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That story of Jesus feeding the masses is one we know so well.  We’ve heard it a hundred times, 

and it’s likely one of the most oft-cited miracles of all of Jesus’ ministry.  It’s easy to picture, 

and it’s fairly simple to grasp the point.  People were hungry, there wasn’t enough to go around, 

but in Jesus, there was!  There’s not a lot of nuance in that story.  So, as familiar as we are with 

it, there’s not a lot of unique or new perspective to bring to it, in preaching.  But, still, I think it’s 

a story worth revisiting now and then – for a lot of reasons. 

 

For today, I really want to draw us into the magnificent absurdity of the task with which those 

disciples were faced.  Luke tells us that Jesus and the disciples were gathered in some remote 

location near Bethsaida, and as the day was coming to an end, thousands of hungry people 

remained trained on Jesus’ every word.  The disciples urge Jesus to send them away to find food 

and shelter for the night, but Jesus has a different plan.  ‘No,’ Jesus says, ‘You feed them!’ 

 

Now, let’s do the math on this.  Luke tells us that it was 5,000 men.  Scholars will debate over 

what that means in regard to the true number of people, as women and children might have 

added to that sum.  But, for today, we’re going to stick with that 5,000 number.  There were 5 

loaves of bread – that’s 1,000 people per loaf.  Imagine cutting a regular loaf of bread into 1,000 

pieces.  That’s what they had to offer!  We are going to set the fish aside for the moment, as 

there were only two of those, so the pieces would have been even tinier, but that was the 

magnificent absurdity of the job with which they were being tasked.  We’re talking about a 

crouton on the end of a toothpick.  That was the extent dinner that they had to offer that hunger-

panged crowd out in the middle of nowhere.   

 

‘No,’ Jesus says, ‘You feed them!’  With what?  It’s not like there was a Costco around the 

corner!  Jesus was asking the disciples to literally do the impossible – to feed a crowd of 

thousands with food that was barely enough for 5.  Jesus was asking the disciples to satiate 

another’s hunger when they literally had almost nothing to offer.  I can’t even imagine the 

thoughts that ran through their heads.  ‘What could he be thinking?’  ‘Does he have a stash out 

back we don’t know about?’  ‘Has he flat out lost his mind?’  I don’t know what was going 

through their minds.  Perhaps they were less dubious than I tend to imagine, but it’s hard to think 

they weren’t at least a little uncertain in the face of such monumental odds.  But, it’s what 

happens next that, I think, is the most underappreciated and inspiring moment of the entire story. 
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Jesus tells the disciples to have everyone seated in groups, and Luke tells us that that’s exactly 

what they did.  The disciples sat everyone in groups and began to pass around the food.  Now, 

we all know what happens from here.  Everyone eats.  Everyone gets their fill.  And, there’s a 

ton to spare in the end.  Miracle fulfilled…the audience rises to their feet with applause…and the 

curtains close on the story of Jesus feeding the five thousand.  But, before all that happened, 

those disciples walked out into the crowd with nothing more than a crouton on the end of a 

toothpick to give.  And, no matter what may have been going through their minds in that 

moment, it begs the question, ‘Why?’  In the face of such an absurdly untenable task, why would 

they march out into that crowd with such an obvious lack of provision for the challenge before 

them?  And that is the question that brings us to our reading from Romans this morning. 

 

Many of you have heard me talk, in the past, about the inherent challenges that arise in the 

contemporary editing of Scripture.  For those of you who are interested, I encourage you to open 

the pew Bibles to Romans 8 – this is on page 121.  (Just to note – our pew Bibles restart the 

numbering for the New Testament, so this is on page 121 of the New Testament section of the 

Bible.  If you turn to page 121 of the Old Testament you’re going to end up in the midst of 

Numbers and looking at the Levitical Code about murder and blood revenge, and you’re going to 

get very confused, very quickly.)  Anyway, look at page 121 of your pew Bible.  As helpful as 

chapters, verses and subheadings are to our reading and discussion of the Bible, they are not part 

of the original text, and they can unintentionally cause us to miss the connection of one portion 

of Scripture to the next.  Our reading from Romans this morning is one of those.   

 

So, I actually want to start with two verses that are NOT listed in your order of worship.  These 

are verses 31 and 32 of Romans 8 – the first two verse under the heading ‘God’s Love in Christ 

Jesus.  “What then are we to say about these things?”  Paul writes.  “If God is for us, who is 

against us? 32 He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not 

with him also give us everything else?”  (Romans 8: 31-32)  In our Bibles, those words are the 

beginning of that next section – a passage of Scripture that you’ve heard from me many times – 

the words that lead up to that profound reminder that there is nothing that can separate us from 

the love of God.  I think we miss out, however, when we fail to read these two verses in the 

context of the section that precedes it.  And that preceding section is our reading for this 

morning. 

