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If you were to pick up almost any commentary on this passage, be it a devotional book, or a more scholarly book, almost any commentary on this passage will say that this is the most readily attested to miracle in the Gospels prior to the resurrection.  This is the only miracle of Jesus that all four gospel writers refer to. So we can tell from that fact that this event from Jesus’ life was very important in the early Christian community. If this is the one miracle prior to Easter that all the gospel writers felt compelled to report on, then we clearly have a very important piece of early Christian tradition. There is so much in this passage, so we can’t possibly treat it all in one sermon, so what I would like to do today is focus on the literary context of this passage to help us understand where this event comes from and what the source is of Jesus choosing to work this miracle for this crowd on this day.  

The passage we have before us begins in verse 13 of Matthew Chapter 14. It is important for us to know how Chapter 14 begins. If you were to look in a Bible at Matthew 14: 1 –2, you would read this, “At that time Herod (Antipas) the ruler heard reports about Jesus; and he said to his servants, ‘This is John the Baptist; he has been raised from the dead, and for this reason there are powers at work in him.’ Now the verses between one and two and verse thirteen talk about the beheading of John the Baptist. Most of us know that very dramatic, and very memorable story. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus now knows what fate has befallen his cousin. Jesus knows that if Herod Antipas had been threatened by John the Baptist and his following, he will be even more threatened by Jesus and his following. 

The Jewish historian of the first century, Josephus, tells us that Herod was threatened by the movement that had sprung up around John the Baptist. He knew that there was a popular movement following John the prophet. We can clearly glean that he would have been equally intimidated by the movement that had come up around Jesus. Jesus knows what has befallen his cousin. That is the context of the first part of this passage. The context is very important for what happens. We could have read without paying much attention to the first couple of verses here. . .  “Jesus withdrew in a boat to a deserted place by himself.”  There is a reason he has withdrawn. He knows that his ministry on earth isn’t finished yet, but that Herod would now likely be after him. So Jesus strategically chooses to go out into the countryside. He chooses to get away from some of the heat that has arisen based on his ministry. The context of this miracle is important. Jesus intended to withdraw for a while to be by himself, and, we can imagine, with his disciples as well. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the town. For a moment I want you to try to imagine with me living in Galilee at this time in history. Imagine a world where there are no telephones, no television, no radio, and believe it or not, there is no Internet! Imagine living in a world where you are dependent on oral reports for the news. You are dependent on word traveling as to what is happening. Imagine having heard reports that there is a young rabbi in the area who can preach like no one ever has, who can teach like no one ever has.  Imagine having heard reports that this young rabbi can pray to God and heal people.  Imagine living in that kind of world where you have heard these reports about this unusually gifted person of God, this Jesus. Then imagine hearing that he is in your area. If you are a faithful Jew, what would you do? You would drop what you are doing and go to him.  That is what this crowd does. There is a mass movement all of a sudden to go find Jesus. 

What we call the Sea of Galilee is a lake. It is thirty-two miles in circumference. At its widest, the Sea of Galilee is eight miles apart. From the top to the bottom is thirteen miles, so this is a manageable body of water. If you heard that Jesus and his disciples are on a boat on a lake, and they are headed to the other shore, you would drop what you are doing and go to meet him on the shore. That is what happens here. Jesus wants to withdraw for a time, but the people are so excited about him. They are so hungry to be near him that they follow him. They try to imagine where he will land on the other shore. That is why they don’t have time to pack a lunch. They are so excited to actually to see Jesus. 

I have said all of this to give you the context of Jesus performing this miracle. The next verse is so important to our understanding of who Jesus is. Keep in mind  that Jesus is grieving the loss of his cousin. He knows he might well be next so he has chosen to get out of the action for a time. Yet the crowds won’t let him be. They are so hungry for what he has to offer. Matthew tells us, “When he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured their sick.”  We see here the depths of Jesus’ compassion for people.  When he just wanted to get out of the fray for a little while to grieve the loss of this cousin, to have time for prayer, some time for solitude; but the crowd is hungry for healing, for his presence. Matthew tells us that Jesus had compassion for them and cured their sick. This miraculous event that all four gospel writers tell us about springs from a place of compassion. This is not an event merely to witness to Jesus’ power. It is not an event that Jesus does to threaten the secular or religious authorities of his day to show how strong he is becoming. It is out of compassion. It is out of love that Jesus feeds people who are hungry.

What I want to say today is that we can do so much with this passage. We could look at its connection to incidences of God providing manna in the Old Testament. We could talk about the story of Elisha praying to God and performing an event similar to this.  But what I want to say today is that this Gospel passage reminds us unambiguously that as modern day followers of Jesus we are to be people of compassion. It was compassion that drove Jesus’ ministry. It was compassion that drove him to the cross. And it is compassion that is to drive us in our ministry in the world. I conclude by admitting this, nobody can be compassionate all of the time. We will always have days when we are tired, when we are just not quite able to be at our best that day. There are humbling numbers of times when I realize that I have missed an opportunity to be compassionate to someone, and in the honesty of my private thoughts, I say to myself, humblingly numbers of times, ‘Well that wasn’t my best moment.’ None of us will ever be as loving as our Lord. None of us. But our calling is to remember that that is his model for us. Love, rather than indifference; compassion rather than inaction; opening our eyes to see what is happening around us rather than closing our eyes and going after only those things that are of interest to us. We will never model perfectly the love of Jesus. Our calling is to try. To try to show his love, to remember that every day we have countless opportunities through our thoughts and through our actions to witness to the love of Jesus Christ. That is our calling. 

I leave you today this extraordinary passage. In a short sermon time I can only chip at a part of what this means. I encourage us all today as we leave this building to remember that we follow the Lord whose mission was love. May that be our mission. I want to leave you with just one verse from Luke’s Gospel. It is a stunning verse. Henri Nouwen once wrote that all of the Gospel is encapsulated in this one verse from Luke’s Gospel. It is Chapter 6:36, where we read, “Be merciful, just as your heavenly Father is merciful.” Amen. 
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