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Matthew 14:13-21 “When Little Becomes Much”**
Main Idea:  In the account of Jesus' feeding the multitude of 5,000 recorded in Matthew 14:13-21, we learn that little becomes much when it is placed in the Master’s hands.
I.  Scene #1: There is a need (13-14).


A.  Jesus had a need (13).


B.  Jesus saw a need (14).

II.  Scene #2: The need becomes an opportunity (15-21).


A.  We see the folly of the disciples (15).



1.  They gave information to Him who knows everything.



2.  They told their Master what to do.



3.  They saw only the practical side of things.


B.  We see the power of Jesus (16-21).



1.  He demonstrated it by what He said (16-18).



2.  He demonstrated it by what He did (19-21).




SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"Jesus did the impossible.




SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"Jesus used His disciples to do it.

Implications:  What does this story teach us?


1.  What is an obstacle to us is an opportunity for Jesus.


2.  The Lord may allow us to experience a need so we'll get to experience Him.


3.  When we give what we have to Jesus, little becomes much.


4.  It's amazing what happens when we place what we have in Jesus' hands.


Scripture Reading: Matthew 14:13-21

I want to know Jesus better.  And I want to help others know Him better too.  Knowing Him.  Knowing Him better.  Helping others know Him.  This is what life is all about, indeed, what eternal life is all about according to Jesus own testimony in John 17:3.  “This is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”

There is no one like Jesus.  He truly is in a class all by Himself.  Ponder this observation by the Swiss born historian, Philip Schaff: 
"This Jesus of Nazareth, without money and arms, conquered more millions than Alexander, Caesar, Mohammed, and Napoleon; without science and learning he shed more light on matters human and divine than all philosophers and scholars combined; without eloquence of schools, he spoke such words of life as were never spoken before or since and produced effects which lie beyond the reach of orator or poet; without writing a single line, he set more pens in motion, and furnished themes for more sermons, orations, discussions, learned volumes, works of art, and songs of praise than the whole army of great men of ancient and modern times."


This is no exaggeration.  There's never been anyone like Jesus.  He's one of a kind.  To have eternal life, one must know Him personally and put one’s total trust in the redemptive work He accomplished.

Having said that it seems to me we face a prevalent problem today in Christendom.  It's an identity crisis of sorts.  Not our identity, but His.  Do we really know Jesus?


I'm not just talking about non-Christians--they obviously don't know Christ.  I have in mind Christians, too.


A lot of us are being shortchanged.  We're settling for something less than what God desires for us, that is, a personal, intimate, growing knowledge of the Living Christ.


Let's be honest with ourselves.  It's possible to be religious and not have a growing relationship with Christ.  We can be church attenders.  We can know what's expected of a good Christian.  We can even know the Bible.  But the gnawing question remains, do we really know the person of Jesus Christ?


In many ways, it's like asking, "Do you know your spouse?"  Friend, you can have a wedding band on your finger and not know your spouse.


So I repeat.  I want to know Jesus better, and I want to help you know Him better too.  


There are two stories in Matthew 14 that can help us to know Christ better.  Both stories illustrate the unique authority of Jesus.  We're going to examine one today, and the second one (as the Lord wills) next Sunday.  The first is when Jesus fed the 5,000.  The second is when He walked on water.


I've entitled this mini-series, "In a Class By Himself."  Truly, Jesus is one of a kind, as we'll see the Word of God vividly portray.


The feeding of the 5,000 is perhaps one of Jesus' most significant miracles, next to the miracle of the resurrection.  All four gospel writers record this miracle.  You probably first heard the story when you were a young child—the story of a boy's sack lunch that Jesus multiplied to feed a multitude.


But what's the point of it all?  Why did Jesus do what He did that day?  What does the story teach us about the Savior, and about ourselves?  So very much, as we'll see today.


I’ve entitled today’s message, “When Little Becomes Much.”  That’s precisely what happened when Jesus took five loaves and two fish to feed a multitude of 5,000+ in Matthew 14:13-21.  It’s what happens as well when Jesus becomes real to us.  Little becomes much.  There are two scenes in this story, as there are in our stories.

