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SESSION 8

Jesus Provides 
Bread from Heaven

Summary and Goal 

Jesus provides not only for physical needs but also for spiritual ones. He showed compassion for the 
crowd following after Him, He took what was available and worked an amazing miracle to feed a 
multitude, and He chose to communicate that blessing to the crowd through His disciples. Jesus’ 
miracle of feeding the 5,000 demonstrated His deity in providing bread for the crowd, even as He 
Himself is “the bread of life” (John 6:35). 

Main Passage
Matthew 14:13-21

Session Outline
1.  Jesus provides by showing compassion (Matt. 14:13-14).
2.  Jesus provides by doing the impossible with what we have (Matt. 14:15-18).
3.  Jesus provides by meeting needs through His followers (Matt. 14:19-21). 

Theological Theme
Jesus is the Son of God who provides bread from heaven.

Christ Connection
When the Israelites were hungry in the wilderness, God provided manna from heaven. Jesus is the 
greater Moses, the One who not only provides bread from heaven but who also speaks of Himself as 
the Bread who gives life to the world. 

Missional Application
God calls us to be the people through whom Jesus meets needs today.
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Introduction
Comment on the unpopular idea of trying to fill someone else’s shoes 
(leader p. 94; PSG p. 74). 

Whose shoes would you dread trying to fill? Why?

Transition to who wore arguably the biggest shoes in the Old Testament—
Moses—and comment on why by referencing the miracles and manna 
associated with his ministry. Then summarize this session on Jesus, who 
exceeded the stature of Moses at the feeding of the 5,000 (leader pp. 94-95; 
PSG pp. 74-75). (Pack Item 7: Jesus’ Signs includes this parable as it is 
recorded in the Book of John, one of Jesus’ seven signs revealing His glory. Refer to 
it as needed to help show how Jesus exceeded Moses as the Prophet.)

1.  Jesus provides by showing compassion 
(Matt. 14:13-14). 

Provide the context for this passage (John the Baptist’s execution), explaining 
why Jesus would want to withdraw from the crowd for a time. Then read 
Matthew 14:13-14. In spite of His grief, Jesus had compassion on the crowd 
following Him (leader pp. 95-96; PSG pp. 75-76). 

What are some reasons we might refuse to show compassion 
to others? Are any of these justified? Why or why not?

Explain that compassion was not just something Jesus had; it’s something we 
as His followers should have as well. And like Christ, we are not called simply 
to feel compassion but to be compassionate (leader pp. 96-97; PSG p. 77). 

What situation led you to deep compassion recently? 
How did you act on it? 

What difference did your act of compassion make in the life 
of another? In your own life?

Introduction Option
After group members 
arrive, show the following 
video of a sleight-of-hand 
card trick. 

www.youtube.com/
watch?v=EdeLGxGFjBA

Let the group comment on 
the trick, if they wish. Then 
introduce Jesus’ miracle 
of feeding the 5,000 and 
read aloud the “Voices from 
Church History” quote by 
J. C. Ryle (leader p. 94). 

Point 1 Option
Ask groups of 3-4 to read 
the “Essential Christian 
Doctrine” Jesus’ Deity 
(leader p. 96; PSG p. 76) 
and then discuss the 
following questions 
(consider writing these 
questions on a board or 
sheet of paper for groups to 
have; also available on the 
DVD in The Gospel Project 
for Adults: Leader Pack):

•  Do you think of Jesus’ 
compassion as evidence 
of His deity? Why or 
why not?

•  How did God display 
compassion for His people 
in the Old Testament?

After a few moments, call 
for some responses and 
reflections from the groups. 

Jesus Provides 
Bread from Heaven

Session Plan

Session 8
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2.  Jesus provides by doing the impossible with 
what we have (Matt. 14:15-18). 

Comment on our difficulty in trusting God and giving Him control, but like 
the Israelites, hungry in the wilderness, we can be quick to blame God 
(leader pp. 97-98; PSG p. 78). 

What are some circumstances for which people 
blame God?

What does blaming God say about a person’s 
understanding of who God is?

Ask a volunteer to read Matthew 14:15-18. Compare the disciples’ argument 
for sending the crowd away with the excuses we often make for not trusting 
Jesus to handle our day-to-day needs. Despite the hopeless situation with the 
hungry crowd, Jesus asked for the resources at hand, and He would make the 
difference—just as He does for us today (leader pp. 98-99; PSG pp. 78-79). 

