Feeding the multitude (5,000 or so) by Rev John Castle

A sermon given on Sunday 2" August 2026 at St John the
Baptist Church, Aldenham

Reading(s): Matthew 14:13-21

Introduction: The little girl and the starfish

A young girl was walking along a beach upon which thousands
of starfish had been washed up during a terrible storm. When
she came to each starfish, she would pick it up, and throw it
back into the ocean. People watched her with amusement.

She had been doing this for some time when a man
approached her and said, “Little girl, why are you doing this?
Look at this beach! You can’t save all these starfish. You can’t
begin to make a difference!”

The girl seemed crushed, suddenly deflated. But after a few
moments, she bent down, picked up another starfish, and
hurled it as far as she could into the ocean. Then she looked
up at the man and replied,

“Well, | made a difference for that one!”

The man looked at the girl inquisitively and thought about
what she had done and said. Inspired, he joined the little girl
in throwing starfish back into the sea. Soon others joined, and
all the starfish were saved.!

!'This version of the story collected from
https://www.thestarfishchange.org/starfish-tale, based on the essay The
Star Thrower (1969) by Loren Eiseley. See
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Star Thrower




Meeting needs

Both this story and the famous miracle of Jesus feeding the
five thousand are about a need and the resources to meet
that need. In one story, thousands of starfish are likely to die
because they have been washed up out of the sea. There is
only one little girl seeking to meet the need — a clearly
inadequate resource. In the gospel reading today, there are
thousands of hungry people, and apparently only five loaves
and two fish to meet this need — again, an impossible
situation. Miraculously, though, everyone is fed, and 12
baskets of leftovers are collected.

Part of the point of the story, of course, is to show that Jesus
had miraculous powers. But there’s another level of meaning
in this story which we can learn from, a theme which is just as
relevant to our lives today as it was at the time of Jesus. It’s
the story of need and resources.

I’m sure each of us at times in our lives have wondered where
we would find the money to buy a car or a house, or where
the job opportunity would come from, or the advice we
needed, or the volunteers for an activity at church or in
another sphere of life. There are also many situations in the
wider world where resources seem inadequate to meet the
need — for example to help the millions of people who live in
poverty, or who are hit by natural disaster or war. Our
government has ambitious plans to fix the care system,
increase spending on defence and other things, but resources
are already stretched, and with the wars in the Middle East
and Ukraine, the pressures on the world economy will also
impact our country’s finances.



The government is accountable to the electorate for how it
uses the resources it gets from our taxes. But we as
individuals and as a church are accountable to God for how
we use the resources he has entrusted to us — our money, our
time and our other gifts.

The feeding of the 5,000

In the story of the feeding of the 5,000, Jesus is with a huge
crowd of people who have been with him for several hours,
some seeking healing, others keen to listen to his teaching. He
had hoped to get away for a day or so of peace and quiet,
having just heard that his cousin John the Baptist had been
beheaded. But the crowds find him, and he has compassion
on them.

The disciples are also concerned about the crowd, who will
need something to eat after all this time. They suggest that
Jesus sends them away to buy food for themselves. But Jesus
seizes the opportunity to teach the disciples a lesson.

Jesus said to them, ‘They need not go away; you give them
something to eat.” They replied, ‘We have nothing here but five
loaves and two fish.”

In Mark’s account, and also in the version in John’s gospel,
the disciples comment that to buy food for all these people
would cost more than 200 silver coins, the equivalent today
of over £20,000. Did the disciples have £20,000 to buy food
for this crowd? No, they did not.

> Matthew 14:16-17 NRSV



In the gospel of John, the 5 bread rolls and 2 fish come from a
boy with lunch basket. The boy is willing to give up what he
has so that Jesus can use it to bless other people.

Do you notice the difference between this boy and the
disciples of Jesus? They saw the problem, and thought, “there
is nothing we can do.” The boy saw the problem and gave
what he had to Jesus. | wonder which attitude we have to the
needs of others? When we hear about the suffering in Gaza or
DR Congo, for example, do we think, “this problem is too big,
there’s nothing we can do?” Or even, “it’s got nothing to do
with us —let them sort it out themselves”?

Maybe we have responded to these and other situations of
need, by going online and making a donation to a charity. But
| wonder whether we have really been like the boy. Think
about it: he didn’t say “OK, Jesus can have 2 of the rolls and a
fish, I'll keep the rest.” He offered it all.

How much of what we have and are, have we offered to
Jesus? Are we willing to see people, with their problems and
opportunities in the way Jesus sees them? Are we willing to
trust him to use us and our resources as he pleases, so as to
bring blessing to others?

