19th October 2008
FOUR THOUSAND FOR LUNCH
Reading:
Matthew 15:29-39  Jesus left there and went along the Sea of Galilee. Then he went up on a mountainside and sat down.  Great crowds came to him, bringing the lame, the blind, the crippled, the mute and many others, and laid them at his feet; and he healed them. The people were amazed when they saw the mute speaking, the crippled made well, the lame walking and the blind seeing. And they praised the God of Israel.  Jesus called his disciples to him and said, "I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days and have nothing to eat. I do not want to send them away hungry, or they may collapse on the way."  His disciples answered, "Where could we get enough bread in this remote place to feed such a crowd?" "How many loaves do you have?" Jesus asked. "Seven," they replied, "and a few small fish."  He told the crowd to sit down on the ground.  Then he took the seven loaves and the fish, and when he had given thanks, he broke them and gave them to the disciples, and they in turn to the people.  They all ate and were satisfied. Afterward the disciples picked up seven basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over.  The number of those who ate was four thousand, besides women and children.   After Jesus had sent the crowd away, he got into the boat and went to the vicinity of Magadan. 
Following the problems in the sub-prime lending market in America and the run on Northern Rock in the UK, uncertainty has now hit Japan. In the last 7 days Origami Bank has folded, Sumo Bank has gone belly up and Bonsai Bank announced plans to cut some of its branches. 500 staff at Karate Bank got the chop and analysts report that there is something fishy going on at Sushi Bank where it is feared that staff may get a raw deal.
And what has that story got to do with the story of the feeding of the 4000?  
Actually not too much really. 
In fact, only one thing.  
Neither of them contains any sort of comment on what they say. 

You see, the feeding of the 4000 is a very straightforward account. 
It just relates events and that’s it. 
There is no teaching point from Jesus. 
It is a simple reporting of facts. 
But I’ve discovered that this story is also a great reminder of all those things which are important to our faith.  
This is a story which we can think back to as a prompt whenever we want to explain our faith to someone.  
And it’s all to do with hunger.  
The 4000 were given a meal of fish and bread, but this story is just as much about feeding other sorts of hunger. 
A hunger for healing, a hunger for love, a hunger for evidence. 
A hunger for the abundance of God’s Grace. 

And a hunger to give praise and thanks to our God.   

A Hunger for healing
Jesus left there and went along the Sea of Galilee. Then he went up on a mountainside and sat down. 

Great crowds came to him, bringing the lame, the blind, the crippled, the mute and many others, and laid them at his feet; and he healed them. 

And he heals today. The following was reported by the BBC:

A massive study has found that patients admitted to hospital with heart trouble fare better if someone is praying for them. None of those involved were told that people were engaging in what is known as "intercessory prayer" on their behalf. Just over half of these, picked at random, were made the subject of intercessory prayer. However, on average, the 500 patients prayed for had 11% less complications during their stay in hospital. In all, the researchers looked at 990 people admitted to the coronary care unit over the course of a year. 

God healed through Jesus near the Sea of Galilee. 
And, although he doesn’t always answer our prayer for healing the way we would like or at the time we seek it, he heals physical and psychological illness today. 
But when Jesus healed people that day he was doing much more than treating their physical ailments. 
He was bringing them and those with them into closer relationship with God. 
That is true healing, a healing of humankind’s broken relationship with God. 
Through Jesus’ sacrifice, that relationship is restored and, one day, all who have believed will be healed by being raised to eternal life. 

The story of the 4000 reminds us that our hunger for physical healing may be met if we but ask. 
But it also reminds us that the human hunger, much deeper within, for a right relationship with God, can be met because of the cross. 
Hunger to praise.
The people were amazed when they saw the mute speaking, the crippled made well, the lame walking and the blind seeing. And they praised the God of Israel.
There are good grounds for understanding that the 4000 were Gentiles, non-Jews.  
Yet they recognised that Jesus healed through the power of the one true God, the God of Israel, and they praised him. 
Their action is a good reminder to all of us about what should flow from our own faith in God.
We talked about prayer at the Alpha course this week. 
Reminded ourselves that it is right to offer prayers of adoration and praise, even when life doesn’t seem to be going too well. 
The glimpses of heaven which we get in the book of Revelation help us to see that giving praise to God is something we will do throughout eternity:

All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying: "Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honour and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!" (Rev 7:11-12)

God is always worthy of our praise and adoration. 
The more we spend time wondering at his love and mercy the more we want to praise and worship him. 
And its one of the things we can do at any time, simply telling God just how much we adore him.   

Those 4000 gave us a pretty good example to follow, praise be to God!
Hunger for love.
Jesus said "I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days and have nothing to eat. I do not want to send them away hungry, or they may collapse on the way."

