
Feeding the Five Thousand 

From ancient times, the Church has always seen more in the feeding of the 5,000 than what the 

casual reader might expect.  Because casually speaking, the story seems to be about Christ performing a 

heroic deed to meet the physical needs of the crowds who were gathered on the mountain. Since the 

place was deserted, the hour late, and the people many, the disciples justifiably were concerned about 

food supply. Such apprehensions were most likely motivated by their own worry over whether the 

provisions they had brought for themselves would be enough to satisfy all the hungry mouths; thus their 

selfish suggestion to send the crowds away to buy food for themselves.  Of course we know what 

happens next―Christ takes two fish and five loves and transforms the little into much, so that after all 

the crowds had eaten their full, there was still enough left over to fill twelve baskets.   A casual reading 

gives you these facts. But the Church sees so much more.  The event of course happened exactly as St. 

Matthew records it for us.  Of this there is no doubt.  But like all of Christ’s teachings and actions, there 

is a deeper meaning, a deeper lesson, a deeper purpose. So we do not dismiss the actual event, but at the 

same time we are encouraged by those who have gone before us to notice the spiritual event.  Just as we 

see in Christ’s death more than the torture and execution of an innocent man, so also we see in the 

feeding of the 5,000 more than a battle against the epidemic of world hunger. This miracle of the feeding 

of the 5,000 is meant to teach us something about our Lord. Since Christ is the Word of God, any act 

performed by the Word of God is a sermon to us. And through this visible act, our minds are led deeper 

into the knowledge of our Savior. In this miracle, we see the Law of God fulfilled, the mission of the 

Church revealed, and God’s good gifts concealed.  

First, in the feeding of the 5,000 we see the Law of God fulfilled. St. Augustine had much to say 

on this point. For him the bread symbolized more than just bread.  The five loaves of bread 

corresponded to the first five books of the Bible, known as the Torah. The two fish symbolized the two 



tablets of stone upon which the 10 commandments were written and brought down by Moses from Mt. 

Sinai.  It was the responsibility of Israel to know the Old Testament Scriptures, particularly the first five 

books of the Bible- Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.  These five books formed 

the sacred Torah, which guided the community of God’s people.  These five books were written by 

Moses himself and St. Paul tells us, “But even until this day, when Moses is read, the veil is upon their 

heart.” The veil had not been taken away, because Christ had not yet come, but when Christ came, He 

tore this temple veil from top to bottom. In the breaking of the loaves, Christ is fulfilling the Law in our 

place.  By breaking the bread God shatters the chains of slavery. In Christ, the world is atoned for and 

all sins are forgiven Christ has not abolished the law, but fulfilled it.  He has not destroyed the Law, but 

He has broken its hold on us.  He has torn down the barriers that separate us from God.  

Second, in the feeding of the 5,000 the mission of the Church is revealed. Several things we must 

notice in the text. First, it is Christ who performs the miracle; it is by His power and work alone that the 

bread and fish are multiplied before the eyes of the crowd. But after He performs this miracle, the fish 

and bread are handed over to the disciples to distribute. The crowds do not need to go away, because 

Christ Himself will feed them.  But this sacred task of feeding is done not by Him, but by His disciples. 

This is a foreshadowing of the Office of the Ministry.  After Christ works His miracle, the disciples are 

the ones entrusted to distribute God’s good and gracious gifts, just as pastors are entrusted to do so 

today. God is still the One who does the work, who gives the gifts, but it is through pastors that such 

gifts are distributed amongst the multitudes. In the Scriptures, pastors and teachers are referred to as 

“stewards of the mysteries”.  The disciples call the people to Christ and invite them to sit at His feet in 

order to receive His gifts. This is also the Great Commission given to the whole Christian Church on 

earth: “Go ye therefore and make disciples of all nations”.  As the one loaf of bread is made up of many 

grains, so also the Church is made up of many people forming the one body of Christ.   



And finally, God’s good gifts are concealed in Jesus. The disciples wanted to send the multitudes 

away and have them eat in the surrounding villages. And Jesus responds, do not send them away, only I 

can truly feed them. Just like His message to the woman at Jacob’s Well, so also here- those who drink 

what Christ gives will never thirst again, and those who eat what Christ provides will never hunger 

again. Christ is our food and drink. Concealed within His very person is our life and vitality. When 

describing the feeding of the 5,000 Matthew is deliberate with his choice of words. “Reclining”, “Taking 

the bread”, “blessing it”, “breaking it”, and then “distributing it” to the disciples. Does this remind you 

of something? It should. These are the very same words used in the institution of the Lord’s Supper. And 

the similarity is not a coincidence.  For in the same way He fed the crowds on the mountain, He now 

feeds His Church at the altar where a small portion of bread and a sip of wine overflow with the riches 

of God’s grace and mercy. Gathered at His altar we eat and drink, and we are satisfied. Our Lord invites 

us this morning to recline at His table, to partake of His bounty, and to rest in Him.  The account of the 

feeding of the 5,000 bears witness to God’s remarkable goodness towards His people. A goodness, 

which surpasses the boundaries of nature and exceeds the confines of our understanding; a goodness 

displayed for our benefit so that we might trust Him and confess Him as Lord and Savior. Amen.     

-Pastor Jeremy H. Mills   

 