 

Going back to verse 18… 

18 I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory 

about to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of 

the children of God; 20 for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by 

the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its 

bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 We 

know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; 23 and not only the 

creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we 

wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24 For in hope we were saved. Now hope 

that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? 25 But if we hope for what we do 

not see, we wait for it with patience. 
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26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we 

ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. 27 And God, who 

searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the 

saints according to the will of God. 

 

28 We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called 

according to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be 

conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large 

family. 30 And those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also 

justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified. 

 

It is here that Paul continues with those words from verses 31 and 32.  “What then are we to say 

about these things?  If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who did not withhold his own 

Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?”  The 

editing in our Bibles causes us to miss out on the fact that these two verses are referring to 

everything that Paul has just discussed.  To these present times so filled with strife…  To the 

creation eagerly longing for God…  To the children of God awaiting life in God’s glory…  To 

the hopes yet to be fulfilled…  To our weakness…  To our shortcomings in prayer…  “What then 

are we to say about these things?  If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who did not 

withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything 

else?”  “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God.” 

 

Looking back to that story of the disciples following Jesus’ command to head into that hungry 

crowd – that’s the answer to the question.  That’s the answer to ‘Why?’  That’s the reason that 

those disciples sat the crowd down in groups of 50 and marched out with croutons on the end of 

toothpicks!  They did it because, when they looked upon everything else that this man had done, 

they had learned that God’s provision in and through Christ Jesus was never a question of that 

which they brought to the table! 

 

Our mindset in life is one that is constantly attuned to some manifestation or another of the zero-

sum equation.  

• Every action has an equal and opposite reaction. 

• With every win there is a loss. 

• Every gain comes at a cost. 

 

From the natural order of things, to simple mathematical givens, to our world experience, we are 

perpetually conditioned to embrace that notion that provisions are limited and that any diversion 

of resources towards one thing automatically means that those resources are being taken from 

another.  And, the result of this is that we evaluate every prospect, challenge or need that is in 

and around us based on our limited perception of our limited ability of what can be done with our 

limited resources.  We look at the brokenness in those prayers in our order of worship, or 

towards the many others in our lives, and we evaluate the prospect of healing on the resources 

we see at hand.  In other words, we see the crowd of people, we look at the crouton in the 

disciples’ hands, and we slowly back away, convinced that there simply isn’t enough to heal the 

wound with which we’re faced.  All the while, Paul is crying out to each of us and proclaiming, 



Page #4 

“If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up 

for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?” 

 

Now, it’s easy to put ourselves in the shoes of those disciples – facing the seemingly 

insurmountable task of healing before us and feeling as though we don’t have enough to offer.  

And, that’s a valid consideration for this story – and one that will fit our reflections later this 

spring.  For today, however, what I really want to do is place ourselves in the shoes of the crowd.  

Look not, today, at the brokenness around you that you might be a part of healing.  Look, 

instead, at the brokenness within that cries out for God’s restorative work.  Imagine yourself not 

as one of those disciples, but as a hunger-panged member of the crowd, longing for sustenance, 

and staring dubiously at those disciples walking in your direction with nothing but a crouton on 

the end of a toothpick.  Think about they doubts they must have had.  Think about the questions 

that raced through their minds.  Imagine their fear when they saw that there was nothing but such 

a small amount to feed so many.  Then, realize that they went away full.  They went away 

restored.  They went away healed.  Not because of what they did.  Not because of what they saw 

as the path to healing.  And, not because of that of this world the disciples had to give.  No, but 

because he who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will with and 

through him also give us everything else! 

 

It matters not if we can envision a crouton on the end of a toothpick or banquet overflowing with 

the bounty of the harvest.  In Christ, there is no limit based on that which we and others have to 

give.  In Christ, there is no cap on the resources to be supplied.  In Christ, there is no zero-sum 

equation when it comes to that healing we need in our lives.  In Christ, God provides.  That’s 

why the disciples sat those people in groups of 50 and marched out to the crowd armed with 

nothing but a crouton on the end of a toothpick.  That’s why those people sat there and were 

satiated and restored by a meal that began with nothing more than a crouton on the end of a 

toothpick.  And that, my friends, is why we can look upon the brokenness both within and 

around us with such tremendous hope and anticipation.  Because, no matter what this world has 

sought to teach us, our faith reminds us that, in Christ, there is no zero-sum equation.  In Christ, 

God provides. 