Scene one, there is a need.  Scene two, the need becomes an opportunity.

I.  Scene #1: There is a need (13-14).


The gospel of Matthew is one of four inspired biographies of the life of Jesus of Nazareth.  Matthew wrote with a particularly Jewish audience in mind.  His aim was to prove that Jesus is the Messiah, and Matthew did this by showing how Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament Scriptures.  While Mark, Luke, and John do the same, Matthew includes nine additional Old Testament proof texts.


A quick walk through the book of Matthew provides us with a helpful backdrop for our story.  In chapters 1-2 Matthew presents the birth of King Jesus.  In chapter 3 we're introduced to John the Baptist who introduces Jesus to the world.  Chapter 4 records Jesus' wilderness temptation and the beginning of His public ministry.  In chapters 5-7, Matthew records Jesus' greatest sermon, the sermon on the mount, in which Jesus presents what in essense is Kingdom Living 101.  In chapters 8-9, we see a series of miracles that Jesus performed.  In chapter 10, He calls and sends out the twelve apostles on a preaching and healing tour.  As a result, chapters 11-12 depict Jesus' growing popularity with the crowds, and the growing resistance towards Him by the religious establishment.  In chapter 13, Jesus delivered a series of parables to explain what His kingdom is like.


Then we come to the immediate context of chapter 14.  King Herod heard about Jesus, and in his paranoia Herod confused Jesus with John the Baptist, whom he had beheaded.  Right after John died, the Baptist's disciples came and told Jesus what happened (12).  In the rest of the book, Jesus faces increasing opposition from the religious Jews.  This climaxes in the dramatic final passion week, detailed by Matthew in chapters 20-28, with the account of the cross, Jesus’ resurrection, ascension, and unleashing the disciples with the great commission, “Go, make disciples of me in every nation.”


This brings us to scene one of our story.  There is a need.  In fact, it's a two-part need.


A.  Jesus had a need (13).  The narrative begins (13), "When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place."


Stop there.  It says when Jesus heard what had happened.  What had He heard?  He heard what Herod had done to John the Baptist, that he killed him (12).  And quite likely He heard that Herod had heard about Him (as verse 1 indicates).

So what did Jesus do?  He withdrew to a solitary place.  Why?  It's wasn't because He was afraid of Herod, though Herod would later team up with Pilate in the mock trial of Jesus.  Why then did Jesus choose to get out of the public light at this particular time?

The answer is that Jesus had something He needed to do before He allowed wicked men to abuse and kill Him.  What was it?  To prepare the Twelve for His departure.


From this point on in Matthew's gospel, you'll find the focus of Jesus' ministry moving from the multitudes to the disciples.  He shifts from a public ministry to a predominately private one.  He's going to spend more and more time with less and less people.


Jesus' goal wasn't to attract crowds, but to make disciples (it's no different for us as a church).  From this point until His crucifixion, the need that governed the use of His time was to prepare the Twelve to carry on His mission after He left the earth.


So He withdrew from the crowds and headed for a secluded place.  Mark adds this note in his account (Mark 6:31), "Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, 'Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.'"


It wasn't easy to get away from the crowds in Galilee.  Barclay points out that Galilee was a small region, only 50 miles from north to south and 25 miles from east to west.  Josephus tells us that at this time there were 204 towns in the area, none with a population less than 15,000 (Barclay, 98).  So it was crowded place to live.


Did Jesus and His men get the rest they needed?  Not quite.  Verse 13 continues, "Hearing of this, the crowds followed him on foot from the towns."  Picture the scene.  To get away, Jesus and His disciples took a boat ride across the Galilee.  Luke specifies that the "solitary place" was near the city of Bethsaida (Luke 9:10), which is on the northeast shore of the Lake.  The crowds saw Jesus leave in the boat, and took off on foot after Him.  They went around the top of the lake, keeping an eye on the boat, and actually beat Jesus to His destination!


