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The Messiah Who Cares 
Matthew 15:29-39 

18 March 2018 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Question:  How is Jesus different from the other religious leaders of Israel? 

Big Idea:  Jesus is the Messiah who cares for all people. 

Introduction 

Most of us have been conditioned to be sceptical of sequels. 

Very few of them are as good as the original. 

In 2014, Rolling Stone magazine did a poll of their readers and came up with a list of The 20 

Most Disappointing Movie Sequels.1 

The list included titles such as Speed 2: Cruise Control, Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines, 

Jaws 2, Blues Brothers 2000, Spider-Man 3, The Hangover… Parts II & (can you believe it) III, 

and Grease 2 (who knew that flop was even made?) and Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of 

the Crystal Skull. 

In number one place for Most Disappointing Movie Sequel was Star Wars Episode I: The 

Phantom Menace. 

 

The problem with sequels is that they often don’t live up to the original. 

Sometimes, the sequel tries to head off in a totally different direction and that’s what makes 

it a flop. 

Or the story continues where last one left off, only without the special spark that the first 

movie had. 

Or lazy movie producers try to make a quick dollar by making the same movie again. 

 

I’ve only ever seen bits and pieces of the Rocky movies, but I’m told that’s pretty much as 

good as seeing the whole lot. 

Rocky I isn’t much different to Rocky IV. 

One analysis I saw plotted the storylines of the Rocky movies and showed that Rocky VI is 

pretty much Rock I without some of the training scenes.2 
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When you read through chapter 15 of Matthew’s gospel, it feels like you’ve found a glitch in 

The Matrix. 

There’s a strange sense of déjà vu reading about the feeding of the 4,000 because it seems 

so similar to the feeding of the 5,000 just a chapter before. 

“Haven’t we heard this before?” 

 

In chapter 14, Matthew records how Jesus miraculously fed 5,000 men along with their 

families with one boy’s lunch. 

We saw that Jesus is the Messiah who provides. 

Like a C-grade sequel, it’s easy to feel a little ripped off a chapter later because this time you 

get a 20% discount. 

Jesus only feeds 4,000 people. 

 

Some people have even gone as far as to argue that they were really just the one event. 

It’s hard to believe that Matthew was so confused that he didn’t notice that he’d written the 

same thing twice and got some of the details wrong. 

Besides, if you look down to chapter 16, you’ll see that he makes it clear that these were 

two different events: 

Matthew 16:9–10 (NIV11)  9 Do you still not understand? Don’t you remember the 

five loaves for the five thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? 10 Or the 

seven loaves for the four thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? 

 

Because these accounts are so similar, we could be tempted to skip over the feeding of the 

4,000 as the poorer cousin. 

When people preach through this last section of chapter 15, it either gets lumped with the 

part that comes before it or with the part that comes after it. 

I think Matthew wants us to do the exact opposite. 

The gospel was written this way intentionally (and Mark did the same thing), the question is, 

“Why?” 

Why two similar miracles so close together? 

Instead of skipping over it, Matthew obviously though it was important enough that we 

need to have two bites at the cherry. 
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Outline 

The feeding of the 4,000 has a slightly different focus that puts Jesus’ actions under the 

microscope. 

It shows not just what he did, but also what motivated him. 

Jesus is the Messiah who cares for all people. 

 Jesus is Driven by Compassion 

 Jesus Delegates His Work of Compassion 

Jesus is Driven by Compassion 

Firstly, we see that Jesus is driven and motivated by compassion. 

 

Jesus leaves the place where he was last week. 

You might remember that he withdrew from the confrontation with the Jewish leaders and 

headed outside of Israel to the gentile region near Tyre and Sidon on the coast. 

While he was there, a Canaanite woman found him out and came to Jesus looking for him to 

heal her daughter. 

 

Now he’s come back in familiar territory – the shores of Lake Galilee. 

Jesus goes up the mountain-side and sits down, ready to teach the people. 

This’s classic Jesus. 

Without any TV or radio campaign, a flood of sick and broken people come out for a 

consultation with him. 

Once again, Jesus heals everyone with reckless abandon. 

Verse 30: 

Matthew 15:30 (NIV11)  30 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. 

 

I want to keep pointing out the amazement that the crowds felt. 

Week by week, as we read about what Jesus did, we can get healing fatigue. 

We quickly forget just how abnormal this was and the wow-factor of being there.  
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People who were mute being able to speak, the lame walking and the blind seeing. 