What is your impossible situation today? What would it 
mean for you to take your situation fully to Jesus?

3.  Jesus provides by meeting needs through 
His followers (Matt. 14:19-21). 

Read Matthew 14:19-21. Point out how Jesus performed the miracle, but it 
was carried out by His disciples as they handed out the food to the people. 
Note also the overflow of bread in 12 baskets of leftovers, one for each 
disciple. Like the disciples, sometimes we are conduits for His miracles, when 
God uses us to show His glory to someone (leader p. 100; PSG p. 80). 

How has God used a person to reveal Himself to you? 

How has God used you to love or lead someone in 
His name?

Conclusion 
Conclude with a comparison of Moses’ manna to Jesus as “the bread of life,” 
noting this connection on Pack Item 2: Hearing the Old Testament in the New. 
Clarify how group members should respond to Jesus, whether as one of the 
crowd (faith) or as one of His disciples (mission) (leader p. 101; PSG p. 81). 
Apply the truths of this session with “His Mission, Your Mission” (PSG p. 82). 

 For Further 
Discussion
Could the disciples have 
taken care of the food 
problem without Jesus’ 
presence and power? 
Why or why not?

How should this inform 
our understanding of our 
mission to proclaim Jesus 
both in our community and 
to the world?

Point 3 Option
Consider passing around a 
basket of pieces of bread 
for group members to eat 
from during the discussion 
of Jesus’ miracle of feeding 
the 5,000.

Christ Connection: When 
the Israelites were hungry 
in the wilderness, God 
provided manna from 
heaven. Jesus is the greater 
Moses, the One who not 
only provides bread from 
heaven but who also 
speaks of Himself as the 
Bread who gives life to 
the world. 

.........................................................

Missional Application: God 
calls us to be the people 
through whom Jesus meets 
needs today.
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Introduction 
Nobody looks forward to filling someone else’s shoes. Nobody. For 

example, do you want to be the small forward in Cleveland when LeBron 
James retires? Do you want to coach women’s basketball at the University 
of Connecticut when Geno Auriemma decides he’s done? Would you have 
wanted to follow after Walter Cronkite or Johnny Carson and tried to fill 
their shoes? 

Whose shoes would you dread trying to fill? Why?

Now let’s think for a moment about who wore arguably the biggest 
shoes in the Old Testament—Moses. Saved by the hand of God as a baby 
(Ex. 2) and called by God from a flaming bush to set His people free 
(Ex. 3). Long story short, he did just that.

The miracles that God worked through Moses were—so to speak—
the stuff of legend. A stick into a snake and back; Moses’ hand from 
healthy to leprous and back (Ex. 4). And then came the plagues: the 
Nile turned to blood, followed by judgment-sized portions of frogs, 
gnats, flies, pestilence on livestock, boils on humans as well as animals, 
hail, locusts, and darkness. Only when Moses called down the worst 
of them all—the death of the firstborn—did the Egyptian ruler finally 
listen to the God who spoke through this man and let the people go 
(Ex. 7–12).

But the miracles didn’t stop there; in fact, they got bigger! The Red 
Sea parted at Moses’ raised staff, and after the Israelites walked through 
on dry land, its waves crashed back down, killing every last Egyptian 
soldier in their pursuit (Ex. 14). And though God’s people spent the 
next 40 years wandering in the desert because they didn’t believe and 
obey Him, He still revealed His glory when He twice provided water 
from a rock and manna that appeared like dew every morning of 
their wandering. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“This miracle is an 
unanswerable proof of 
our Lord’s divine power. To 
satisfy the hunger of more 
than five thousand people 
with so small a portion of 
food as five loaves and two 
fish, would be manifestly 
impossible without a 
supernatural multiplication 
of the food. It was a thing 
that no magician, impostor, 
or false prophet would 
ever have attempted. Such 
a person might possibly 
pretend to cure a single 
sick person, or raise a 
single dead body—and by 
jugglery and trickery might 
persuade weak people 
that he succeeded. But 
such a person would never 
attempt such a mighty 
work as that which is here 
recorded. He would know 
well that he could not 
persuade ten thousand 
men, women, and children 
that they were full when 
they were hungry. He 
would be exposed as a 
cheat and impostor on 
the spot.” 1 

–J. C. Ryle (1816-1900)

Jesus Provides 
Bread from Heaven
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Manna is translated “What is it?” which was what the Israelites called it 
because they didn’t know what it was. Just as the Israelites had decided they 
were going to die of hunger and should go back into slavery in Egypt, God 
told Moses that He would “rain bread from heaven” (Ex. 16:4), not simply 
to fill their bellies but to fill their souls with the truth that He is Yahweh 
(16:12). And God commanded them to preserve some in a jar in the ark of 
the testimony as a reminder of His provision for them (16:32-34). 