As verse 14 indicates, "When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd."  Wow!  He left to get some time away, but never made it.  I'm impressed by two things—one, the magnetic attraction of Jesus.  And secondly—the amazing selflessness of Jesus.


What was Jesus' response when He arrived and saw the waiting mass of people?  Was it, "Oh, no!  These people again!  Why won't they give me a break!" 

No.  Verse 14 states, "When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, He had compassion on them and healed their sick."  He had compassion.  The Greek term is splangknidzomai.  It means to be moved in the inward parts.  Jesus felt for the people.  

This brings us to the second part of the need.  First, Jesus had a need, but second...


B.  Jesus saw a need (14).  He saw the people, a large crowd of men, women, and children.  And when He saw them, He had compassion on them.  Mark says, "He felt compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd (Mark 6:34)."


Do you have compassion for people?  You say, "How can I tell?"  Here’s how.  True compassion always moves into action, which is what Jesus did.  "He had compassion on them and healed their sick."  To call ourselves "compassionate" and to turn the other way in the face of need is hypocritical.  True compassion is action oriented.  So let’s look at our calendar and our bank statement, and we'll find the evidence (or lack of it) for our compassion.  Are we using our time and resources to meet the needs of others?  

Jesus saw a need, and did something about it.  But Jesus' help was not merely humanitarian.  Ultimately, His healing work verified his messianic authority.  He had come to reverse the curse brought on mankind by Adam.  He had come to deal with sin.  And during His three years of ministry, as He healed the sick and even raised the dead, Jesus gave the world a foretaste of what He will ultimately do when He establishes His future Messianic Kingdom.


But Jesus saw another need that day.  Not just the crowd's need, but the need of His disciples.  Remember the reason for this getaway trip in the first place?  Jesus wanted to have a concentrated time to build into the Twelve.  And that's exactly what He did next.

Scene one, there was a need.  Now scene two.
II.  Scene #2: The need becomes an opportunity (15-21).


Verse 15 begins, "As evening approached, the disciples came to him and said, 'This is a remote place, and it's already getting late.  Send the crowds away, so they can go to the villages and buy themselves some food.'"


So evening came.  What was supposed to be a get-away trip had turned into another marathon ministry session.  And to be quite frank, the disciples were a little perturbed about Jesus' generosity with the crowd.  In fact, notice the contrast between the disciples and Jesus in verses 15-21.  


A.  We see the folly of the disciples (15).  If you look carefully at what the disciples said to Jesus in verse 15, you'll see three evidences of their folly.



1.  They gave information to Him who knows everything.  The text says they came to Jesus and addressed him quite abruptly.  There's no use of the title of respect, "Lord."  They just throw at Him two pieces of information.  One, "This is a remote place."  And two, "It's getting late."


Answer this.  Did Jesus know that it was a remote place?  He certainly did.  He's the one who picked this "remote" place to begin with, right?  In the Greek text the word translated "remote" in verse 15 is the same word translated "solitary" in verse 13.  Yes, Jesus knew the place was secluded, that's why He chose it in the first place.  And He certainly knew what time of day it was.  He felt hunger pains, so He knew it was supper time.

I find this ironic.  People trying to give information to the One who knows everything.  We never do that, do we?  Do we ever treat the Lord as though He doesn’t know what is going on in our lives?  


"Lord, my dad is sick!  Have you noticed?"  Yes, He noticed.


"Oh, God, I don't have a job.  Do you see me?"  Yes, He sees.  Remember, beloved, our God is sovereign.  He notices.  He sees.  Nothing surprises Him.  He knows everything.  

Then came a second evidence of their folly.


2.  They told their Master what to do.  They commanded Jesus, "Send the crowds away."  That's an imperative.  Does that strike you as odd, disciples telling their Master what to do?  As if He didn't know what to do.  Remember, He's the Lord!  

But that’s our problem.  Sometimes we fail to remember, and we start telling our Beloved Master what to do.


3.  They saw only the practical side of things.  Listen to the end of verse 15 again, "Send the crowds away, so they can go to the villages and buy themselves some food."  The disciples treat Jesus as though He was confronted with a problem He didn't know how to handle, or at least hadn't noticed.


