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Trinity 8 - Matthew 14: 13 – 21 

 
Jesus said ‘They need not go away, you give them something to eat’ 

 
Going for a picnic is a very English thing to do – whatever the weather, and of 
course it is something that can encompass social distancing, and compliance 
with all the guidelines that are currently in place – going for a picnic is high on 
the list for many of us in the summer of 2020! 

 

Jesus has just heard the news of the death of John the Baptist, his cousin and he 
just wants to have a little time to himself, something I’m sure we can all 
empathise with, but the crowds are in hot pursuit and as his little boat lands 
near Bethsaida on the shores of Northern Galilee they are there waiting for him!  

 
Matthew tells us that ‘When he [Jesus] went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and 
he had compassion for them and cured their sick.’ Jesus put aside his own 
feelings and his own needs and got to work.  
 
Our story then moves to the evening and by now everyone is hungry, but finding 
something to eat in the Galilean countryside for such a large crowd would not 
have been an easy thing to do. 
 
The disciples could see the problem; a huge crowd needed to be fed, and they 
thought they had come up with a good solution, they wanted Jesus to send them 
on their way to look for food; they in effect wanted the problem to go away, to 
solve itself, as I’m sure they had no idea how to deal with it themselves, and as 
was so often the case the response they got from Jesus wasn’t what they had 
expected. 
 
“They need not go away; you give them something to eat.”  
 
In other words – you deal with it!  
 
Matthew does not mention the very familiar little boy and his picnic lunch that 
we are familiar with from John’s Gospel, but he does mention the amount of 
food, five loaves of bread and two fish. A very simple picnic, a meal of the poor, 
nothing elaborate and nothing fancy, but a meal that in the hands of Jesus was 
more than enough, as he took the bread and fish, and ordered the crowd to sit 
down. Next he blessed the food and proceeded to break it into pieces for the 



disciples to hand out, and we are told “all ate and were filled; and they took up 
what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full. And those who ate 
were about five thousand men, besides women and children.” 
 
But, I suggest there more to this story than simply the provision of a vast 
quantity of food, amazing though that is. What else can we take from this 
miraculous story, a story that is so important that it appears in all four Gospel 
accounts?  
 
Firstly we see the amazing abundance of God’s compassionate provision for his 
people. Not only were all the people fed and filled but there was ample left over, 
twelve full baskets, much more than had been needed at the time. 
 
Secondly we see a crowd that becomes a community as they eat together that 
day. The disciples wanted to disperse them but Jesus in his provision for their 
physical needs draws them together as a united group, he is welcoming them to 
become a new community that afternoon as they sit and eat together and I 
suggest here we see an example of the kingdom beginning to break in as the 
people as being offered not only physical food for their journey but the 
opportunity to start out on a new journey, a spiritual journey with Jesus, the one 
who is able to meet all their deepest needs, the one who is able to nourish them 
at every level. 
 
And thirdly we see here a lesson in discipleship, a lesson for the disciples 
gathered there with Jesus that day, but also a lesson for us, those who would 
call themselves his 21st century disciples.  
 
Jesus could so easily have met the needs of the crowds without any help or 
assistance from anyone else, yet he chooses to use the meagre offering of fish 
and loaves to provide for the people’s needs and he also chooses to involve his 
disciples in the miraculous feeding, not only in the distribution of the food but 
also in the gathering of the leftovers, leftovers that symbolise the extravagant 
abundance of God’s compassion and grace being poured out that day in the 
Galilean countryside. 
 
Here we see a parallel to Christ’s call on our lives today; we are not simply called 
to follow in the footsteps of the Gospel, we are called to be co-workers and 
participants in  the work of the Gospel. Our gifts and talents may seem very 
meagre, just like the little picnic that day, but in the hands of Christ if five loaves 
and two fish can feed a multitude, just think what he could do through us if we 



are willing to allow him to use us as part of his provision for our community, our 
families and our friends. There are I’m sure times when we want, like the 
disciples to say about whatever it is we are feeling nudged by Christ to do, the 
equivalent of ‘the hour is now late … [and] send the crowds away,’ but like the 
disciples we should not be surprised if we here the answer “They need not go 
away; you give them something to eat.” 
 
 

 

  

 


