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The Feeding of the Five Thousand

Bible Text: Luke 9:10–17; Matthew 14:13–21; Mark 6:32–41; John 6:1–14
Lesson Focus: God responds to human needs with abundance.
Big Question: What can I do to help others?
Key Words: ABUNDANCE, SCARCITY, MULTIPLICATION, BLESSING

Prepare
Quick Prep
• Fully divine and fully human, Jesus could empathize with the hungry masses that followed him. He provided for their real-life needs—when they were hungry, he gave them food.
• Jesus' disciples in every age do well to remember that the calling to follow him and invite others can never be separated from the physical needs of those whom we encounter.
• The miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 parallels the bountiful manna from heaven received by the Israelites in the desert following the exodus from Egypt. Once again, God has fed the people and provided for their needs and, in doing so, the promises and figures of the past are recalled in the multiplication of the loaves.
• At the table we are fed by the Bread of life; Jesus feeds us and then calls us out into the world to do the same.


Deep Prep
The story of the feeding of the 5,000 people takes place immediately following Jesus' commissioning of the 12 disciples—they are given power and authority over demons and diseases and are sent out two by two to bring the good news to those who will hear it. If people will not receive their message, the disciples are to shake the dust from their feet and move on (Luke 9:1–6). The news of Jesus' ministry reaches Herod, the same man who had John the Baptist killed (Luke 9:7–9). When the disciples come back from their mission, Jesus invites them to go to a solitary place (Luke 9:10). Then comes Jesus' multiplication of the loaves and the feeding of the 5,000 (Luke 9:11–17).

Jesus' earthly ministry is a mixture of teaching, healing, and compelling summons to those who will heed the call of discipleship. While many of Jesus' miracles have been recorded in the Gospels, the feeding of the 5,000 is the only miracle story repeated in each of the four Gospels: Matthew 14:13–21; Mark 6:30–44; Luke 9:10–17; and John 6:1–14.

Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was a human being who walked in the dirt like everybody else. He certainly knew basic human urges and needs. Jesus undoubtedly experienced hunger and, because of that human understanding, could have compassion on the masses that followed him. When the crowds before him hungered and required nourishment, Jesus didn't just give them theology—he gave them food.

The followers of Christ have always been and will always be people with real-life problems and needs. Jesus' way has been to address those needs, meeting people where faith and life intersect. The continuance of Christ's mission in the world can never be separated from the joys and pains of followers and new believers. The United Nations Hunger Project (www.worldlegacy.org/HungerInfo.htm) estimates that about 24,000 people die every day from hunger-related causes, and 75 percent are children under the age of five. With hunger so prevalent in the world, we must ask the question of how the followers of Christ are called to respond.

Does Jesus ask more of us than we can provide? The disciples would have preferred to send away the hungry people, but Jesus had something else in mind. Like the disciples' problem, the problems of the world today may seem insurmountable, but we are people of faith who believe in what may appear impossible.

The miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 parallels the bountiful bread from heaven received by the Israelites in the desert following the exodus from Egypt. For those who knew the stories of the exodus best, this event would have been evocative of that event. Once again, God fed the people and provided for their needs. Jesus teaches with heavenly authority; he commands even the bread and fishes. The promises and figures of the past are recalled in the multiplication of the loaves; surely the one who works divine miracles of this scale must be sent from God. In these early days of Jesus' ministry the question would be raised: Is this the messiah for whom the people of Israel have waited? Is this the bread of life that provides nourishment beyond one's physical needs?

Lutherans and other faith communities are famous for their potlucks. We invite one another to bring a dish to pass, but do we invite those who have nothing, who are hungry? Jesus called his followers to feed the hungry, feed his sheep (see John 21:15–17). When we provide for the real needs of others, we continue the work of Christ in the world. It seems so overwhelming; so many in the world are hurting. When we pray to God to feed those who are hungry, perhaps we should be praying that God would move us to feed our hungry brothers and sisters.

Luke 9:17 reports that "all ate and were filled." In this world of hyper-consumerism, how is it that we eat, consume, shop, surf, buy, buy, buy, and buy some more, and yet we do not seem filled? Few of us have known chronic hunger, yet we know what it is to hunger for meaning, truth, and love. At the table we are fed by the Bread of life; Jesus feeds us and then calls us out into the world to do the same.


Adolescent Connection
What can I do to help others?

The students you teach are probably busy. They have little time for fellowship with family—both home and church—and little time to address the needs of others. In the feeding of the 5,000, youth can see Jesus' generosity. Even though tired and needing rest, he gave up his quiet time to help others. His compassion on the crowd, shown in teaching and feeding them, sets the example for the students. Service to others is sometimes costly, requiring that we give up both our time and our personal preferences. Often youth will not be sure they have anything to offer. Assure them that God wants them to use their unique skills to serve others and, in so doing, declare how much God has done for them.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to serve all people, following the example of Jesus" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

Jesus makes it possible for us to serve God and all people as a joyful response to God's free, and freeing, grace. We are liberated from sin and death to follow Jesus' example—responding to great need with great abundance.


