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THE FEEDING OF THE FIVE THOUSAND 
Or 

More Than A Meal 
 

Luke 9:12-17  
(Also Matthew 14:13-21, Mark 6:33-44, John 6:1-15) 

 
By Chris Losey 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Many of the miracles that Jesus performed are recorded in more than 
one of the gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John).  Yet there is only 
one miracle that is recorded in all four of the gospels.  Do you know 
which miracle it is?  It is the feeding of the five thousand.  The account 
that will be the primary focus of this message is the one found in Luke 
9:12-17, although a reading of all the accounts gives a clearer picture of 
exactly what went on.  Listen carefully to the story as the message, 
“More Than A Meal” explores some of the truth that God desires for His 
people to know and act upon. 
 

12  And the day began to decline, and the twelve came and 
said to Him, "Send the multitude away, that they may go 
into the surrounding villages and countryside and find 
lodging and get something to eat; for here we are in a 
desolate place."  13  But He said to them, "You give them 
{something} to eat!" And they said, "We have no more than 
five loaves and two fish, unless perhaps we go and buy food 
for all these people."  14  (For there were about five thousand 
men.) And He said to His disciples, "Have them recline {to 
eat} in groups of about fifty each."  15  And they did so, and 
had them all recline.  16  And He took the five loaves and the 
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two fish, and looking up to heaven, He blessed them, and 
broke {them,} and kept giving {them} to the disciples to set 
before the multitude.  17  And they all ate and were satisfied; 
and the broken pieces which they had left over were picked 
up, twelve baskets {full.}  (NAS) 

 
 
SUMMARY 
The flow of the passage is straightforward. The day is drawing to a close 
as Jesus is surrounded by a huge crowd of people. The disciples ask 
Jesus to send the crowds away into the surrounding villages to get food 
and lodging.  Instead, Jesus tells His disciples to give the crowd 
something to eat. The disciples respond by saying that the task is too 
great and their resources are too limited. Jesus then instructs the 
disciples to have the crowd sit in groups of about fifty each. The 
disciples obey, and Jesus then blesses the available food (five loaves 
and two fish) and gives it to the disciples to distribute to the crowd. The 
entire crowd is fed and satisfied, and the disciples pick up 12 baskets of 
left-overs. 
 
Some folks might look at this account and say, what a nice story! But 
the fact is, this nice story teaches us volumes about who Jesus is and 
what He wants us to know about ministry. In order to understand these 
powerful truths, let’s go back through the passage and look at it in 
detail. In doing so, the following outline will be used. 
 
1. The Disciples’ Request v12 
2.  Jesus’ Command v13a 
3.  The Disciples’ Response v13b 
4.  Jesus’ Second Command v14 
5.  The Disciple’s Obedience v15 
6.  Jesus’ Prayer and Miracle v16 
7.  Everyone’s Satisfaction v17 
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Let’s begin with: 
 
1. The Disciples’ Request v12 
Listen to Luke 9:12, “And the day began to decline, and the twelve came 
and said to Him, ‘Send the multitude away, that they may go into the 
surrounding villages and countryside and find lodging and get 
something to eat; for here we are in a desolate place.’"   
 
It was getting on toward evening.  This was the first day that Jesus had 
taken the disciples away to rest, but instead of resting they had been 
listening to and watching Jesus preach and minister. The disciples 
probably hoped that the multitudes would have gone away by now so 
that they could get some R&R, but the crowd lingered. 
 
Perhaps out of desperation, perhaps out of exhaustion, or perhaps out 
of genuine concern for the welfare of the multitudes, the disciples 
finally came to Jesus and requested that He send the crowd away.  This 
is nothing more than most of us would have done.   
 
1st Key Principle - Ministry can be exhausting but it is worth it 
2 Thessalonians 3:13 states, “But as for you, brethren, do not grow 
weary of doing good.” 
 
If you are a Christian, realize that God has called you to ministry and 
that it is not necessarily going to be easy. At times you may feel like 
giving up. 
 
Illustration:  Have you ever thought about how nice it would be (in one 
sense) to be a non-Christian. You could work all week, sleep in on 
Saturday and again on Sunday.  You could have the whole weekend to 
yourself.  You could wake up on Sunday with no-guilt, and no 
obligations.  But the fact is, God has given us a higher calling.  Every 
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Christian would hopefully say, “I would much rather know Christ and 
spend time worshipping and serving God during the week than having 
more free time and being on my way to hell.” 
 
2.  Jesus’ Command v13a 
Jesus responded to the request of the disciples with a command.  Listen 
to the first part of verse Luke 9:13, “But He said to them, ‘You give them 
{something} to eat!’"  
 