Moses. Miracles. Manna. Definitely some big shoes to fill, but One was 
up to the task. As great as Moses was, he was only preparing the way for 
this One to one day follow after him. 

Session Summary 
In this session, we will see that Jesus provides not only for physical 

needs but also for spiritual ones. He showed compassion for the crowd 
following after Him, He took what was available and worked an amazing 
miracle to feed a multitude, and He chose to communicate that blessing 
to the crowd through His disciples. Jesus’ miracle of feeding the 5,000 
demonstrated His deity in providing bread for the crowd, even as He 
Himself is “the bread of life” (John 6:35). 

1.  Jesus provides by showing compassion 
(Matt. 14:13-14). 
There are times of deep grief and sorrow when you just want to 

withdraw from everyone. In my church, there is a man whose unsurpassed 
musical abilities have made him not only a professional musician but an 
amazing worshiper in both playing and singing. A little more than a year 
ago, he was diagnosed with cancer. Though he seemed to find triumph in 
treatment, the horrible disease came roaring back, leaving him in much 
pain and cutting short his days with us on earth. 

Not surprisingly, his wife and children have been grateful for our 
church family’s visits and support but have currently said, “No visitors, 
please.” We all get that. Sometimes when you deal with deep pain, you 
just need to get alone to grieve and pray. 

Jesus experienced this. John the Baptist had been His cousin, His 
prophet, His forerunner, His Elijah. And because of John’s willingness to 
share God’s commands without fear, he found himself beheaded at the hand 
of a ruler who would rather make a tragic mistake than admit he was wrong. 
After John’s disciples heard about his death, they gave him an honorable 
burial and then went to tell Jesus (Matt. 14:1-12). This is where we begin: 

13 When Jesus heard about it, he withdrew from there by boat to a remote 
place to be alone. When the crowds heard this, they followed him on 
foot from the towns. 14 When he went ashore, he saw a large crowd, had 
compassion on them, and healed their sick.

 Further 
Commentary
“Jesus withdraws as in 2:22 
and 12:15. Geographically 
distancing himself from 
hostility will become an 
increasingly recurrent 
pattern. Chapters 14–16 
are dominated by Jesus’ 
going in and out of the 
province of Galilee, 
especially by means of 
several lake crossings. 
These crossings will later 
relate to his alternation 
of ministry between Jews 
and Gentiles. Here Jesus 
escapes whatever danger 
he perceives from Herod, 
but he does not elude 
the crowds. So these are 
presumably Jews from 
Galilee who have followed 
him on shore around the 
lake. ‘Privately’ may or 
may not imply without 
his disciples, but they 
reappear at least by v. 15. 
The ‘solitary place’ of 
v. 13 is the wilderness or 
unpopulated area east of 
Galilee…Healings occur 
as characteristically 
elsewhere. Interestingly, 
Matthew substitutes 
this reference to Jesus’ 
healing (v. 14) for Mark’s 
emphasis on his teaching 
(Mark 6:34). And he never 
again refers to Jesus’ 
teaching in the summaries 
of his ministry with crowds. 
Perhaps Matthew wants 
to distinguish the crowds 
from the Jewish leaders as 
still the objects of Jesus’ 
beneficence but also to 
distinguish the crowds 
from the disciples who 
are his true followers 
to be further instructed 
and illuminated.” 2 

–Craig L. Blomberg
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The crowds “heard this,” meaning they heard He was on a boat 
heading to a new place. We get no indication that they ever stopped to 
wonder if He needed time alone or why He left them. We picture Jesus in 
the boat grappling with the emotions and pain and struggle surrounding 
John’s unnatural death. This is yet another example of the Son of God 
becoming like us in every way so that He could stand in for us and take 
the punishment for our sin (Heb. 2:17). 

