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Matthhew 14:13-21

The The Depth of Compassion
Grace to you and peace from God our Father

and from the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ: the story

of Jesus feeding the 5,000 is very familiar and rightly our atteention is focused on the

miracle of the loaves and the fisshes.  More on that in a minute, but I wonder if we 

have a tendency to skip over the beginning of this text in our haste to get down the 

page to the really good stuff,, and in doing so we miss some things that clearly St. 

Mattehew wants us to get.  Like what?  Well fisrst of all, right before this account of 

Jesus feeding the 5,000 Mattehew presents the story of the death of John the Baptist, 

and the very end of verse 12 it says “they [that is the disciples of John the Baptist, 

who had just buried the body] went and told Jesus,” they told him that John the 

Baptist had been killed.  And what did Jesus do?  Here’s where our text today picks 

up – it says “he withdrew from there to a lonely place apart.”  He went away, to a 

deserted place, by himself.  Why?  Well, we may tend to think of our Lord as a 

distant or cold prophet who is somehow above all of our human feelings, so that He
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couldn’t have the emotions that we do, so that when confronted with this terrible 

news of John the Baptist’s horrible execution it somehow wouldn’t even register, 

and Jesus would just continue on to the next teaching moment.  But Jesus is just like

us, as it says in Hebrews: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as

we are, yet without sin” (Heb 4:15).  We remember that St. John writes the shortest 

verse in the New Testament, “Jesus wept,” because Jesus grieved over the death of 

Lazarus, the same Lazarus whom he would then raise from the dead!  So Jesus’ 

reaction when He hears about the beheading of John the Baptist, His relative, is to 

withdraw, into a deserted place by himself and now we understand why Mattehew 

interrupts his narrative of the parables and teaching of Jesus with this story, 

because John the Baptist is not just a random character inserted into the story to 

make it interesting.  He is instead one who’s life and words are dedicated to 

another, John is the prophet who brings the good news of the Messiah who in turn 

brings to us the grace of God, to those who repent, that is the forgiveness of sins 

and eternal life.  And just as John was handed over to Herod and beheaded so Jesus 

will be handed over hung on a cross.  John’s sad end foretells what is in store for 

Jesus, and here we see Jesus grappling with the events yet to come in the same way 

he will at the Garden of Gethsemane - yes the Lord Jesus Christ suff,ers like we 

suff,er, was tempted like we are tempted, but in all His suff,ering and temptation he 
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remains without sin, whereas our suff,ering and temptation is a result of our sin 

again a Holy and righteous God.  Thee very confession of faith that we make as we 

gather in this church hangs upon this character of our High Priest Jesus Christ, who

“For our sake [was made] to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God” (2 Co 5:21).

Thee Work of Compassion

So having heard this news Jesus wants to go into a desolate place, He gets in a boat 

since he’s near the Sea of Galilee and is headed to another shore but it doesn’t work.

Thee crowds fisnd out where He’s going and head him off, on foot and they are 

waiting for Him when he arrives, “a great crowd.”  Does Jesus get back in the boat 

and try for another spot?  Is He exasperated that the crowds just won’t seem to 

leave him alone?  Not at all, and His reaction here is all the more remarkable when 

we consider all of this context.  Instead of moving on to try again at another spot, 

He had compassion on the crowd and healed their sick.  Compassion.  Theis is who 

Jesus is. Theis is what He does.  He translates His sorrow over John, and perhaps the 

sorrow He feels over the path that is laid before Him, into compassion.  What about 

this crowd, who are these people that Jesus lavishes His mercy upon?  Perhaps 

these are the ones who been deemed worthy of receiving this compassion, that they

have done all the right things in all the right places, they’ve made the right vows 

and crossed all the t’s and dotteed all the i’s.  Well, no not really.  Theey were just like 
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everyone else, just like you, just like me, sinful humans separated from God because

of sin, marked with the stain that has blemished all of humanity since Adam, and 

unable to do anything about it.  In other words, objects of pity.  Objects of 

compassion.  Pity for the state of our sinfulness, compassion not just because 

because we struggle through this life with sorrows and regrets and problems, 

although we certainly do, not just because temptation is all too easily 

accommodated instead of resisted, although it is, but most of all objects of pity and 

compassion because hell awaits those who are without righteousness before God.  