Does that seem a little harsh to you?  Shouldn’t Jesus have said, “You’re 
right guys, I know how tired we all are, I’ll send them home” or “I’m 
going to do this great miracle so just have them sit down.”  Instead He 
said, “You give them something to eat.”  In the Greek language Jesus’ 
words are a command.  What is it that Jesus was trying to do?  He was 
stretching the faith of His disciples.  He knew that He was leaving the 
scene soon and these men would have to stand and minister without 
Him.  He had to push them a bit to ensure they were ready.  This brings 
up the second key principle in this passage: 
 
2nd key Principle- God knows that in order for people to mature, they 
must have their faith stretched. 
He was stretching His disciple’s faith by telling them to handle the 
hungry crowd. I’m sure Jesus’ words made the disciples feel a bit 
uncomfortable. It showed them their inadequacy. 
 
Our faith is stretched when we get pulled out of our comfort zones and 
asked to do what we perceive to be difficult or impossible things. 
 
Most people don’t want to be stretched or to step out in faith.  It is 
easy to make excuses like Moses who said essentially, “Lord here I am, 
send someone else,” or like Jonah who ran in the opposite direction!  
God wants us more like David who in his child-like faith said, “I’ll fight 
Goliath.” 
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Have you ever allowed God to stretch your faith regarding ministry.  
Has he been trying to move you in a certain direction and you refuse to 
go?  Why not ask the question, “Lord what is it that You have for me to 
do in ministry?”   
 
3.  The Disciples’ Response v13b,14a 
Luke 9:13b-14a states, “And they said, ‘We have no more than five 
loaves and two fish, unless perhaps we go and buy food for all these 
people.’  (For there were about five thousand men.)”  
 
There is a powerful principle in this verse.. 
 
3rd key Principle - In order to be used powerfully by God, people have 
to come to a point where they admit their own inadequacy to do the 
ministry. 
 
When the disciples said all we have is five loaves and two fish, they 
were essentially saying, “There is no way we can do what You are 
asking us to do.” Think about it. There was a crowd of 5,000 men which 
meant that the crowd was probably closer to 10,000 - 12,000 when you 
counted women and children. How far would five loaves and two fish 
go?  It wouldn’t even feed the first ten people!  
 
Consider the statement where the disciples said, “Unless perhaps we go 
and buy food for all these people.”  In the same account in John 6:7, 
Phillip said, “Two hundred denari worth of bread is not sufficient for 
them, for everyone to receive a little.”  Two hundred denari was 
eqivalent to two hundred days wages.  Let’s do a little figuring in 
modern terms.  Let’s say a worker makes $10 an hour.  How much does 
he make in an 8 hour day, before taxes?  $80!  At this rate how much 
would he make in 200 days?  $16,000.  Would $16,000 be enough to 
feed 12,000 people one meal?  That would work out to a little over a 
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dollar a piece.  They couldn’t even have a 49 cent hamburger and a 
drink from McDonalds!  Indeed, Phillip was correct when he said that 
200 days wages was not sufficient for everyone to have even a little! 
 
The disciples were faced with a dilemma.  With their resources the task 
of feeding the crowd could not be done, but Jesus had asked them to 
do it!  They essentially came the point of acknowledging their 
inadequacy. That is the place where God wants us, where we have to 
totally rely on Him.  The apostle, Paul, said, “When I am weak, then I 
am strong!” 
 
As long as a person feels totally adequate to do the ministry, he doesn’t 
need to step out in faith, and we all know that the Christian life is to be 
a life of faith. Hebrews 11:6 states, “And without faith it is impossible to 
please Him...”  Romans 1:17 states,  “...it is written, ‘But the righteous 
{man} shall live by faith.’" 
 
Are you only doing things for God that you know you can do in your 
own power?  Are you resisting doing those things that require faith, like 
reaching your neighbor for Christ?  Don’t let your inability paralyze you.  
Admit your inadequacy and step out in faith.  That is the place where 
God’s blessing will come! 
 
4.  Jesus’ Second Command v14 
Luke 9:14 states, “And He said to His disciples, ‘Have them recline {to 
eat} in groups of about fifty each.’"   
 
The 4th key principle I see here is - Ministry takes organization. 
 
Jesus instructed the disciples to have the crowd sit down in groups of 
about fifty each.  Why?  Because Jesus knew it would be an efficient 
way to feed the crowd.  If the crowd was approximately 10,000 people, 
how many groups of fifty would that be?  Two hundred groups.  That’s 
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a lot of groups!  That would mean that with twelve disciples, each 
disciple would have to take food to approximately sixteen groups.  That 
would be a lot of work, but it would be manageable. 
 
God is organized. Just look at nature or the working of an atom. When 
we minister, it is good to have a sense of organization and structure to 
what we do.  Like in the nursery we keep infants on one side and 
toddlers on the other because it works well.  In Sunday school we 
divide the children into groups so they can learn with those their own 
age.   
 
If you are responsible for a ministry, do you have it organized? It will 
help you minister better.  Ask God to help you! 
 