When Jesus stepped off the boat, the crowd was there waiting for 
Him. The mourner in me wants to shout at the crowds: “Don’t you see 
what’s happening to Him? Can’t you see the streaks on His cheeks? He is 
grieving! Death is hard, even for those of us with eternal hope! Just give 
Him some time, for crying out loud!” 

But they needed Him. He alone had the power to heal them inside and 
out. He alone brought the words of eternal life. He alone could do what 
no one else could do. They weren’t seeking simple entertainment; they 
were seeking Jesus to work the miracles in them that they had only heard 
about from the stories of long ago. Their parents had taught them about 
Moses and the plagues and the parting of the Red Sea and water from 
a rock and manna, and this Man seemed to be just as strong as Moses in 
the power of Yahweh Himself. And so, though no doubt tired and worn 
and emotionally spent, Jesus had compassion on them. 

What are some reasons we might refuse to show compassion 
to others? Are any of these justified? Why or why not?

The Greek word translated “compassion” in this verse denotes a 
deep inward churning of the bowels. 3 Graphic, for sure, but we’ve all 
experienced deep compassion to the point of pity that moved us physically. 
Perhaps you felt it when you saw photos of children rescued from a natural 
disaster or got the call from a loved one who just received a grim diagnosis 
from the doctor. 

This same Greek verb for Jesus expressing compassion to the crowd He 
used to described the compassion of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:33). It 
was used to describe how Jesus felt toward the widow whose only son had 
died when He told her not to cry (Luke 7:13). The word also has the same 
root as “affection” in Philippians 2:1-2: “If then there is any encouragement 
in Christ, if any consolation of love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any 
affection and mercy, make my joy complete by thinking the same way, 
having the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.” 

Compassion was not just something Jesus had; it’s something we as 
His followers should have as well. When we see people desperate, hurting, 
grieving, and full of sorrow, we must remember that we have the solution. 
We know the Miracle-Worker. We know the One who has power over sin 
and the grave. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“It was his will to live his 
life in an ordinary rhythm 
of interaction and solitude. 
The time had not yet come 
for him to reveal his divine 
glory plainly…This is why 
Jesus withdrew. But the 
crowds do not withdraw 
from him. They try to 
follow him, as if riveted 
to him. Not even John’s 
tragic end diverted or 
frightened them. So great 
a thing is earnest desire, so 
great a thing is love, that 
it overcomes and dispels 
all dangers.” 4 

–John Chrysostom  
(circa 347-407)

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
46. Jesus’ Deity

Within the person of 
Jesus Christ, there are 
two natures—the divine 
nature and the human 
nature. Scripture teaches 
He is fully divine and fully 
human. His divinity is 
on display in passages 
that describe Him as 
being equal with God 
(John 1:1-18; Phil. 2:5-11; 
Col. 1:15-20; Heb. 1:1-3). 
The New Testament also 
points to the deity of 
Christ by showing how 
He possesses attributes 
that God alone possesses 
(Mic. 5:2; John 1:4), how He 
performs works that only 
God performs (Mark 2:5-12; 
John 10:28; 17:2), and 
how He Himself claims 
to be the Son of God 
(Matt. 26:63-64; John 8:58; 
10:30; 17:5).



97Session 8

Our compassion for others leads us to share our money, our meals, and 
our home. We give words of peace and comfort and hope. And even when 
we’re exhausted or grieving or raw ourselves, we don’t harden our hearts. As 
Jesus would say in John 15:9, “As the Father has loved me, I have also loved 
you.” The Father has proven His love by sending His one and only Son 
(John 3:16). The love of the Father and the Son and the Spirit was not 
limited to emotions—God acted on it. Likewise, we as followers of Christ 
are not called to feel compassion but to be compassionate. 

Before He ever provided the crowd with a meal, Jesus provided them 
something far more valuable—Himself. The bread from heaven in the 
exodus nourished God’s people, but the Bread of Life satisfies forever 
(John 6:35-38). So, in His compassion, He healed their sick. 

What situation led you to deep compassion recently? 
How did you act on it? 

What difference did your act of compassion make in the life 
of another? In your own life?

2.  Jesus provides by doing the impossible with 
what we have (Matt. 14:15-18). 
Do you remember Katie Ledecky from the 2016 Olympics in Rio? 

