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Psalm 17: 1-7                          “Godly Errands”                              R.P.C. 
Matthew 14: 13-21                                                                 August 3, 2014 
                                            Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
  
    Upon hearing this Sunday’s gospel, I suppose an assumption might be that I 
would tackle the subject of miracles. After all, the feeding of 5,000 men, plus the 
women and children with a mere five loaves and two dried fish is miraculous to 
say the least – especially when we are told there were leftovers – twelve baskets 
full. 
    At first glance, that seems to be the main concern in this 14th chapter of 
Matthew. Feeding over 5,000 hungry people is quite a wonder – and that make us 
wonder….  After all, we are modern, critical people. We hear this report about 
Jesus working some great wonder such as this and it is only natural for us to ask, 
“How could something like this happen?” Few of us ever get to see a miracle as 
clear described as this one. This feeding-the-multitudes miracle of Jesus seems to 
defy everything we know about the natural world. So it’s only natural for us to 
hear and imagine this account and scratch our heads in wonderment, saying, 
“Huh?” 
    Yet, today I’m not going to play into our modern, scientifically-based skepticism 
by tackling that question of, “How could Jesus do something like this?” 
Rather, I am going to focus on a critical moment within the Biblical account: Jesus 
is confronted by a multitude of people who are soon to experience hunger. His 
immediate concern from his intense sense of compassion has to do with filling the 
physical needs of these people. 
    Yet his disciples seem to have other things in mind. When they sense the 
growing hunger of the multitudes as evening approaches, they present a simple, 
rational solution to the problem: They tell Jesus, “… send the crowds away so that 
they may go into the villages and buy food for themselves.” Then Jesus does 
something that is surprising – as surprising as the miraculous feeding that is to 
follow: At that moment he turns to the disciples, and says to these half-
understanding, rather unimaginative twelve followers, “You give them something 
to eat.” Can you imagine their surprise? “Huh? Us? Jesus, are you talking to us?” 
    The disciples want to send the people away; Jesus commands them to feed the 
people. They have told Jesus what to do; and he turns it right around into a 
command to which they are to respond in obedience. How much more must the 
disciples do to prove to Jesus that they are utterly unable to perform up to his 
demands? 
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    No …this is not one of the disciples’ finest moments.  Jesus has compassion on 
the hurting multitudes, yet Jesus’ own disciples urge him to send them away to 
buy what they want for the healing of their hunger. There doesn’t appear to be 
much compassion among the disciples. Which makes it all the more remarkable 
that it is precisely at this point that Jesus turns to these same disciples and tells 
them, “They need not go away. You give them something to eat.” 
    So to the ones who want to send hungry, hurting people away, Jesus gives a 
commission to minister to the multitudes. Could it be then that this account is 
more than simply to make us marvel at the wonder-working power and 
compassion of Jesus? Is this not also an invitation to marvel at the propensity of 
Jesus to commission people – people like us in this congregation - to work with 
him in his wonder-working, compassionate mission in the world.  My Bible has 
this story introduced by the heading, “Jesus Feeds the Five Thousand.” But I 
wonder if the subheading ought to be, “Jesus Commissions his Disciples to Feed 
the Five Thousand.” 
    Not long ago I was reading that miraculous episode in Luke, chapter 8. It’s the 
one where Jesus goes out from Galilee and is encountered by a poor, tormented 
man who was deranged in mind and spirit. Jesus rebukes the demons that 
torment the man. And even though this is another miracle, this sort of miraculous 
activity is typical for Jesus. 
    But in reading this account, I noted something I had not thought about before. 
Immediately after healing the man, Jesus tells him, “Go and tell everyone what 
God has done for you.”  That struck me this time as being rather amazing…. Here 
is this man who has been suffering in mental bondage, for a long time - we are 
told specifically that “…for a long time he did not live in a house, but among the 
tombs.” So he meets Jesus and Jesus heals him. Shortly after his transformation – 
the restoration of his life – Jesus tells him in essence to, “Go get out of here, go 
home and testify as to what God has done for you.” 
    Is this a story about the miraculous power of Jesus to heal someone with a 
terrible mental ailment? Or is this a story about Jesus’ outrageous tendency to 
give people assignments? You see, I would have had a longer-lasting sense of pity 
on the man than it appears Jesus did. I would have probably been overprotective 
– after all I AM a pastor. I would have told him, “Now, now, you have suffered 
enough. Why don’t you go home and enjoy the rest of your life in peace and 
quiet.” But not Jesus!   … He sent the newly-healed man out on an assignment: 
“Go and tell!” 
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    A church in the inner city serves breakfast every morning of the week to the 
homeless. They serve about 150 people a day, and other churches pitch in 
providing food and volunteers. So it happened that one such new volunteer was 
surprised to see a well-known business leader from a major corporation washing 
dishes one morning. He thought it rather remarkable that this man of affluence, 
power and notoriety would be engaged in such a menial task. 
    “I think it’s great that you are here,” said the new volunteer. 
    “I’m glad you thinks it’s great,” came the mumbled response. 
    “But I’m curious, have you always enjoyed ministry to the homeless?” 
     “Who said I enjoyed this?” he replied. “Frankly I mostly can’t stand the 
homeless people I meet here.” 
     “Really?” the new volunteer asked. 