5.  The Disciple’s Obedience v15 
Luke 9:15 states, “ And they did so, and had them all recline.”   
 
Still at this point, the disciples didn’t know what Jesus was going to do, 
but they knew that He had instructed them to have the crowd sit down 
in groups. They now had a choice; they could either obey or disobey. It 
is encouraging to see that they obeyed. This brings up the key principle: 
 
5th key principle - Effective ministry takes obedience even when a 
person doesn’t know all of the whys. 
 
I am so encouraged that the disciples simply stepped out in faith and 
told the crowd to sit down even though they didn’t know exactly what 
Jesus was up to.  People in the crowd, undoubtedly asked them why, 
and their response may simply have been, “Because the master said to 
sit down.” 
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We need to have the same attitude in us.  When Jesus through His 
Word tells us to do something or not do something, we need to obey 
whether or not we totally understand why.   
 
The Bible says: 
- don’t lie 
- treat your body as the temple of the Holy Spirit 
- discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness 
- love your wife as Christ loved the church 
- discipline your children 
- stay out of debt 
- speak the truth in love 
- prefer one another 
- love your neighbor as yourself 
- share your faith 
 
We may not totally understand all the whys of the above, but we need 
to obey God’s word and leave the results to Him! 
 
6.  Jesus’ Prayer and Miracle v16 
Listen to Luke 9:16,  “And He took the five loaves and the two fish, and 
looking up to heaven, He blessed them, and broke {them,} and kept 
giving {them} to the disciples to set before the multitude.”   
 
There are two key principles in this verse.  The first has to do with the 
loaves and fishes.  The second has to do with Jesus working through the 
disciples. 
 
Do you know where the loaves and fishes came from?  The loaves and 
fish did not come from the disciples, instead they came from a small 
boy.  The disciples had evidently arrived in the area with no food.  They 
probably had planned on doing a little fishing while they rested, and 
perhaps planned to go into a local village and buy bread for themselves.  
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When they arrived their plans were cut short because a huge crowd 
was waiting for them. 
 
John 6:8,9 states, “8 One of His disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, 
said to Him, 9 “There is a lad here who has five barley loaves and two 
fish, but what are these for so many people?” 
 
When Jesus asked the disciples to feed the crowd, the disciples began 
looking for food. When they realized that they had none, they probably 
began asking if anyone in the crowd had food. Undoubtedly, many folks 
had brought some food with them, but only a small child was willing to 
give his up to the disciples.    
 
6th key principle - God can bless and multiply our meager resources 
when we become as a child, step out in faith, and place what we have 
in His hands. 
 
Do you feel that what you have to offer the Lord is pretty meager, small 
or insignificant? You may feel that you lack great talent or ability.  But 
you must understand that there are no insignificant gifts.  God can take 
your or my small gift and make it something beyond our wildest 
dreams. God is not looking for great ability but great availability. 
 
There is also another profound truth in this passage. Did you notice that 
Jesus did not feed the crowd directly. He did it through the disiciples. 
He provided the power, they provided the leg-work. 
 
7th key principle- Successful ministry happens when Jesus works 
through us to touch the lives of others. 
 
We are God’s hands and feet.  He still works through us in the power of 
the Holy Spirit who dwells within us!  Just as Jesus prayed to the Father, 
we, too, need to pray. 
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7.  Everyone’s Satisfaction v17 
Luke 9:17 states, “And they all ate and were satisfied; and the broken 
pieces which they had left over were picked up, twelve baskets {full.}”  
(NAS) 
 
8th key principle - God not only desires to meet the needs of those 
who are ministered to, but also of those who do the ministry. 
 
Not only was the crowd satisfied with food, but there were twelve 
basketfulls left over.  Undoubtedly these were for the disciples who had 
been passing out food, but also needed to eat.  They undoubtedly 
shared with Jesus. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This is not just a nice story of Jesus feeding some hungry people, it is a 
story that provides us valuable truth for ministry. 
 
1. Ministry can be exhausting but it is worth it 
2. God knows that in order for people to mature, they must have their 
faith stretched. 
3. In order to be used powerfully by God, people have to come to a 
point where they admit their own inadequacy to do the ministry. 
4. Ministry takes organization. 
5. Effective ministry takes obedience even when a person doesn’t know 
all the whys. 
6. God can bless and multiply our meager resources when we become 
as a child, step out in faith, and place what we have in His hands. 
7. Successful ministry happens when Jesus works through us to touch 
the lives of others. 
8. God not only desires to meet the needs of those who are ministered 
to, but also of those who do the ministry. 
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Did you notice that no one complained about the food.  The fish tasted 
like fish and the bread like bread.  One sign of a happy eater is that he 
actually eats the food until he is full.  If he eats it, he probably likes it. 
 
Jesus multiplied the food not only perfectly in quantity, but perfectly in 
quality.  He confirmed that He was and is God in human flesh.  He is the 
bread of life. 
 
Have you eaten of this bread? 
 