At 19 years old, she won one silver and four gold medals, obliterating her 
competition and even her own records. According to her coach, she doesn’t 
look like much of a swimmer: “Physically?” Bruce Gemmell of Nation’s 
Capital Swim Club says, “If you look at the international award stands, she’s 
usually the shortest one up there. She doesn’t have a long torso and short 
legs like Michael Phelps. Hands are small, feet are average…we did an Elite 
Athlete Health Profile, where we measure how they move, how they jump, 
lie down, whatever. I got a 60-page report [about Ledecky], and about the 
second sentence in, it says, ‘The findings are remarkably unremarkable.’ ” 5 

But Katie Ledecky is not the only athlete, musician, artist, doctor, 
teacher, scientist, or preacher (you get the point) who is able to do more 
than she’s “supposed” to be able to do. Maybe that person was you. 
Maybe the coach told you that you’d never be good at ball or the professor 
told you that you’d never make it in that major, but you did it in spite of 
the prediction. 

Sometimes we do the same thing with Jesus. We think we know 
who He is and what He can do, but we don’t fully buy in to the idea 
that He’s truly all-knowing, all-powerful, and eternal. So you’ll pray 
about your friend’s broken leg but not your broken heart. Or you’ll ask 
Him to protect your kids but only when you feel you’ve lost control. 
So we’re often shocked at how God works when we actually give 
Him control. 

 Voices from 
the Church
“The greatest miracle of 
all, however, is the miracle 
of a changed life—and 
this can happen, as we 
open our hearts and lives 
to Christ. Do others see 
Christ in you—His love, 
His compassion, His 
purity, His joy? Make sure 
of your commitment to 
Christ, then ask Him to 
change you from within 
by His Holy Spirit, and 
make you a living witness 
to the miracle of His 
transforming power.” 6 

–Billy Graham

 Voices from 
the Church
“Jesus did not come into 
the world mainly to give 
bread, but to be bread. 
He did not come to be an 
ever-ready bellhop for 
our bellies, but to be the 
all-satisfying bread for our 
souls. O, he cares about 
our physical lives in this 
age, but he cares 10 million 
times more about our 
eternal lives.” 7 

–John Piper
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Unfortunately, we don’t tend to give Him control; we tend to simply 
blame God for not doing what we think He should do. The Israelites had 
said to Moses and Aaron, “You brought us into this wilderness to make 
this whole assembly die of hunger!” (Ex. 16:3). Instead of seeking God for 
food, they blamed Him because they were hungry. Instead of presenting 
their requests to God, they handed Him their frustration. 

Of course, God had the meal plan and was just waiting for the 
request. And even though the Israelites lacked faith, God was faithful to 
meet their needs in spite of their anger.

What are some circumstances for which people 
blame God?

What does blaming God say about a person’s 
understanding of who God is?

After Jesus’ long day of grieving and healing, His disciples approached 
Him somewhat like the Israelites did with Moses—less belligerently but 
with a similar faithless message:

15 When evening came, the disciples approached him and said, “This 
place is deserted, and it is already late. Send the crowds away so that they 
can go into the villages and buy food for themselves.”

16 “They don’t need to go away,” Jesus told them. “You give them 
something to eat.”

17 “But we only have five loaves and two fish here,” they said to him.
18 “Bring them here to me,” he said. 

Oh, can’t we picture the disciples whispering to each other: “Doesn’t 
Jesus know how late it is? Just because He can go 40 days and nights 
without eating doesn’t mean everybody else can! Let’s walk around and see 
if anyone has anything to eat.” 

The disciples had prepared their argument: 
•  The place was a wilderness, with no resources to meet the need.
•  It was already late, and of course, everyone needed to eat before going 

to bed.
•  The crowd needed to be sent away to the surrounding villages so 

they could buy food for themselves. It was the only logical solution to 
the problem. Lack of resources plus hunger equals the end of ministry, 
from a human perspective.