     “Have you sat down and talked with our guests here?” continued the 
businessman. “Most of them are homeless for a reason and a lot of them are half 
crazy.” 
     “Well, I guess that makes it all the more remarkable that you are here. So why 
ARE you here?” 
      The businessman looked up from his work at the sink and replied with a tone 
of exasperation in his voice, “Because Jesus put me here. That’s why.”  It’s a heck 
of a way to get a job done, but it’s uniquely Jesus’ way. 
    To be sent means that one is where he or she is under the authority of another. 
That means we are not there under our own authorization, but rather we are 
there representing another, speaking for another, and doing what another has 
commissioned us to do. We are there “under orders” so to speak. That is why we 
speak of teaching elders, ruling elders and deacons in the Presbyterian Church as 
being “or” – dained. Get it? … Elders, deacons and ministers are “or-dered” into 
the ministerial leadership of the church.  In fact we call it “ordered ministries.” 
    For a number of years now, I have been serving on Central Florida Presbytery’s 
Committee on Preparation for Ministry. This committee has the responsibility of 
providing care and direction for those who feel called to be ordained in the 
Presbyterian Church, as teaching elders. A few years ago we had a candidate who 
was a “second career” student, meaning she, like most candidates now, had been 
employed in another career, but was now in seminary to be an ordained pastor. 
In order to afford her seminary education, however, she was continuing to work 
as a social worker. Such students can now receive a seminary education ‘on-line’ 
but it takes anywhere from four to six years to finish the degree program. 
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     Each year this candidate was required to meet with the committee and certain 
paperwork was to be filled out and sent in prior to the meeting. Each year she 
was late getting her paperwork in which meant that the committee members 
could not review her reports ahead of time. So each year she was reminded to get 
her work in on time, until finally she was threatened that if she did not do so the 
committee would take some kind of punitive action. It seemed to the committee 
that she was pathologically disorganized, so it was really no surprise when her 
forms were late –again - for her annual review. 
    When we met with her, the chairman confronted her with, “This is 
unacceptable; your paper work is late again.” She said, “Nothing would have 
pleased me more than to have the forms in on time, but I’m taking some difficult 
courses this semester, and my caseload at work has increased.” To which another 
committee member retorted, “You’ve got to do something about being so 
disorganized and be more punctual. Look, you are preparing to be a pastor and 
pastors have got to organize their lives so that they get things done on time.” 
“You can’t stand up in a pulpit on Sunday morning and say to a congregation, 
‘Well, nothing would have pleased me more that to have a sermon ready for you 
today. But it was one thing then another, so let’s break up into small groups and 
study the scripture lesson for today.” 
    “Wait a minute,” she said. “I agree with you. This is still a great mystery to me.” 
“I can’t imagine why Jesus thought somebody like me ought to be a pastor.” “I 
don’t know myself why on earth Jesus thought this was a good idea.” “I guess if 
you have a problem with my becoming a pastor, you’ll have to take it up with 
Jesus … I’m here because I got sent here.” How were we supposed to respond to 
that?  
    As a pastor - as someone like you who gather here- as someone who has been 
sent, I’ll just say this: While Jesus may appear to be rather demanding, what with 
all this calling and sending, it should also be said that there is great joy in believing 
that one is being sent. For one thing, you are wherever you are, and you are doing 
what you are doing, not simply because it pleases YOU, but because you know it 
pleases God. We are doing what God wants. Our little light is being 
commandeered, and swept up in the grand purposes of God. That realization has 
to be a joy! 
    And another thing – to be sent means that we are not working for ourselves, 
but we are doing what we are doing and saying what we are saying in the name of 
God.  All of this is happening in the name of someone who is far greater than our 
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selves. We are all under orders. We are there under authorization.  We have a 
wonderful Savior backing us up.  
    So I think this means that even when we cannot see positive results for what 
we are doing, we have faith - not in the results of OUR expectations, not in the 
good that WE suppose we are going to accomplish – but we have faith in the One 
who sent us. We are here in the midst of ministry and service because we have 
been sent. 
    An older woman had a wonderful ministry in her congregation. She worked in 
the church library, and as a part of that work, she had two afternoons a week in 
which she invited children who lived around the church to come for a story hour. 
It was quite a tradition she had established, and she could have up to a dozen 
children in attendance. For some children this story hour became a portal to the 
wonders of reading. 
    One afternoon, she asked the pastor to assist in unloading a box of donated 
books from her car so she could place them on the shelves. During their work 
together, the pastor asked her, “Mary, do you really think that our efforts on 
behalf of this neighborhood are going to do some good?  Mary responded, “God 
only knows…  GOD only knows.” 
    The pastor reflected on those comments, and later thought: Christians are 
always in situations where we cannot see the good that is being accomplished 
through our mundane, unspectacular acts of service. How on earth does our little 
contribution make a difference in the larger scheme of things? But then, “the 
larger scheme of things” is not the important thing. The important thing is that we 
are there because God wants us there. Somehow in the mysterious, loving 
purposes of God, good shall be done - maybe not tomorrow, but some day. 
    The seed shall sprout, and the fruit shall come; the bread and the fish offered 
shall be miraculously multiplied. Jesus promises it. We are on God’s errand, and 
“God only knows” the results. But those results are God’s problem, not ours. Our 
problem is to keep up, and to be faithful to God - a God who sends.  Amen. 


