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Face to Face 1.5 -- Serving when it’s Impossible 
(week of 10/4/2015)  

Text:  Luke 9:10-17 
 

Big Idea:  Jesus wants US to serve as his caring hands and heart 
 

Ice Breaker:  Tell us about the best “best friend” you’ve ever had (someone not 
related to you).  What made them your best friend? 

 
 

In our new sermon and study series, Face to Face, we’ll examine a number of stories in which people had 
encounters with Jesus that SHOULD HAVE changed them in deep ways.  For some, it did; but others 
completely missed what Jesus was trying to teach them.  From BOTH types of people, we’ll learn some of the 
lessons that Jesus has for US, and we’ll have the opportunity, like they did, to be changed into people who 
live more like Jesus calls us to live.  Our first study brings us to one of the best known events of Jesus’ life -- 
the feeding of the 5000.  Let’s look at Jesus on this occasion. 

 
 

(1)  Our call from God to serve sacrificially doesn’t stop just because we’re tired. 
Luke 9:10-12  When the apostles returned, they reported to Jesus what they had done.  Then he took them with him and 

they withdrew by themselves to a town called Bethsaida, (11)  but the crowds learned about it and followed him.  He 
welcomed them and spoke to them about the kingdom of God, and healed those who needed healing.  (12) Late in the 
day, the Twelve approached and said to Him, "Send the crowd away, so they can go into the surrounding villages and 
countryside to find food and lodging, because we are in a deserted place here." 

  

 “When the apostles returned . . .”     Jesus had sent out his closest students to proclaim the kingdom of God 
and to heal and minister to anyone who needed it.  When they returned, they were tired and needed a 
break.  Jesus tried to give them (and himself) some much needed time away from the crowds by travelling to 
Bethsaida, a town that had become his “home base”.  But the crowds heard about it and followed, bringing 
all their needs with them.  Jesus had compassion on them, and began to teach and heal.   

As dinner-time came around, the apostles urged Jesus to send the people to nearby towns, so they could find 
some Judean fast food restaurants.  But Jesus said, “No.  They can stay right here.  You guys take care of it.”  
They had been hoping for a little R&R after their journey.  But Jesus knew there was a lesson approaching 
that they needed to get. 

 

Q:  (a) In what situations do you really want to be alone (or with a small group of friends)?   
 

(b) How do you feel when you are forced to be with a crowd at those times? 
 

Q:  Given where the apostles had been and what they had been doing, why would they have wanted to be 
alone with Jesus? 

 

Q:  If you had been an apostle, how would you have reacted to the crowd’s overwhelming need? 
 

Q:  What does Jesus’ response to the crowd tell us about Him?  And what does it tell us about how us?  
 

Q:  Have someone read for the group Galatians 6:9-10.  How would you use Galatians 6:9-10 to encourage a 
fellow believer (or to encourage yourself) that it’s worth it to continuing to serve when you’re weary? 

 
 

(2)  Jesus has a plan:  it’s you. 
Luke 9:13-15   "You give them something to eat," He told them.  "We have no more than five loaves and two fish," they said, 

"unless we go and buy food for all these people."  (14)  (For about 5,000 men were there.) Then He told His disciples, 
"Have them sit down in groups of about 50 each."  (15)  They did so, and had them all sit down.   

“The disciples see a problem -- a multitude without food or shelter in a desolate place as the day draws to a 
close.  [Like the disciples], we also see many needs [around us].  Although we want to give Jesus the needs of 
those around us, Jesus’ plan is to give their needs to us.”  [Jason Santos] 
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“As a pastor, I am often asked by concerned parties to intervene and counsel some friend or relative. I usually 
say, "No. God sent that person to you, not to me. Let's talk about how you can provide the necessary help." 
Invariably, they find that they do have the insight and authority to deal with that troubled person. Jesus says 
to the disciples here, and to us, to believe that God has given us the resources to meet the needs with which 
we are presented.”  [The Preacher’s Commentary] 

 

Q:  What was the disciples’ plan to solve the problem they saw?  What is their back-up plan? 
 

Q:  Do you think the disciples’ plan for feeding these people was a reasonable one?  Why or why not? 
 

Q:  The disciples had seen so many miracles from Jesus, and yet here they were, telling the crowd to go away.  
We might wonder if Jesus was thinking, “When are they going to catch on?”  But we do the same thing.  We 
see God work in ours and other lives, and then when things get tough again, we have to go through the same 
process of trying to do it on our own, failing, being broken and then finally trusting in God.  What do you 
suspect was the reason the disciples gave up without even trying?  