You can’t go down to the local hospital and see that without months of rehabilitation first. 

 

That verse last phrase in verse 31 is interesting though, isn’t it? 

 And they praised the God of Israel. 

That seems like a slightly odd way for Matthew to put it. 

Why the God of Israel? 

 

It’s especially interesting after the interaction between Jesus and the Canaanite woman that 

we looked at last week. 

In Mark’s parallel passage, we find out that Jesus was in the region of the Decapolis – 

literally the ‘ten cities’. 

Lots of experts make a big deal of the fact that Jesus is in a gentile area here. 

Don’t think that Jesus has given up on people, especially gentiles. 

That’s not the case at all. 

 

Yet Matthew doesn’t really go to any great lengths to point that out. 

He’s much more interested in showing who Jesus is. 

His emphasis is on showing the amazing signs that Jesus did under the gaze of the religious 

leaders of Israel. 

And showing how Jesus is different to them. 

 

Right from the start, this account is different to the feeding of the 5,000. 

Remember how everyone raced around the lake to try and catch up with Jesus? 

They probably left without any time for preparation. 

This time, they must’ve come prepared because it turns out that this wasn’t a one-day thing. 

The crowd have been there for three days. 

 

When Jesus fed the 5,000, the disciples came to Jesus wanting him to send the people away 

to get food. 

Here we see Jesus calling his disciples to come to him. 
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Jesus is the initiator. 

He’s the one who wants to show his compassion for the crowd by not sending them away 

empty handed. 

Verse 32: 

Matthew 15:32 (NIV11)  32 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.” 

 

I don’t like having to use the dictionary to try and define a word, but ‘compassion’ is one of 

those words that we all know what it means, we know what it looks like, but it’s hard to 

describe. 

The Oxford Dictionary defines it like this: 

Sympathetic pity and concern for the sufferings or misfortunes of others. 

I think that’s a fairly good definition. 

Compassion is caring about someone else’s suffering. 

In the Bible , the Greek and Hebrew words we translate as ‘compassion’ can also be 

translated as ‘pity’ and ‘mercy’. 

 

In the Old Testament Law, there was a particular emphasis on showing compassion to 

people in need. 

God made special rules for widows, orphans and asylum seekers to be provided for. 

For instance, if a poor person used their cloak as a deposit, it couldn’t be kept overnight so 

that they didn’t freeze.3 

Yet when we get to chapter 23, Jesus lays into the Pharisees for not caring about the needy: 

Matthew 23:23 (NIV11)  23“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you 

hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cumin. But you have 

neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. 

You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. 

 

Not Jesus. 

We heard him give the theory in chapter 5 that nothing from the Old Testament had been 

done away with. 
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Here we see that in action. 

Jesus is the Messiah, the True Israel, who fulfils the Law. 

He does what the Law requires by showing compassion to his people. 

 

He also reflects the image of his father. 

Being compassionate is part of God’s nature. 

Throughout the Old Testament, God is often described as being compassionate: 

Exodus 34:6–7 (NIV11)  6 And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The LORD, 

the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love 

and faithfulness, 7 maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion 

and sin.  

 

Most of us probably take it for granted that Jesus is compassionate. 

That’s who he is. 

We’re meant to draw the comparison between Jesus and the Scribes and the Pharisees. 

 

He’s not the kind of leader who’s just out to get whatever he can. 

But compassion isn’t anywhere near as common as you might expect. 

The headlines this week are full of the vindictive actions of Donald Trump sacking people, 

not necessarily because it’s in the best interests of the country, but to make a point. 

Our politicians aren’t any better. 

Jesus is completely different, a breath of fresh air. 

 

The disciples respond to Jesus by pointing out that there isn’t enough food to feed all these 

people in such a remote area. 

We might wonder, “Don’t they remember what happened before? 

“Are they really that dull?” 

I don’t think so. 

I think they were probably wondering why Jesus is talking to them. 

Why doesn’t he just feed them seeing as he’s able to? 
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Jesus asks how much they have to feed the people with. 

At the end of three days in the wilderness, it turns out to not be much. 

Matthew 15:34 (NIV11)  34 “How many loaves do you have?” Jesus asked.  “Seven,” 

they replied, “and a few small fish.” 

I think Jesus is actually drawing the disciples in so that once again they can see how 

miraculous this is. 

This isn’t just a case of people sharing their lunch. 