From the disciples' perspective, Jesus was so absorbed with the people's spiritual needs that He'd forgotten about their more pressing physical needs.  So they took it upon themselves to remind Him of the practical side of things.


This reminds me of the story Paul Tripp tells in his booklet, Marriage: Whose Dream?”

I once was talking with a lady who had been married many years.  She was married to a person who, very honestly, I would have to say was a bad man.  He was angry, controlling, and manipulative.  He said and did hurtful things.  She had dreamed of the ultimate husband, but she certainly hadn’t gotten him.  Now she was so embittered by the blessings other women in her church enjoyed that she said she could no longer go to worship.  She felt as if God had forsaken her, so much so that she couldn’t read her Bible or pray.

As I listened, I wanted her to understand her identity in Christ.  I wanted her to know the love of the Lord; that God is a refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.  So I started reading her passages that spoke of the amazing, abundant love of God, and in the middle of a verse she said, “Stop! Don’t tell me again that God loves me.  I want a husband who loves me!”  And she pounded her fist on her chair as she said it.


Her dream had definitely crumbled.  What were her options?  How would Jesus want her to respond in her situation?


Let’s answer that question by looking at ourselves.  If your dream were to dissolve in front of your eyes, how would you react?  Let’s be honest now!  Would you:


-fall into self-pity?


-lash out in blame?


-get swallowed up by envy and coveteousness?


-doubt the goodness of God?


-find it hard to read the Bible, to pray, to fellowship, to worship?


These kinds of responses reveal that you are living for earthly bread.


The Lord is so gracious.  He turned the disciples' objection in Matthew 14 into a lesson they'd never forget.  How often He does the same with us!  

"Lord, I've got this problem in my life!  Have you noticed?  I can't do anything about it."  And He replies, "I know there's a problem.  And yes, I've noticed.  And I know you can't do anything about it.  But I can.  Will you trust Me?"


Many Christians trust Christ for salvation, but then begin to live their lives as though, for all practical purposes, He didn't really exist.  Or exists but doesn’t care.  


Brothers and sisters, we should learn to view every problem as an opportunity for the Lord to work.  How much better it would have been for the disciples to say, "Lord, there are 5,000 hungry men here plus women and children.  But You already know all that.  What's next, Lord?  How do you want to use this situation for Your honor?"

Here comes the contrast.  We’ve seen the folly of the disciples in verse 15.  Next...


B.  We see the power of Jesus (16-21).  He demonstrated His power in two ways.



1.  He demonstrated it by what He said (16-18).  In verse 16, Jesus confronted the disciples' assessment with two shocking statements.  Here's the first, "Jesus replied, 'They do not need to go away.'"  You said to send them away, but they don't need to go away.  You don't see the whole picture like I do.


And then a second shocker, "You give them something to eat."  I want you to meet this need.


John 6:6 indicates this was a test for the disciples since Jesus "knew what He was intending to do."  Jesus knew the disciples couldn't feed the multitudes.  Not by themselves.  But He also knew they could do more than they thought if they allowed Him to work through them.  


They were soon going to learn a lesson they'd never forget.  Little is much when it's placed in the Master's hands.  He used Gideon and his rag-tag assembly of 300 men to deliver Israel from the entire Midianite army, and they did it with torches, trumpets, and clay pots!  But in reality they didn't do the delivering.  The Lord did it, through them.

The Lord used a shepherd boy, David, to eliminate a blaspheming giant.  Just like He had used 80-year-old Moses to deliver two million Hebrew slaves from bondage in Egypt.  And ultimately, He used an instrument of terror, the cruel Roman cross, to be the means by which He would bring salvation to the world.  

Yes, little is much with the Lord.


But the disciples aren’t seeing that yet.  They replied (17), "We have here only five loaves of bread and two fish."  John 6:9 indicates the food came from a boy that Andrew discovered.  Bread and fish were common staples in the Galilean diet.  But this would be no casual snack.