Remember that Jesus is probably saying this about Gentiles. 
He’d tended to give the Gentiles a hard time up until this. 
Now not only does Jesus show compassion, but he shows it for those most unacceptable to the Jews. 
That action is a powerful reminder of God’s love for all mankind. 
1 John 4 tells us that: God is love. 
That love is something which we so often fail to absorb, yet it is at the centre of all that God is and all that God does.  
God is love. 

If we are hungry for love all we have to do is turn toward the God who is love. 

Hunger to give thanks.
It is polite to say thanks. 
We were all taught that as youngsters. 
But there is a much greater reason for saying thanks, and we find it in Jesus’ example:

Then he took the seven loaves and the fish, and when he had given thanks, he broke them and gave them to the disciples, and they in turn to the people. 

Everything comes from God’s provision.

We so often forget to say thanks to him, but Jesus understood. 
He knew that he didn’t do anything in his own strength, but from his closest of relationships with the Father.
Jesus gave thanks for the little and Jesus went on to feed the many.  

As we give thanks for even the little things that God’s gives to sustain us, we should remember that, by sustaining us, God may be working through us to sustain many more. 
We may turn out to be the few pieces of bread and fish that go on to feed a multitude. 

Hunger for an abundance.
We can be hoarders - a look in the attic or the garden shed will show that. 
And we have a tendency to want more. 
But God knows that and he provides good things in abundance.
‘They all ate and were satisfied. Afterward the disciples picked up seven basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over’.

That same abundance goes for all those things that are truly good for us. 
All those things that truly sustain us. 

When we pray ‘give us our daily bread’, we can be confident that God knows just what it is we actually need, even if we don’t.  
God does not give us what is bad for us. 
Some clue to what we should ask for can be found in the letter to the Ephesians where St Paul talks of Christ’s gifts to us. 

And it’s not what they are but what they are for that counts. 

They are given:
‘……so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. ………… speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ’. (Eph 4:12-15)

If our prayer, daily, is for those things which will build up the body of Christ,
those things which will help each of us to grow evermore like Christ, 
we can be confident that our God will grant us them in abundance.  
He will meet us in our need and provide not only what we seek but much, much more. 
Filling us with an abundance of his love, his grace and his gifts.    
Hunger for evidence.  

No sooner is Matthew’s account of the feeding the 4000 over, then, if we read on, we find that  it is followed by an account of the Pharisees and Sadducees asking for a sign. 

They knew of all the miracles Jesus had already performed. 
But they had already made up their minds against him. 
We have to ask - would a further miracle really have persuaded them that he was the promised Messiah?

There are so many today who are not too sure about Christianity. 
Who would like to be able to believe, but would rather like a miracle before they make their mind up. 
But although miracles did seem to persuade some people 2000 years ago, weren’t they generally the people who had faith in Jesus already? 

John’s Gospel told it as it was. 
"Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders," Jesus told him, "you will never believe." (John 4:48).  
And it hasn’t changed. 
Those same words apply to the world of today. 

Yet, we have all the evidence we need. 
It’s in the Bible. 
It’s in the history of the church down the centuries in the lives of all those who have lived great Christian lives. 
It’s in front of our eyes in the wonders of creation about us. 

It’s in our own experience of God at work in the world. 
It’s in our experience of his peace and his answers to prayer. 
And it’s in just one miracle, 

a miracle which will not be repeated because it has already transformed all our futures, 
the miracle of Jesus’ death and resurrection.

If you talk with someone who is hungry for evidence, suggest that they try trusting in the resurrection first. 
Encourage them to dare to believe, even just a little bit. 
Pray with them. 
And then get them to look again, with new eyes.  
They’ll be amazed at what they’ll have found 
And, like the 4000, they’ll want to praise the God of Israel.





………………….

God’s healing, 
giving praise to God, 
God’s love, 
giving thanks to God, 
God’s abundance, 
or the evidence of God, 
all that the world is hungry for is touched on by this story of the feeding of the 4000.

That’s why it’s such a good one to come back to when telling others something about our faith. 

And if, like me, you sometimes need a nudge to remember things, there are two three-letter words that might help here. THE and PAL. 

T 
for 
Thanks

H 
for 
Healing

E 
for  
Evidence

P 
for 
Praise

A 
for 
Abundance

L 
for 
Love 

Telling someone about what Jesus did for those 4000 could be a life changing moment for that person. 
So do try to be THE PAL who does it.

There is more than enough evidence for those who will believe. 
So, as we go home today, let us do so praising God and giving thanks for all the ways in which he heals us and for the abundance he has given us out of his love. 
Amen
AW