Thee compassion of Jesus is out of the ordinary, and here the original text uses a 

word that doesn’t really translate into English very well, the same word I told you 

about a few months ago back when we were doing this on YouTube.  When the 

New Testament describes the compassion Christ has for His floock it uses this Greek 

word that that actually mean innards or bowels.   Theat sounds very strange to 

modern ears but this association with the inner parts of a person signifises how deep

this compassion really is, because the ancients viewed the internal organs as the 

seat of emotion and even today we say that we feel things in our gut.  St. Mattehew 

wants to make sure we understand the compassion of Jesus in the strongest terms 

possible in order to bring out the totality of the mercy of God, the mercy of God 

which claims you as his own through the suff,ering and death of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.  Theis kind of pity, this deep inner compassion is so much more than mere 
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emotion, it is the very depiction of Christ and how Christ comes to you, this same 

Jesus who in His humanity feels and senses just like you do but unlike you and me 

who are trapped in our sinful nature He is able to restore what was lost, to take 

away your sins and bring you before the Father clothed in His righteousness.

And so where this compassion of Jesus Christ is there also are the giftss which He 

freely off,ers to you.  What giftss are these?  Well, fisrst of all we remember what we 

pray for in the Lord’s Prayer – give us this day our daily bread, which Martin 

Luther says “includes everything that belongs to our entire life in this world.”  So 

this morning when we hear the words of Psalm 105 in our Introit we see this 

merciful provision to the Israelites, a reminder of how God miraculously delivered 

the Israelites in the desert, providing them with shade and light, food and water in 

the desert, just as he had provided for Abraham before them.  Likewise then we 

approach the miraculous feeding of the 5,000 fisrst with the understanding that this 

is a real meal with real food, that the compassion of Jesus meets the needs of the 

people by providing them with their daily bread.  Again from Martin Luther, “God 

wishes to show us how he cares for us in all our needs and faithfully provides for 

our daily sustenanceHhe wishes us to ask for them so that we may realize that we 

have received them from his hand and may recognize in them his fatherly goodness 

toward us.”  
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The Means of Compassion

So this large crowd was hungry and Jesus fed them, and they were satisfised, they 

had their fisll.  At the beginning of Jesus’s ministry he spoke of another kind of 

satisfaction for those who have another kind of hunger - Jesus says in the sermon 

on the Mount of Olives, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

for they shall be satisfised” (Mt 5:6).  To all who are weary and long to receive the 

righteousness of God, who in repentance turn away from sin and through faith 

trust in the promise of the forgiveness of sins, the Holy Spirit brings the restoration 

and refreshment of the waters of Holy Baptism and the bread of life in the 

Sacrament of the Altar.  Thee meal Jesus provided to the gathered crowd was real and

so is this meal we receive here today, and praise be to God, every Sunday in our 

church, for we partake of the real presence of our Lord and Saviour at this very altar

and in doing so we too are satisfised because of the blessings we receive, for this 

eating and drinking of the body and the blood gives us complete spiritual 

nourishment, and satisfises our hunger and thirst for righteousness.

But there is another meal that awaits those who are in Christ, a meal that will bring 

to ultimate fulfisllment all these things – so both the blessings of our daily bread that

the Lord sends to us and gives us out of his abundant mercy and kindness, and the 

Holy Supper of our  Lord Jesus Christ who gives us his true body and blood for the 

forgiveness of sins and eternal life – these are but a foretaste of the banquet feast of 

the Lamb of God, who will return to gather His own for all time in perfect 
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fellowship.  Jesus says “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my 

voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me” 

(Re 3:20).  Thee giftss that we receive today out of the compassion of our Lord, the 

compassion for lost sinners in need of redemption that led Jesus Christ to lay down 

his life for us on the cross, these giftss point us toward that day yet to come when 

our salvation is complete and we are again made perfect in God’s holy 

righteousness.  

Jesus sees the multitudes gathered on the shore and his response is neither anger 

nor frustration nor despair but deep compassion, he heels their sick, he feeds them 

and provides for them.  Thee way He sees the people of God, all of us, is as sheep 

without a shepherd, scatteered and harassed and cast down.  In His mercy he does 

not leave us hungry in the desolate places of our lives, but He brings us every good 

gifts, and He restores us in body and soul.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and 

your minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.   Soli Deo Gloria✠
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