I'm intrigued by the word "only" in verse 17.  "We have here only five loaves and two fish (or as the KJV puts it, "We have here but five loaves and two fishes.")."  Only.  That word indicates a lot about a person's perspective, doesn't it?  

"I'm only human.  How can you expect me to live a pure life when my teenage friends are mocking me?"  Or, "I'm only one person.  How could I ever make a difference for Christ where I work?"  Or, "I've only been a Christian myself for two years.  I can’t lead somebody else to Christ."  

"Only" focuses on what we can see, and minimizes the One we can't see.


I love what Jesus said next.  Verse 18, "'Bring them here to me,' he said."  That's how an only can become an opportunity!  Bring it to Jesus.  Little becomes much when you bring it to Jesus.  Or more accurately, Jesus makes much of little when we surrender it to Him.  

So Jesus demonstrated His power by what He said in verses 16-18.  Next...



2.  He demonstrated it by what He did (19-21).  Jesus issued a series of instructions beginning in verse 19.  First, He directed the people to sit down on the grass.  Why?  I’m not sure.  He doesn’t say.  Perhaps it’s so they could see clearly what He was about to do.  Or perhaps to illustrate something.  The meal He was about to prepare for them would be no ordinary meal, and this miraculous feast foreshadows another another great feast He will enjoy with His people.

John was there that day.  In Revelation 19:6-9 (ESV), John writes, “Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the roar of many waters and like the sound of mighty peals of thunder, crying out,

“Hallelujah!
For the Lord our God
    the Almighty reigns.
7 Let us rejoice and exult
    and give him the glory,
for the marriage of the Lamb has come,
    and his Bride has made herself ready;
8 it was granted her to clothe herself
    with fine linen, bright and pure”—

for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.

9 And the angel said to me, “Write this: Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.” And he said to me, “These are the true words of God.” 

What a meal that will be!  The great wedding feast that kicks off eternity together for the Lamb and His bride.


Now look at the Lamb of God back in Matthew 14.  He took the loaves and fish, looked up to heaven, gave thanks, and broke the loaves.  Carson notes that these actions are normal for any head of a Jewish household.


Don't miss the next detail.  The end of verse 19 states that Jesus gave the food to His disciples who in turn distributed the food to the guests.  Again, the question is why?  Why didn't Jesus Himself give the food directly to the people?  For logistic reasons?  Perhaps.  But, in my opinion, there's a more significant reason.


This miracle was especially designed for the disciples.  Yes, the crowd got a meal out of it, but the Twelve received something far greater, something that would last a lifetime.  

A lesson.  You see, for the rest of their lives these Jesus-followers were going to face obstacles, just like we do.  Again and again they would be situations where they were in way over their heads.  Yes, they needed this lesson.  Little always becomes enough when its placed in Jesus' hands.


Remember, these are the men that Jesus is grooming for His mission.  In just a few months, He will go to the cross, conquer the grave, and return to heaven.  Then it will be up to them to spread the good news to the nations.  Could they do it?


Of course they could not do it.  These twelve men didn't turn the world upside down because they knew how to formulate a growth plan.  These were ordinary men, basically blue collar types with limited education, money, and connections.  What then was the key to their success?  How did they go from 120 in Acts 2 to untold thousands in Acts 28 in less than three decades?  


Here’s how.  They took heed to the lesson they learned the day they saw Jesus multiply a sack lunch into a feast.  They learned to place the little they had into the hands of their Savior who said, “You will be my witnesses, and I will build my church.”

Verse 20 tells us what happened, "They all ate and were satisfied, and the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over."  Can you imagine what that bread must have tasted like?