Jesus is going to make something from nothing. 

 

I was reading this week about Sue Elcock.4 

She was visiting from the UK and took a fishing charter near Perth with her son. 

She caught bass grouper that was 150cm long and 62kg. 

That’s one big fish. 

Someone told her, “You'll need an awful lot of chips.” 

 

The disciples weren’t thinking about chips and they didn’t have a massive fish either. 

They only had a few small fish and seven small bread loaves. 

The only way that four thousand people – we’re told in verse 38 – along with women and 

children could be fed was if Jesus acted. 

 

With just these meagre beginnings, Jesus feeds the people. 

It out of his compassion, Jesus fulfils their need. 

This gives us an insight into what this Messiah is like. 

Not only is he powerful, but compassion is part of who he is. 

Jesus is the Messiah who cares. 

 

In fact, the reason Jesus came to earth was to show compassion. 

Not just on the people then, but compassion towards us today too. 

We’re people who need compassion. 

We try to cover it over with entertainment and shiny new gadgets. 
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Often our need is hidden amongst the plenty that we have around us. 

Well, everyone needs compassion 

A love that's never failing.5 

 

You only have to step out the front door to see that our world is broken. 

This week, we’re quite literally on the verge of a new Cold War. 

Our political leaders think that political and economic solutions will fix all our problems. 

If only we had the right leaders. 

If only we have economic prosperity, then there would be fairness and justice in these 

situations. 

That’s not the solution though. 

 

The problem isn’t just on a massive, world-scale, it comes much closer to home. 

We see it in the everyday. 

We even see it in the mirror. 

I don’t mean the messy hair and blood-shot eyes that greet you in the morning. 

The problem is in ourselves. 

 

It’s been one of those weeks where I’ve been acutely aware of my own inadequacies, 

failings and incompetencies. 

Guess what?  I’m not perfect. 

Far from it, I’m a moral failure. 

I make mistakes. 

I hurt people unintentionally and – what’s worse – intentionally as well. 

There’s something very right about mourning over our sin, because my sin is ugly, vile, filthy 

and disgusting. 

My sin causes people to get hurt. 

 

My sin depresses me. 

And if is wallow in it, it disables me, paralyses me. 
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I’ve been crook this week, and the world always looks more grey when you’re sick. 

That would suit the Accuser just fine. 

And so he also whispers things to me that aren’t true as well, hoping that I’ll believe them, 

embrace them, and be incapacitated by them so that I spiral down into a depression of 

worthlessness. 

 

But I know the one who came to show compassion to us. 

I have experienced Jesus’ compassion. 

Thank God that Jesus has shown his great love and compassion by going to the cross. 

He has reached down to rip me out of the muck and mayhem of my own making. 

The penalty that I deserved, he has paid. 

And he’s lifted my up and placed me on my feet, washed clean in him. 

I make a mess of my life, but Jesus has forgiven me. 

Christians are people who have experienced Jesus’ compassion even when we don’t deserve 

it. 

 

Jesus isn’t a moral monster. 

He cares and he understands. 

Hebrews 4:15 (NIV11)  15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to empathize 

with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as 

we are—yet he did not sin. 

He has showered us with grace. 

And that means that even when we mess up, even when we do the wrong thing, we can 

keep putting one foot in front of the other. 

Because as followers of Jesus, our worth isn’t based on what we’ve done but on what he has 

done. 

 

Jesus is the Messiah who cares. 

Jesus Delegates His Work of Compassion 

Not only that, Jesus is also the one who involves his people in his work of compassion. 
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Jesus sits down on the ground along with everyone else. 

He takes the seven loaves and the fish. 

And he gives thanks to God. 

We don’t know exactly what he prayed. 

The important thing is that we see Jesus modelling giving thanks to God for his provision. 

 

Giving thanks for food is something that Christians have always taken quite seriously. 

Not because it’s some kind of magic spell or a set formula (although it’s really easy for our 

prayers at mealtimes to end up like that). 

Sometimes we don’t because we might be in a hurry. 

Or we really are ravenously hungry and we want to skip the intro.  Or we just want the kids 

to stop whinging. 

 

Do you say grace?  Why do you say grace? 

At each meal, we acknowledge that God is the one who provides for us. 

He’s the one who sends the sun and the rain that causes things to grow. 

And it’s only through his provision of food that we’re able to have the energy we need to be 

able to work in his world. 