 Further 
Commentary
“As evening approached and 
the sun was beginning to 
set, the disciples suggested 
sending the crowds home 
to get something to eat 
(14:15). They were out in 
the middle of nowhere 
and they felt completely 
inadequate for the task; 
however, these men had 
no idea just how much they 
had for meeting the people’s 
needs. It was like standing 
in front of Niagara Falls and 
still not being able to find 
anything to drink…[Jesus] 
wanted them to recognize 
their insufficiency and at 
the same time to realize His 
sufficiency in at least two 
ways…First, Jesus meets 
needs in us. His sufficiency 
to meet the deepest needs 
in our lives is undoubtedly 
a key aspect of this story. In 
John’s account of the story 
this point becomes even 
more clear, as Jesus used 
this miracle to teach the 
crowds that He is the bread 
of life (John 6:35). He isn’t 
simply the One who gives 
what satisfies; He is the 
One who satisfies. To put it 
another way, He came not 
merely to give us bread, but 
rather to be our bread—to 
be the sustaining Satisfier 
of our souls…Jesus not only 
meets needs in us, as if 
that weren’t enough, but 
Jesus meets needs through 
us. If the point of this story 
was only to show us Jesus’ 
sufficiency, He could have 
called down bread from 
heaven right into people’s 
laps. The people would 
have seen and maybe 
even recognized Him as 
the new Moses. However, 
Jesus not only prays for the 
Father’s blessing, but He 
also calls His disciples to 
do the serving…Disciples 
of Jesus are an extension 
of Christ’s mercy and His 
miraculous power.” 8 

–David Platt
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How very human. How very much like us, trusting Jesus to handle 
the spiritual stuff but not the day-to-day hurts and needs and desires. And 
we use the same excuses today. 
•  We declare our lives or surroundings a wilderness: “There’s just no 

hope in this town/family/job.” “I’m just not being fed at my church.” 
“My marriage has been dead for years.” 

•  We put our own timeline on spiritual matters: “I’m too old to really 
make an impact.” “He’s too set in his ways to change.” “If only I’d heard 
God call me 20 years ago.” 

•  We decide that we just can’t help others with their needs: “I can’t help 
her until she’s ready to help herself.” “I just give up; he never listens to 
me.” “I’ve wasted my last breath. I’m done.” 

In the wilderness. A late day. Hungry people. Only enough food for 
a poor boy (John 6:9). The disciples had already taken a quick inventory 
of the food on hand, and somehow only one boy in the huge crowd of 
5,000 men had planned ahead. A hopeless situation, right?

Only one thing could help, so Jesus said, “Bring them here to me.” 
And He is saying the same thing to you today. “Bring Me your 

wayward kids of all ages. Bring Me your stress and your checkbook 
and your loveless marriage. Bring Me your lack of patience and your 
abundance of pain. But bring it all. Trust Me with all of it. Don’t hold 
back part or try to handle some on your own. Bring it here to Me. I am 
the only One who has a solution and a promise and a hope. Bring it all 
here to Me.”

This is the opposite of the Israelites. They grumbled and complained 
and blamed. They yelled at Moses and wanted to go back to Egypt. Their 
human assessment was that they were hopeless, so their solution was a 
return to slavery. But with God in control, “Everything is possible for the 
one who believes” (Mark 9:23). He alone can do the impossible with what 
you have. But you’ve got to bring it to Him. All of it.

What is your impossible situation today? What would it 
mean for you to take your situation fully to Jesus?

 Voices from 
the Church
“Capturing the beauty 
of the conversion of the 
water into wine, the poet 
Alexander Pope said, 
‘The conscious water saw 
its Master and blushed.’ 
That sublime description 
could be reworked to 
explain each one of these 
miracles. Was it any 
different in principle for 
a broken body to mend 
at the command of its 
Maker? Was it far-fetched 
for the Creator of the 
universe, who fashioned 
matter out of nothing, 
to multiply bread for the 
crowd? Was it not within 
the power of the One who 
called all the molecules 
into existence to interlock 
them that they might bear 
His footsteps?” 9 

–Ravi Zacharias
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3.  Jesus provides by meeting needs through 
His followers (Matt. 14:19-21). 

19 Then he commanded the 
crowds to sit down on the 
grass. He took the five loaves 
and the two fish, and looking 
up to heaven, he blessed them. 
He broke the loaves and gave 
them to the disciples, and 
the disciples gave them to the 
crowds. 20 Everyone ate and 
was satisfied. They picked up 
twelve baskets full of leftover 
pieces. 21 Now those who ate 
were about five thousand men, 
besides women and children.

When the disciples first approached Jesus about the need to send 
everyone away to buy food, He said, “They don’t need to go away…You 
give them something to eat.” Jesus’ intention all along had been to use His 
disciples to meet the needs of the crowd. He knew the masses were 
physically hungry for a meal, but their spiritual hunger was even deeper. 
Sending the crowd away would only meet the physical hunger; using His 
followers to meet the physical needs of the crowd as He met their spiritual 
needs would bless everyone. 