G. Campbell Morgan comments on Jesus' actions (189), "Christ fed the multitudes despite their sin and despite their folly...  He took them just as they were, the hungry crowd...He never asked a question about character.  He fed them because they were hungry, and a hungry man, if he is the worst in the city, touches the heart of God with pity, and it is for us to feed him.  Jesus did not begin by saying to a man, If you will enter my kingdom, I will feed you.  He fed him.  But then He will not let a man say, "Now, because You have fed me I will come into Thy kingdom.  No, a man must begin somewhere else.  I will feed you, I will care for you, My pity will manifest itself in benevolent activity toward you, even though you are going to crucify Me.  But I will not be crowned King upon the basis of that feeding.  He will not ascend the throne of our life on that basis.  He does not begin in the accidentals but in the essential.  He does not base His throne upon the shifting sand of a man's material needs; He must establish it upon the rock of a man's spiritual recognition and spiritual life."


Well said.  Jesus is gracious and meets our needs.  But He knows our greatest need is not for things, but for Himself.  We need a Savior.  We need Him to become our Savior.


Is Jesus Christ your Savior?  This is why He came to earth, to provide a ransom payment for sinners like you and me.  Repent and receive Him into your life, and you will become a child of God.


Now answer this.  Why the leftovers?  Jesus obviously could have made the exact amount of food needed.  Why twelve basketfuls of leftovers?  We find a clue in John 6:12.  There we're told that Jesus commanded His disciples to pick up the leftovers.  That would indicate Jesus doesn’t want us to waste what He provides.  But it’s more than that.  This shows that a prime purpose for this miracle was Jesus’ intent to teach His disciples something.  There were twelve baskets left over.  There were twelve of them.  One basket for each of them.


See them holding those baskets.  Look at Peter, and James, and John.  Look at doubting Thomas, and Matthew who used to get his paycheck from the Romans.  Look at these twelve men each holding their basket.  
They learned something that day, and it’s what we’re learning today as we see them standing there.  



SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"Jesus did the impossible.  And...




SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"Jesus used His disciples to do it.  Verse 21 tells us there were 5,000 men who ate that day.  That’s just a little under the population of Porter Township.  Add to that number the women and children and the total was probably in excess of 15,000 people!  Jesus did it, and He did it by working through His disciples.
Implications:  What does this story teach us?  

Allow me to highlight four implications...


1.  What is an obstacle to us is an opportunity for Jesus.  Would you consider 15,000 hungry people an obstacle or an opportunity?  

Beloved, this is right where we live.  Your abrasive neighbor may be an obstacle to you, but He's an opportunity to Jesus.  The same goes for your job situation, or that financial challenge, or whatever.  The obstacles we face are merely opportunities for our Lord.


2.  The Lord may allow us to experience a need so we'll get to experience Him.  The disciples got a whole lot more out of that day than a fine meal.  They experienced the sufficiency of their Savior in a way they’d never known before.

Sometimes the Lord allows us to face a hardship as an occasion to get to know Him better.  It’s an opportunity for us to see Him work, to learn to trust Him more fully.

3.  When we give what we have to Jesus, little becomes much.  Answer this.  Can we reach lost people in this community for Christ?  No, we can't.  But yes, He can, and He is.  But one of our problems is that we haven't placed ourselves into His hands.  We’ve sort of put Jesus into our hip pockets.  He's there if we need Him.  And we wonder why we don't see Him at work.  Dear friend, when we give what we have to Jesus, little becomes much.
 
Beloved, the Lord isn't asking us to save the world.  That's what Jesus came to do.  That's why He gave His life on a cross to pay sin's penalty.  That's why He conquered death.  He isn't asking us to save the world.  He's inviting us to place our lives and all we possess in His hands.


4.  It's amazing what happens when we place what we have in Jesus' hands.  Would you pause now and reflect on your life?  Do you have needs?  We all do.  Do you see those needs as obstacles or opportunities?  Do you have resources that the Lord is wanting to use?  I invite you to turn them over to Jesus, indeed, to turn yourself over to Him.  

� For a previous look at this passage, see the message preached at WBC on 4/25/99.


**Note:  This is an unedited manuscript of a message preached at Wheelersburg Baptist Church.  It is provided to prompt your continued reflection on the practical truths of the Word of God.





�Observation given by the NIV Study Bible, pp. 1433-4.


� Paul Tripp, Marriage: Whose Dream? Pp. 12-13.
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