 

We don’t like stale food, but we often let grace grow stale, don’t we? 

Maybe that’s just me. 

One of my favourite graces is, 

Rubba-dub-dub, thanks for the grub. 

It’s theologically accurate, but I think it’s fair to say that it lacks depth. 

I almost never use it. 

I was inspired this week by a model prayer that John Piper’s family have used for midday 

meals:6 

We're grateful, Father, for this hour 

To rest and draw upon your power 

Which you have shown in sun and rain 

And measured out to every grain. 

Let all this food which you have made 
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And graciously before us laid 

Restore our strength for this next hour 

That we may have your fullest power. 

It’s a rich prayer that focuses on what God has done in providing the meal. 

Maybe you’d like to mix things up at mealtimes, finding fresh ways to give thanks to our 

Heavenly Father? 

 

Jesus divides up the food and it just keeps on coming. 

Basketful after basketful of bread and fish is handed out. 

Everyone eats until they’re satisfied. 

Jesus started with almost nothing and yet they finished with seven basketfuls left over. 

 

I’m going to point out something that looks minor, but is worth dwelling on. 

Have you ever noticed that Jesus doesn’t hand out the food himself? 

It’s not that he thinks he’s too good – he was willing to wash his disciples’ feet. 

Yet he gives the food to his disciples to hand out rather than doing it himself. 

 

Was that just for practical reasons? 

It’s possible that was part of the reason. 

It would’ve taken a while for Jesus to hand out all the food, but if he’s the one who’s 

dividing it up then he’s going to be the bottleneck. 

He seems to be intentionally involving the disciples in this compassion miracle. 

He’s drawing his disciples in to be a part of what he’s doing. 

Jesus is the source of compassion, but he delegates the work of compassion to his disciples. 

 

This gives us an insight into the way that Jesus works. 

Just like the Father sends the Son and together they send the Spirit, so he also sends us to 

be his agents in the world. 

When we get to the end of Matthew – chapter 25 – we read these words. 

Matthew 25:37–40 (NIV11)  37“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did 

we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When 

did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 
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When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 40 “The King will reply, 

‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of 

mine, you did for me.’ 

That’s astounding isn’t it? 

What you did for the least of these, you did for me. 

In showing compassion to their brothers and sisters, disciples are working for Jesus. 

Christians are Jesus’ agents of compassion in the world. 

 

We all like the idea of being compassionate towards others. 

It’s not always easy though. 

One of the greatest examples of what it’s like to show compassion towards others is the 

story that Jesus told of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10. 

Luke 10:30 (NIV11)  31 “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he 

was attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, 

leaving him half dead.” 

It’s interested in that in Luke’s Gospel, this comes straight after Jesus sends out the 72. 

I think Jesus is making the point that as they go out, he’s commissioned us – his disciples – 

to be agents of compassion in the world. 

 

We scoff at the priest who walks by. 

We can’t believe that the Levite wouldn’t stop to help either. 

However, imagine how inconvenient it would’ve been for them to show compassion? 

They might’ve been running late. 

They probably didn’t want to get involved. 

Aren’t they the same excuses we use? 

Compassion is costly. 

 

Some of us tend to look at the cost of compassion with our negative glasses on. 

Think about it the other way though. 

The disciples got to be involved in the Messianic ministry. 

What an amazing privilege! 
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I didn’t get time to check this week, but I’ve always wondered why there’s a priest and a 

Levite in Jesus’ story. 

It’s a really annoying to try and explain the difference to kids. 

The priests worked in the temple. 

They were provided for in material ways when they were on duty. 

The Levites were the tribe of Israel that the priests came from. 

They weren’t given an inheritance in the land (the half tribes of Manasseh got an 

inheritance each to keep the number at twelve). 

I think Jesus is making the point that because they’ve experience the compassion of others 

providing for them, then the priests and Levites should do the same for others. 

Deuteronomy 14:28–29 (NIV11)  28 At the end of every three years, bring all the tithes 

of that year’s produce and store it in your towns, 29 so that the Levites (who have no 

allotment or inheritance of their own) and the foreigners, the fatherless and the 

widows who live in your towns may come and eat and be satisfied, and so that the 

LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands. It think they might be 

chosen because they have experienced compassion and provision from others. 

 

As Christians, we’ve experienced the comfort and provision that God has given us. 

How could we not show it to others? 

In 2 Corinthians 1, Paul says that having received compassion from God, we’re equipped to 

act the same way towards others. 