So, though the power and the miracle came through Jesus, it was carried 
out by the human hands and feet of the disciples. Jesus blessed the food but 
then turned over the heavenly meal to the very men who had said, “This place 
is deserted…We only have five loaves and two fish here” (Matt. 14:15,17). 
And before their very eyes, the loaves and fishes became food for thousands. 
Not just a morsel or a half-serving; they ate and were satisfied! 

The same men who had attempted to come up with a very human 
logical answer to their problem watched the miracle unfold over and over 
and over again as they handed out the food. And just in case they didn’t 
fully appreciate Jesus’ miracle, they gathered 12 baskets of leftovers. Each 
disciple had an entire basket of heavenly bread that wasn’t even eaten. More 
than the manna that disappeared at the heat of each day, this bread sat in 
baskets as a visible reminder of God’s provision and bounty. 

When we accept Jesus as Lord and Savior, we learn that we’re called to be 
servants, but sometimes that servitude leads to much more—sometimes we 
are conduits of His miracles. Sometimes we think we’re crazy (or we’re sure 
others will think we’re crazy), but we step out in faith. Sometimes we have no 
idea why we left our everyday routines to go out of the way, but then we see 
clearly that God used us to show His glory to someone. And we saw it too. 

 Further 
Commentary
“Matthew allows no doubt 
on the scale of the miracle. 
‘All’ ate, and each had all 
they could eat—and even 
then far more was left over 
than had been available 
at the beginning. The 
idea that each received 
only a token piece of 
food (as in most modern 
communion services) is 
not only unrealistic but is 
also expressly ruled out by 
Matthew’s wording. The 
collecting of the left-overs 
is probably mentioned not 
so much as an example 
of avoiding untidiness or 
waste, but to underline 
how much food has been 
provided—hence perhaps 
the focus on this aspect of 
the two feeding miracles 
in 16:9-10…All six gospel 
accounts of feeding 
miracles draw attention 
to the numbers involved. 
In this incident the four 
evangelists agree not only 
on the number 5,000 but 
also on describing these 
5,000 as ‘men,’ using 
andres which normally 
applies to adult males 
rather than to people 
in general (though the 
distinction is not hard and 
fast)…Such numberings 
in the OT are generally of 
the men rather than of the 
whole population, even 
where no such explicit 
rider is added. If that is 
the pattern Matthew is 
following, and if we have 
no other reason to assume 
that it was an exclusively 
male gathering, the number 
actually fed must be seen 
as well over 5,000.” 10 

–R. T. France
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How has God used a person to reveal Himself to you? 

How has God used you to love or lead someone in 
His name?

Conclusion 
Jesus did not set out to show up Moses when He fed 5,000 men, plus 

women and children, from the meager supplies of five loaves of bread and 
two fish, but He did nonetheless. The Jews had understood the gift of 
manna to be Moses’ miracle, but Jesus was clear that Moses was just the 
messenger who told the people “what it is” (Ex. 16:15). The Father gave the 
gift of bread from heaven for His people (John 6:32). 

Both Moses and Jesus were involved with miracles of bread being 
provided from heaven. On both occasions, the bread was nourishing. Both 
filled stomachs and strengthened hearts to believe God and the men He 
sent. But Jesus completed the lesson that began with Moses’ manna when 
He proclaimed, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35). 

Physical bread can fill anyone, from the poorest to the greatest, but it 
will not last. Jesus’ bread at the feeding of the 5,000 was surely a miracle, 
but those who ate of it would be hungry again. However, this bread from 
heaven opened hearts to hear and believe the message about “the bread 
of life.” 

Manna and miraculous bread would be wonderful to see and taste, 
and sometimes we long to see those things we only read about in the pages 
of God’s Word. But the truth is we have something more, something 
much greater—Jesus, “the bread of life.” Life! Not the bread for a meal 
or even bread for 40 years. Forever. He alone is the bread that sustains us 
from this life on earth and through death into our life forever. “No one 
who comes to me will ever be hungry” (John 6:35).

Perhaps you’re as one of the crowd in this passage in the Gospel of 
Matthew, partaking of the bread and feeling Jesus’ compassion but not 
quite grasping what He’s talking about. He is offering Himself—the bread 
of life—to you right now. 

Maybe you’re a living, breathing disciple and you’ve experienced 
firsthand the joy of knowing “the bread of life” personally. If so, then hold 
out the Bread of life to the lost and dying world around you that they too 
may be filled and satisfied! 

