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Bread from Heaven 
 

The Word of the Lord from Matthew 14:14: “When Jesus went ashore he saw a great crowd, and 
he had compassion on them and healed their sick.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 
We’ll start in the book of Exodus, around chapter 16 or so. The people of Israel are in the 

desolate wilderness, which means that things are looking up: it’s a miracle they are there because it 
means that they’ve been delivered from slavery and death in Egypt. They’ve been slaves for 400 years, 
and the latest Pharaoh has only gotten crueler, sentencing their infant boys to death as a brutal 
population control. But Moses has come, sent by the Lord. He has confronted murderous Pharaoh and 
delivered God’s message, “Let My people go.” Pharaoh has hard-heartedly declined this request, and so 
the Lord has worked a series of plagues – frightful miracles, if you will – through the hand of Moses. The 
Nile has turned to blood, there have been gnats and frogs all over, the sun turned to darkness and more. 
To put it mildly, Pharaoh has noticed Moses and the miracles he works.  

 
After the tenth wonder, the Passover and the death of the firstborn, Pharaoh declares that Israel 

may go. Then he changes his mind and pursues with his army, but the Lord drowns them in the Red Sea. 
It’s because of all these wonders of God, worked through Moses, that Israel is in the wilderness. 

 
It’s a miracle of God’s deliverance that Israel is in a desolate place, rescued from slavery and 

death. The rub, though, is that they are in a desolate place; and desolate places are not enjoyable places 
to be. By Exodus 16, the people are grumbling that the Lord has saved them from dying in Egypt so that 
they can starve in the wilderness instead. The Lord responds by filling the camp with quail that very 
night; and promising that He will provide manna, bread from heaven, for their daily meals. He will not let 
them go hungry, because He is merciful and compassionate. He has not brought them out of Egypt to 
have them die in the wilderness. It’s a temporary, inconvenient stop on the way to the Promised Land. 

 
So, every day that they are in the wilderness, the people will eat bread from heaven. It will be an 

ongoing evidence of God’s love for them. It will be for many days, as it turns out: it will be forty years. 
Many of the Israelites will refuse to trust God despite that miraculous rescue from Egypt and despite His 
ongoing mercy. Because they do not want to be His people, they will die in the wilderness before Israel 
can enter the Promised Land.  

 
That’s life in the wilderness: it’s a desolate place with hardship for a while, where many die. But 

within that place and time, the Lord is merciful, sustaining His people with miraculous food until they 
enter the Promised Land, as promised.  

 
On to our gospel lesson, then, where we find Jesus and a crowd in a desolate place. Jesus has 

withdrawn to a wilderness because He has “heard this,” says the text. What has He heard? He has heard 
two things. He has heard that His cousin, John the Baptist, is dead, beheaded by the wicked king Herod 
for the most stupid of reasons. He has also heard that Herod is convinced that Jesus is John the Baptist, 
raised from the dead … and who knows what that might lead Herod to do?  

 
A wicked king has killed God’s messenger, which has the vibe of Pharaoh wanting to kill Israelites 

in general and perhaps Moses in particular. Because the murderous Herod has noticed the wonders 
worked by Jesus, we find Jesus withdrawn into the wilderness; and as Israel once followed Moses into 
the wilderness, so a crowd has followed the Lord. He has compassion upon them, and He heals all their 



sick. The day goes on, evening draws near and – like the Israelites of old – people are getting hungry 
and there is no bread. They don’t get to the grumbling stage, because the disciples anticipate it with 
worry. “This is a desolate place and the day is now over,” they say to Jesus; “send the crowds away to 
go into the villages and buy food for themselves.”  

 
This seems like a pretty reasonable plan on the part of the disciples, except … the same Lord 

who led Israel out of Egypt, who worked ten plagues, spared them at the Passover and drowned Pharaoh 
in the Red Sea; the same Lord who fed His people in a different wilderness for forty years with bread 
from heaven; the same Lord is now in the flesh. They’re speaking to Him, and they’re telling the Lord 
who once rained manna on the camp for forty years that there’s just no way to feed this crowd for a day. 
They might as well say, “The miracles you’re doing are really great and all, Jesus, but it’s not like You’re 
actually God or something.”  

 
With disciples like these, we should pause a moment to appreciate the patience of Jesus. What’s 

even better, though, is the back and forth that follows. If – according to the disciples – Jesus can’t do it, 
then He puts it on them: “They need not go away,” He says; “You give them something to eat.” Which 
just might be a way of the Teacher saying, “Think about what you just said, and think again.”  