2 Corinthians 1:3–4 (NIV11)  3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, 4 who comforts us in all 

our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we 

ourselves receive from God. 

 

What does that compassion look like? 

As good evangelicals – people who want to be focused on the good news of what Jesus has 

done in bringing people back to himself – I hope that one of the ways we do this is by being 

people who offer spiritual comfort. 

We have the opportunity to point others to what God has done for on the cross. 

 

Lots of people are lost. 
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They often can’t even put their finger on it, but they know that they’re missing something. 

They don’t know where they’re going or what they’re doing here. 

So they try to fill the void with all kinds of things as they try to make sense of the world. 

Christians are people that have been rescued from that meaninglessness. 

 

More than that, when I see someone who’s in the same state, who can I possibly think that 

I’m superior to them? 

I’ve been there.  I’ve stood where they’re standing. 

I’m compassionate towards them because I know that I only stand where I do because of 

what Jesus has done. 

The lifeline that he’s thrown to me is the same lifeline that I’m able to invite them to take 

hold of too. 

 

That spiritual reality that’s the end-goal. 

But there’s a physical outworking of the same thing as well. 

Throughout the centuries as Christians have encountered the compassion of Jesus in 

passages like this, they’ve been motivated to have compassion on those around them. 

 

In 1 John 3, we read about how important this is. 

1 John 3:17 (NIV11)  17 If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister 

in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person? 

That’s quite strong language isn’t it? 

How can the love of God be in someone who doesn’t show compassion towards others? 

Showing compassion to others by sharing is an important litmus test of our hearts. 

 

What about if someone’s in that situation because it’s their own fault though? 

Are we responsible for their bad choices and for the consequences of their greed and 

irresponsibility? 

No, we’re not. 

And it doesn’t necessarily mean just throwing money at them. 

Sometimes, helping can actually hurt. 
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Yet Jesus calls us to be compassionate just the same. 

That might mean try to share with them, teach them, counsel them about wiser ways to 

live. 

Sometimes that might even look like tough love. 

It definitely doesn’t mean turning our hearts cold towards them though. 

 

This is the very opposite of what our dog-eat-dog world tells us we should be into. 

Compassion doesn’t do things for what we can get out of them. 

Compassion seeks the benefit of others. 

Doing it for the sake of others. 

 

And not just in small things either. 

Education and health are two key areas that Christians have always been interested in 

because they’ve been concerned about other people. 

Sadly, on the whole, the church has lost that vision. 

Churches, schools and hospitals are now businesses. 

In fact, I have it on good authority that in many cases they actually prop up the church. 

Instead of serving others, it serves ourselves.  That’s not just sad, it’s perverse. 

 

Another practical way is by supporting the aptly named group Compassion. 

A few weeks’ ago, we began a partnership with Compassion Australia. 

A number of you signed up on the day. 

Others wanted time to think about it, which is fair enough. 

Sponsoring a child is a long-term commitment that you don’t want to just rush into. 

If you’re still interested in sponsoring a child, Jonathan still has some profiles left. 

They need to go back soon, though, so please see him today if that’s something that you’d 

like to follow through with today. 

 

We show compassion to others because we’ve experienced compassion ourselves. 
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In fact, what Jesus has done for us equips us to support others. 

And in doing that, we are Jesus’ hands and feet in this world. 

Jesus shows his compassion through his people. 

Conclusion 

The feeding of the 4,000 takes us in an unusual direction. 

It causes us to reflect on something that we often take for granted – Jesus is compassionate. 

That’s what makes him so counter-cultural. 

Jesus cares about people. 

And as people who’ve experienced that care and now follow him, we’re uniquely placed and 

given the privilege of showing Jesus’ compassion to others. 

That’s a message that we and the world around us need to hear.
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Big Question:  How is Jesus different from the other religious leaders of Israel? 

Big Idea:  Jesus is the Messiah who cares for all people. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Do you think the feeding of the 5,000 and the feeding of the 4,000 are the same event?  

Why/why not? 

2. What does it mean to be compassionate? 

3. How would you know if a leader is compassionate? 

4. Why do you or don’t you say grace? 

5. Does everyone who needs compassion realise it? 

6. How are Christians uniquely placed to show compassion towards others? 

7. What are some reasons that it can be difficult to be compassionate towards others? 

8. Should we be compassionate to people who are in difficult circumstances even if they’re 

of their own making? 