CHRIST CONNECTION: When the Israelites were hungry in 
the wilderness, God provided manna from heaven. Jesus is 
the greater Moses, the One who not only provides bread from 
heaven but who also speaks of Himself as the Bread who gives 
life to the world. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“The loaves were given 
to the apostles, for 
through them the gifts 
of divine grace were to 
be administered. The 
crowds were then fed 
with the five loaves and 
two fish, and they were 
satisfied. The leftover 
fragments of bread and 
fish, after the people had 
their fill, amounted to 
twelve baskets. Thus, by 
the word of God coming 
from the teaching of the 
law and the prophets, the 
multitude was satisfied; 
and an abundance of 
divine power, reserved 
for the Gentiles from the 
ministry of the eternal 
food, was left over for the 
twelve apostles.” 11 

–Hilary of Poitiers 
(circa 300-368)

 Voices from 
the Church
“The world loves the 
spectacular. God 
has proven that He is 
certainly capable of the 
extraordinary, but He often 
chooses to work through 
the ordinary and seemingly 
insignificant. In this way 
He demonstrates His love 
and His power…Christians 
often accept the adage 
‘the bigger the better.’ 
We measure success by 
the number of people 
involved in our ministry. 
We seek spectacular 
displays of God’s power. 
We must learn to view 
success as God does. 
God is interested in the 
heart; He is pleased 
with obedience.” 12 

–Henry Blackaby 
and Richard Blackaby
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “Feeding the Five Thousand (14:13-21)”—Pages 231-233 from Matthew 
by Craig L. Blomberg in The New American Commentary

 - “Glory Reorientation”—Blog post by Paul Tripp; find a link to this blog 
post at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “Jesus and the Crowd,” 
can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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Jesus Provides 
Bread from Heaven

Tip of the Week
Hospitality 

Whether group meetings are in your home, in public, or in a church 
setting, your actions along three lines of hospitality will set the tone for 
your group:
•  The Role of Chores in Hospitality. The “chores” of preparation for a 

group meeting should be approached with an attitude of service and 
self-sacrifice.

•  The Role of Prayer in Hospitality. Make it a point to pray for group 
members everyday in order to prepare the way spiritually for the Holy 
Spirit to work in their lives and yours.

•  The Necessary Element of Fun. Including an element of fun in your group 
meetings—whether at the beginning, at the end, or during—will help 
create an atmosphere that blesses others and leads to spiritual growth. 13

Sermon Podcast

Samuel “Dub” Oliver: “Five Loaves and Two Fish” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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Unit 1:  
Ed Stetzer (sessions 1-2) holds the Billy Graham 
Distinguished Chair of Church, Mission, and Evangelism 
and is the Executive Director of the Billy Graham Center for 
Evangelism at Wheaton College. He serves as the general editor 
for The Gospel Project and is the author of numerous books, 
including Transformational Groups and Compelled.

Trevin Wax (sessions 3-6) is managing editor for The Gospel 
Project and author of several books, including Gospel-Centered 
Teaching and This Is Our Time: Everyday Myths in Light of 
the Gospel. He has served in pastoral roles in churches in the 
United States and Romania. He and his wife, Corina, have 
three children.

Unit 2:  
Leslie Hudson (sessions 7-8) is living her life calling to let 
others know the full riches of Jesus Christ (Col. 2:2-3) by 
teaching, speaking, and writing about God’s Word and its 
power. She and her husband, David, live with their children 
in White Bluff, Tennessee, where she works with Youth and 
Women’s ministries at First Baptist Church, Dickson.

D. A. Horton (sessions 9-10) currently serves as a pastor 
at Reach Fellowship, a church plant in North Long Beach, 
California, and as the Chief Evangelist for UYWI. He is also 
working toward his PhD in Applied Theology at Southeastern 
Seminary. He and his wife, Elicia, have three children, Izabelle, 
Lola, and Damon Jr (aka Duce).

Vance Pitman (sessions 11-13) is senior pastor of Hope 
Church in Las Vegas, Nevada. He also serves with the North 
American Mission Board as a national mobilizer, engaging and 
mobilizing pastors to plant more churches. He and his wife, Kristie, 
have four children and one son-in-law. Fellow pastors Jordan 
Smith and Tom McCormick assisted in writing these sessions.
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