 
When they say, “We only have five loaves here and two fish,” we don’t know from Matthew if 

they’re arguing or just reporting an inventory. We do know that they bring them to Jesus; and once the 
crowds have sat, He blesses the food, breaks it and gives it to the disciples. The disciples give the food to 
the crowd. 5000 men, plus women and children, eat their fill of manna and quail – oops, I mean bread 
and fish! What’s more, there are twelve baskets of fragments left over.   

 
The way that Matthew tells this story, he wants you to do more than just wonder at how Jesus 

feeds a huge crowd with a little food. He wants you to see that the same Lord, who led and fed His 
people throughout their time in the wilderness, is now in the flesh, healing and feeding His people in this 
wilderness place. They are part of the same story: they are part of the story of a compassionate God who 
rescues His people from slavery and death, cares for them throughout their time in the wilderness, and 
delivers them to the Promised Land. 

 
Both Exodus and Matthew 14 feature the same Lord, compassionately caring for His people. The 

people of Exodus and Matthew, centuries apart, are part of the same story.  
 
So are you. The way that Matthew tells this story, he wants you to know that you’re part of the 

same story too. You can especially find it in these words: Jesus “said a blessing. Then He broke the 
loaves and gave them to the disciples.” You get pretty much the same verse in Matthew 26:26, which 
says, “Jesus took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to the disciples.”  

 
Then He said, “Take, eat; this is My body.” 
 
The same Lord who was present with His people in the wilderness in a pillar of cloud by day and 

a pillar of fire by night, and who fed them bread from heaven; the same Lord who was present in the 
flesh with this crowd in the wilderness in Matthew 14, and who elsewhere said, “I am the living bread 
that came down from heaven” (John 6:51); that same Lord is present in the Supper, here, today for you. 
He has gone to the cross and died for your sins. He is risen again from the dead and now rules over all 
things. He’s present in Holy Baptism and the Word as well, of course, but Matthew is especially pointing 
you to the Sacrament of Christ’s body and blood.  

 
The Lord, the living bread from heaven, is present with you in this wilderness, and you are in the 

wilderness. You’ve been rescued from slavery to sin that leads to eternal death. You’ve passed through 
the Red Sea in your baptism, and you’re on your way to the Promised Land of heaven. For now, you’re in 
the wilderness, and the wilderness is not a comfortable place to be. There’s suffering and hunger and 



deprivation. There’s grumbling and sickness and dying. A wilderness is a desolate place where life is hard 
to sustain because that which gives life is hard to find. In Exodus 16, it was a lack of bread. In Matthew 
14, it was the same. In our present time, you’ve got enough food: we’ve managed to make the 
wilderness rather upscale in our neck of the woods. There’s so much prosperity that you run the risk of 
thinking that the wilderness is a pretty comfortable place to be, in which case you’ll take your eyes off 
the goal of getting to the Promised Land, fall in love with desolation and die eternally. That’s a big danger 
here: you’re dying with a lot more luxury than previous generations, but you’re still dying.  

 
What’s hard to find in this prosperous wilderness is not bread, quail and fish. It’s grace. It’s what 

gives life to your soul. That’s why it’s hard to live here and why it’s easy to die here. It’s easy either to 
fall in love with the prosperity of the wilderness, or to fall into despair because the Lord no longer seems 
to care.  

 
But you are part of the same story that goes from Exodus to Matthew to now and beyond. The 

same Lord shepherds you through this wilderness. Between the feeding of the 5000 and now, He has 
gone to the cross to die for your sins, and He is risen again to open the Promised Land, the kingdom of 
heaven, to you. He takes bread, blesses it and, through one of His called and ordained disciples, gives 
you His body for the forgiveness of sins. He takes wine, blesses it and, through one of His disciples, gives 
you His blood for the forgiveness of sins. Knowing your sin and your affliction, He still has compassion. 
Although you still grumble, He remains merciful.  

 
If you do not feel particularly comfortable living in this wilderness, blessed are you – this place is 

not your home. Compared to heaven, it is a desolate place, sparse in terms of grace and love and 
compassion, except for the Lord’s ongoing kindness; but He is kind for Jesus’ sake, and you’re just 
passing through. Compared to heaven, your wandering is only for a short time, but the kingdom is yours 
forever.  

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 

 


