousand away to find things of their own power.  He didn’t even force them to spend their own money in the villages to buy food.  He provided of Himself.  And yet, even providing from Himself, He still acted through the means of the fives loaves of bread and two fish.  He distributed them through the disciples.  Our Lord always acts.  And He always acts through means.  He does provide and He does so abundantly.


Jesus didn’t give a little bite of bread to each person in the crowd.  He provided for every individual man, woman, and child until they were satisfied.  They were full, stuffed.  It was just as if they had finished a five course meal.  They had that feeling of fullness and satisfaction that we often have after a Thanksgiving dinner or Labor Day cookout.  We’re reminded of the beatitudes in Luke’s gospel: “Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you shall be satisfied.” (Luke 6:21)  Our Lord cares about your earthly, bodily needs.  He cares about your health.  He cares about your hunger.  He cares about your worries and troubles and the roof over your head.  He cares about these things and He provides for them.  He may not always provide in the way expected – the disciples expected Him to provide in a different way than He did for the five thousand – it may not have been in the way you expect or even want, but He does grant satisfaction for your needs.  Our Lord has His people recline on the grass in the cool of the evening, and there in a desolate place, and He turns the wilderness back into Eden, where food is freely given, without money and without price, without the sweat of the brow or toil.

This is not to say that Jesus is simply a god for our stomachs, though.  He’s not just a genie who gives us every desire of our all-too-often corrupted imaginations.   He doesn’t feed our sinful desires or delight in our gluttonous, perverse wants.  No, in order to provide for us fully and wholesomely, our Lord grants satisfaction for spiritual needs as well. Indeed, as demanding as our bodily needs can be, our spiritual needs are even greater.  The crowd of five thousand had followed Jesus when they heard where He was.  They rushed out of the cities to see Him because they needed to hear His life-giving Word.  They needed to hear what no other man was saying.  They needed to be rescued from the false promises of the zealots, who claimed that Solomon’s kingdom could be wrenched from the Romans and their glory restored.  They needed to hear something of more substance than the Pharisees and scribes could provide in their empty promises of fulfilling the Law.  They needed to be saved from themselves – from their own vain chasing after self-made righteousness, from their unholy appetites, and from their own attempts to meet their spiritual needs.  We hear from the prophet Isaiah this morning: “Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?  Listen diligently to me, and eat what it good…incline you ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul may live.” (Isa. 55:2, 3)  They needed Jesus’ life instead of the death these others were peddling.  They needed His Gospel.  And Jesus provided this in full measure.  In fact, it’s only because our Lord cares for the spiritual needs of His people that we receive bodily gifts as well.  It’s only because we receive the richness of His grace in the forgiveness of sins that we can receive our earthly goods.  It’s only because Jesus has extinguished God’s wrath on the cross by His suffering and death that we can expect good things from God’s hand.  It’s because we stand perfect in Jesus’ forgiveness that we can stand before our heavenly Father and receive daily bread.  The crowds received bread and fish only because they were already perfect in Christ’s forgiveness, which He poured out upon them in His preaching of the Gospel.

Jesus didn’t give the crowds clever, rhyming clichés to satisfy their spiritual hunger.  He didn’t give them sound bytes that were easy to digest and just as easy to forget.  He didn’t give them bumper sticker slogans or T-shirt sayings.  He preached for them for the entire day, right up until evening had come.  He filled them to satisfaction with His Word.  He poured out for them the fullness of the Scriptures, showing Himself to be the very heart and soul of every promise proclaimed by the prophets, the core of every hope of the patriarchs.  And then, when He had satisfied them with His Word, He took bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave it to His disciples.

This part should sound familiar to us.  When Jesus had given them enough to inwardly digest, He went even further by giving them earthly bread.  And yet, this teaches us something about what our Lord prepares for us – for His people who know the rest of the story, for those who know about the even greater miracle with bread that appears later in Matthew’s gospel.  Our Savior fills us to the brim with His Word here, this very morning, and every Lord’s Day.  And when we think we’ve had our fill, He provides even more.  Through the hands of His called and ordained servants, our Lord takes bread, blesses it, and gives it to His disciples here and now.  He provides for us more richly than we could have imagined.  He nourishes us with the preaching of His forgiving Gospel in His Word and satisfies us with the feast of His own body and blood for the forgiveness of our sins.  He so utterly fills us with forgiveness, life, and salvation that we can’t help but be satisfied.  Our Lord grants us complete satisfaction for our needs of both body and soul.


Jesus grants us this satisfaction only out of His own compassion.  We read this morning: “When He went ashore and saw a great crowd, He had compassion on them and healed their sick.”  Our Savior feels pity and compassion and acts on it.  He doesn’t simply feel compassion and remain a well-wisher, hoping for the best for this enormous crowd.  He feels pity for them and acts on it.  He feels compassion for their weak humanity and heals their illnesses.  He feels compassion for their hunger and feeds them.  He feels compassion for their starving souls and nourishes them with His Gospel.  He felt compassion for all humanity and came in the flesh to die for every single sin committed. And He still feels compassion.  And He still acts on it.  We’ve witnessed it this morning with the baptism of Isaiah.  The Lord has looked down in pity on this helpless infant and has provided for him.  He’s provided a rich bath of regeneration, a cleansing flood of forgiveness to save this child who cannot save himself.  And He will continue to provide for him.  He’ll provide him with the spiritual sustenance of His Word.  He’ll provide him with meals and family and friends and a home.  And, we pray, that in time, He’ll bring him to recline at His own table and feed him with His own body and blood.  We’ve witnessed our Lord reaching down and claiming this child as His own, saying, “I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand.” (John 10:28)


Thus, Jesus shows that that throughout our lives, He is intensely interested in our needs.  This is the reason He gives us the petition to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread.”  This means that He wants to know about our needs.  He wants us to come before Him in prayer, asking for the things that we need, even the things that we want.  Just as an earthly father wants to hear from his children about what they need and want, so does our heavenly Father.  He wants us to trust Him to give us these good things, in His good time.  He’s interested in you – both in soul and in body.  He wants you to seek Him in prayer, whether it’s asking for help with your home, with paying the bills, with finding a spouse or even a friend, with protecting and caring for a child, with hunger, despair, and worry.  He wants you to have faith in Him.  This is why He provides for you bodily.  And He doesn’t stop there.  He also gives other petitions to pray: “Forgive us our trespasses,” “Lead us not into temptation,” “Deliver us from evil.”  And He grants these petitions in the same fullness that He grants us our daily bread – to the point of full satisfaction.  He Himself has promised to care for us and He will surely do it.  In the name of our compassionate Savior Jesus Christ, Amen.
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