 

Q:  What kinds of situations in benevolent action make YOU want to give up without even trying? 
 

Q:  We understand that Jesus doesn’t just change people to be what they ought to be:  He wants people to 
love him because they choose to, rather than being forced.  But why is it that way in areas of benevolence 
and caring for people? Rather than just stepping in and miraculously healing people and fixing situations, 
why do you think Jesus works through people like the disciples, and like you and me? 

 
 

(3)  Miracles move from what YOU have to what GOD has. 
Luke 9:16-17   Then He took the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up to heaven, He blessed and broke them.  He kept 

giving them to the disciples to set before the crowd.  (17)  Everyone ate and was filled.  Then they picked up 12 baskets of 
leftover pieces. 

 

 “Jesus already knew what He was going to do.  In [the telling of the story in] John, He asks Philip “Where shall 
we buy bread to feed these people?” He asks this to see if he knew, to stretch him.  Is this deceitful or 
misleading?  No.  It is like asking your son, “OK, How are we going to fix the bike?” You know how you are 
going to fix the bike, but you want your son to use his head, come to some conclusion and act on it.  
[According to] Mark, Jesus questions Andrew as to the amount of money to buy food.  He replies, “8 months 
wages”, which clearly the disciples do not have.  Jesus is showing them that there is no way they can solve 
the problem on their own.  [Hampton Keathley] 

What do we learn about the disciples in this story?  They were human, like us.  They had human responses and 
weaknesses, like us.  What was their failure?  They didn’t recognize what their resources truly were in Christ. 

 

Like us.   
 

“Beware of limited thinking when we have the greatness of God at our disposal.”  [David Ahl] 
 

Q:  From this story, what do you learn about our part and God’s part in meeting needs? 
 

Q:  How important is the feeding of the 5,000 to the whole story of Jesus?  Out of everything Jesus did while 
on earth, there are only three events that were recorded in all four Gospels:  Jesus’ baptism; Jesus’ death and 
resurrection; and this one.  Why might this story be so important that all the Gospel writers tell it? 

 
  

NEXT STEPS:  If you haven’t been serving others in a consistent, intentional way, make a plan to do that.  
HERE’S A GREAT OPPORTUNITY -- the opening of our new Food Pantry in Raleigh means that each campus 
will need its Life Groups to commit again to serving in the Food Pantry that operates on their campus.  If your 
Life Group isn’t regularly serving others through the Food Pantry, commit to doing that.  Contact Jay Cook to 
get a place in the monthly rotation. 
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FURTHER STUDY NOTES 
 
The Feeding of the Five Thousand is the only miracle recorded in all four Gospels.  In an attempt to offer a 

logical explanation for this amazing story, the theory has been advanced that many in the crowd had brought 
a bag lunch or picnic hamper and those were taken out and shared.  The four Gospel writers don't leave 
much room for such an interpretation.  They tell us that the disciples were concerned that there was no food 
available.  They had some practical solutions, like sending the multitude into town for provisions.  In other 
words, "Let's refer them to the delicatessens, the grocery stores, the supermarkets.  Let's refer them to 
someone who can help them." Jesus said to them as He does to us, "You feed them." As people come to us 
with their needs, let's believe that we have the resources to meet those needs—psychological, emotional, 
relational, or physical.  [The Preacher’s Commentary]   

 
[The following is from Alexander MacLaren.  He was one of the great preachers of the late 1800’s - early 1900’s, so the 

language can be a little different than you’re used to.  But there’s some mighty good insight in what he wrote about the 
feeding of the 5000.  If you’re willing to read through it, you’ll find more good ideas than you’ll be able to use in your 
leading.] 

 
The Apostles needed rest after their trial trip as evangelists.  John the Baptist’s death had just been told to 

Christ.  The Passover was at hand, and many pilgrims were on the march.  Prudence and care for His 
followers as well as Himself suggested a brief retirement, and our Lord sought it at the Eastern Bethsaida, a 
couple of miles up the Jordan from its point of entrance to the lake.  Matthew and Mark tell us that He went 
by boat, which Luke does not seem to have known.  Mark adds that the curious crowd, which followed on 
foot, reached the place of landing before Him, and so effectually destroyed all hope of retirement.  It was a 
short walk round the north-western part of the head of the lake, and the boat would be in sight all the way, 
so that there was no escape for its passengers. 

 
Luke records the self-oblivious cordiality of Christ’s reception of the intrusive crowd.  Without a sigh or sign of 

impatience, He ‘welcomed them’-- a difficult thing to do, and one which few of us could have achieved.  But 
Jesus received them patiently, because, as Mark touchingly tells, He was ‘moved with pity,’ and saw in their 
rude crowding round Him the token of their lack of guides and teachers.  They seemed to Him, not merely a 
mob of intrusive sight-seers, but like a huddled mass of unshepherded sheep. 