What Jesus did
Listen again to what Jesus does in our story:

Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven,
and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to the
disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds.?

3 Matthew 14:19 NRSV



There are 3 points here.

First, Jesus took the bread. He accepted the gift that he was
offered in order to bless others. He didn’t say, “that’s no
good, it will never be enough”. The same is true when we
offer something to God with sincerity and a generous heart:
he won’t reject it; he will use it for his glory. Don’t forget,
“People look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks
on the heart”*. Remember the widow who put 2 small coins
into the Temple offertory? Jesus said that she had put in more
than all the rich people. You may not think you have much to
offer to God - little money, few abilities, little time. But offer
him what you have, and he will use it to bless others.

Second, Jesus blessed the food. He probably used these words
which Jews use before eating food: “Blessed are you, O Lord
our God, King of the universe, who brings forth bread out of
the earth.” Jesus acknowledged that all good things come
from God. Let us give thanks to God for all the good things he
has given us, and remember that “All things come from you,
and of your own do we give you.”>

Third, Jesus distributed it to the people and he involved his
disciples in the task. Just as Jesus gave the food to the
disciples to distribute, so he uses people to do his work today.
Human effort and God’s blessing go together. The boy gave
up his lunch, and Jesus used it to bless many people. In the
same way, God can use your gifts - your time, your money

41 Samuel 16:7 NRSV
> Common Worship Communion liturgy, based on 1 Chronicles 29:14



and your abilities - to bless others. He may even send you to
administer his help to other people directly.

Some people, sceptical of the miraculous, have explained the
miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 by saying that the example
of Jesus encouraged those who had brought food for
themselves to share it. Actually, | don’t think it’s either one or
the other. Some people may well have had food which they
started sharing - so that’s a positive thing for a start! And
your good example can similarly encourage others. But
there’s no need to discount the miraculous: it’s unlikely that
so many people still had so much food after several hours
that the left-overs came to twelve baskets. The main point of
the story is that however little we think we have to offer God,
when we give it wholeheartedly and generously, God will use
it to produce blessings far greater than we could imagine.

This principle doesn’t just apply to giving material resources.
Saying words of encouragement, or taking time to listen to
someone who is anxious or upset, can have a multiplier
effect. The person we’ve helped has now gained the
confidence to act positively, and other people will feel the
effects of this — the person’s family or work colleagues. God
works for good through us when we are willing to be
generous with our time, our money and our love.

The Bread of Life

One final point: Did you notice a similarity between what
Jesus did in this story and his action at the Last Supper? In
both cases he took bread, blessed it, broke it and gave it to
his disciples. In John chapter 6, you will see that this story is



followed by a dialogue in which Jesus talks about himself as
the living bread, who came down from heaven.

In our service of Holy Communion Jesus offers us himself in
the bread and the wine, his Body and Blood. Jesus gave
himself up for us, paying the ultimate sacrifice. His body was
broken for us. He held nothing back.

In the same way, it can be costly for us to give ourselves — our
whole selves — to Jesus. But the rewards are immense —
infinite, even. There are many words and verses in the Bible
to encourage us. We read in Ecclesiastes:

Cast your bread upon the waters,
for you will find it after many days.®

In Matthew chapter 19 Jesus promises his disciples who have
left everything to follow him:

everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or
mother or children or fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a
hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life.”

And Paul describes how he has tried to put the teaching of
Jesus into practice in his own life:

In everything | did, | showed you that by this kind of hard work
we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus
himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’”®

6 Ecclesiastes 1:11 ESV
7 Matthew 19:29 NRSV
8 Acts 20:34 NIV



Conclusion

So as we come to the Lord’s table this morning, let us give
thanks not only for the material blessings which God has
given us, but for sending Jesus to die for us on the cross, so
that we might be forgiven and receive eternal life, and so that
he might live in us and we in him by his Holy Spirit.

And let us offer our resources, and our very selves, to him so
that he may bless us and use us to meet the needs of the
many people who require our help, whether in body, mind or
spirit.

We might like to reflect on the words of a hymn by Frances
Ridley Havergal, which | will close with. | invite you to close
your eyes and pause for a moment, and then | will leads us in
prayer.

Take my life, and let it be
Consecrated, Lord, to thee;

Take my moments and my days,
Let them flow in ceaseless praise.

Take my love; my Lord, | pour
At thy feet its treasure store:
Take myself, and | will be
Ever, only, all for thee.

Frances Ridley Havergal (1836-1879)