 
Christ’s heart felt more lovingly than ours because His eye saw deeper, and His eye saw deeper because His 

heart felt more lovingly.  If we would live nearer Him, we should see, as He did, enough in every man to draw 
our pity and help, even though he may jostle and interfere with us. 

 
The short journey to Bethsaida would be in the early morning, and a long day of toil followed instead of the 

hoped-for quiet.  Note that singular expression, ‘Them that had need of healing He healed.’ Why not simply 
‘them that were sick’? Probably to bring out the thought that misery made unfailing appeal to Him, and that 
for Him to see need was to supply it.  His swift compassion, His all-sufficient power to heal, and the 
conditions of receiving His healing, are all wrapped up in the words.  Coming to the miracle itself, we may 
throw the narrative into three parts-the preliminaries, the miracle, and the abundant overplus. 

 
Our Lord leads up to the miracle by forcing home on the minds of the disciples the extent of the need and the 

utter inadequacy of their resources to meet it, and by calling on them and the crowd for an act of obedience 
which must have seemed to many of them ludicrous.   
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John shows us that He had begun to prepare them, at the moment of meeting the multitude, by His question 

to Philip.  That had been simmering in the disciples’ minds all day, while they leisurely watched Him toiling in 
word and work, and now they come with their solution of the difficulty.  Their suggestion was a very sensible 
one in the circumstances, and they are not to be blamed for not anticipating a miracle as the way out.  
However many miracles they saw, they never seem to have expected another.  That has been thought to be 
unnatural, but surely it is true to nature.  They moved in a confusing mixture of the miraculous and the 
natural which baffled calculation as to which element would rule at any given moment.  Their faith was 
feeble, and Christ rebuked them for their slowness to learn the lesson of this very miracle.  They were our 
true brothers in their failure to grasp the full meaning of the past, and to trust His power. 

 
The strange suggestion that the disciples should feed the crowd must have appeared to them absurd, but it 

was meant to bring out the clear recognition of the smallness of their supply.  Therein lie great lessons.  
Commands are given and apparent duties laid on us, in order that we may find out how impotent we are to 
do them.  It can never be our duty to do what we cannot do, but it is often our duty to attempt tasks to which 
we are conspicuously inadequate, in the confidence that He who gives them has laid them on us to drive us 
to Himself, and there to find sufficiency.  The best preparation of His servants for their work in the world is 
the discovery that their own stores are small.  Those who have learned that it is their task to feed the 
multitude, and who have said ‘We have no more than such and such scanty resources,’ are prepared to be 
the distributors of His all-sufficient supply. 

 
What a strange scene that must have been as the hundred groups of fifty each arranged themselves on the 

green grass, in the setting sunlight, waiting for a meal of which there were no signs! It took a good deal of 
faith to seat the crowd, and some faith for the crowd to sit.  How expectant they would be! How they would 
wonder what was to be done next! How some of them would laugh, and some sneer, and all watch the 
event! We, too, have to put ourselves in the attitude to receive gifts of which sense sees no sign; and if, in 
obedience to Christ’s word, we sit down expecting Him to find the food, we shall not be disappointed, though 
the table be spread in the wilderness, and neither storehouse nor kitchen be in sight. 

 
The abundance left over is significant.  Twelve baskets were filled; that is to say, each Apostle who had helped 

to feed the hungry had a basketful to bring off for future wants.  The ‘broken pieces’ were not crumbs that 
littered the grass, but the portions that came from Christ’s hands. 

His provision is more than enough for a hungry world, and they who share it out among their fellows have 
their own possession of it increased.  There is no surer way to receive the full sweetness and blessing of the 
Gospel than to carry it to some hungry soul.  These full baskets teach us, too, that In Christ’s gift of Himself as 
the Bread of Life there is ever more than at any given moment we can appropriate.  The Christian’s spiritual 
experiences have ever an element of infinity in them; and we feel that if we were able to take in more, there 
would be more for us to take.  Other food cloys and does not satisfy, and leaves us starving.  Christ satisfies 
and does not cloy, and we have always remaining, yet to be enjoyed, the boundless stores which neither 
eternity will age nor a universe feeding on them consume.  The Christian’s capacity of partaking of Christ 
grows with what it feeds on, and he alone is safe in believing that ‘Tomorrow shall be as this day, and much 
more abundant.’ 

 
 


