Sermon in Temba Baptist Church 22 July 2007
Matt 14:13-21: How God can use you to make history
I hope you like traveling, because today we will have to travel to the North of Israel, on the northern shore of the Lake of Galilee in our minds. The story we read here is probably not new to you. It is a story that has made history. It was considered so important by all the writers of the Gospels that all the 4 of them report about it. But what is it actually what makes this story so important for us? What is it that we can learn from it today? This event obviously impressed thousands of people and changed their lives. And I think, this is what we can learn from it – how to be involved in God’s history with men. How we can be used by God to have a lasting impact. How to write history. 

So let us take a closer look at the situation. Let us try to understand what was going on. Sometimes we imagine that in Jesus’ life on earth everything went smoothly. We think, Jesus was always satisfied, peaceful, friendly, never tired or even angry. But Matthew lets us know that this was not the easiest time of Jesus’ life. From his disciples he had just heard about the execution of a close family member, John the Baptist. They were born the same year, their mothers were in good relationship, so probably they had grown up together. So his death must have affected Jesus in a very painful way. Not only to lose him, but also to lose him for such an incredibly insane reason: King Herod had promised a young lady a free wish. She asks for John’s head, and Herod does not dare to refuse the wish after promising it in front of everyone. Sometimes incredible cruelties happen around us, useless suffering, no limits in the harm people do to each other. Jesus is shattered by the news; maybe he is also reminded of his own destiny, of what is going to happen to him. Jesus is going through a hard time. He wants to think, he wants to be alone. He wants to talk to God. He takes a boat and leaves the disciples alone. But Jesus is also popular at this time. He has done miracles, so the people love him; they have followed him along the shore. There is no time for grief – the crowds are waiting and Jesus feels pity for them. So he does not send them away, he stays with them; he serves them according to their needs: he heals the sick.
And this is the first thing we can learn from this story looking at our situation today. Who of us has already had a painful experience? Do we lose family members? Do we lose friends, maybe because they are sick or because they are involved in a car accident? Do we experience cruel things that seem so useless and unbearable? Of course, we do. And how do we cope with these situations? Do we get bitter; are we angry with God and stop talking to him? Or do we go Jesus’ way, to take time with God, to wail and to pour out our hearts? And after that, do we withdraw from ministry and from everything we were involved in? Or do we still open our eyes and our hearts and see the people around us? The first message we get from this story is:
1. Let God turn your pain into care!
Yes, there is a time for grieving, a time to cry and to ask God why. And don’t rush through that time; be honest and tell God your doubts, your pain and maybe even your accusations against him. But don’t forget that you are not the only one who is suffering. Let God use especially a difficult time in your life to open your heart for the needs of the people around you. What has happened to you cannot be changed anymore. But maybe there is more suffering to be prevented? Maybe your own suffering opens your eyes in a new way for the needs of the people around you. In the presentation at the wall you will see 3 examples of people who turned their pain into care ( Haase/Argentina, Nelly/Jehovah Jirah Orphanage, Christo Greyling/ANERELA+)
And sometimes, when we as believers talk about the needs of the people, we only think about their spiritual needs. We want to bring people into our churches; we want to preach to them, we want their souls to be saved. But look what Jesus does in this story: He heals the sick, an this refers to physical sickness! He feels pity for the sick and he heals them, because he feels that this is what the people feel is their first need. As long as I am in physical pain I do not care about my soul very much – I might not even be aware I have one! As long as my stomach is grumbling so loudly from hunger I cannot hear what you are preaching. Jesus looks at the whole person. He wants to show in a holistic way that God is love, God cares – not only about your soul, but about your whole life, about everything that affects you in your daily life. The disciples haven’t learnt that lesson yet. When it comes to eating they do not feel responsible. They want to send the people away to buy food. But Jesus looks at the situation from a different point of view: “Your feed them!”
2. Look at people’s needs in a holistic way! What are these needs of the people that we tend to oversee? What is it that people in Temba need? What is your next door neighbor’s burden? How can you help him carry it? We are Jesus’ body, Jesus hands and feet. If we do not reach out to the people how will they see Jesus?
To be honest, I can understand the disciples’ suggestion to send the people away. It is just rational. Actually, that is how we are also used to work: We look at what we have, and if it is obviously not enough to solve the problem, we do not even start. Why waste resources if we cannot be successful anyway? Who would start to build a house with 50 bricks? Who would start to feed 20 000 people with five loaves of bread and two fish? But in the case as in many others Jesus’ logic is different from ours. He challenges the disciples to do something that seems to be fully insane. He wants them to trust in him even if according to their understanding it is more than likely that the whole situation will be most embarrassing. What will the people think when we start to distribute this little amount? They must think we are crazy! But if God puts something on your heart, then
3. Do that strange thing God tells you to do!

Go for it; don’t waste a thought on what others will say. I am not saying: “Do something insane and God will bless you”. No, but I’m saying: If God put something on your heart, then start doing it an look what happens. If we only do the things we consider useful and doable we might succeed in our own power. But then we will never see God intervene in a supernatural way. We will never go beyond our limits and see God making history. Imagine Peter had not gone fishing during the day. Imagine God had never let him catch incredible amounts of fish – maybe he had never understood that Jesus is the Messiah. He had never gone into a deeper relationship with God. Imagine he had never walked on the water. Only trusting into Jesus’ supernatural power, only by doing crazy things he could get deeper and deeper into the relationship with God. Only because he was obedient in these crazy situations God could use him to make history. Only then he made him one of the first and most important missionaries ever.
And finally, be faithful and contribute according to what you have. In this story the miracle starts with two ridiculous fish and 5 loaves of bread. According to our way of thinking this is not even enough to feed Jesus and the twelve disciples. But God counts on your contribution. Have you ever noticed that Jesus did not bring the bread and the fish himself? Have you ever wondered why he did not let meat and excellent food fall from heaven? Wouldn’t that have been much more impressive? Maybe. But this is not the point of the story. The point is that Jesus wants us to contribute whatever we have. He wants us to start, and only then will he contribute. And this is not only about food, not only about money. It is also about your talents, about your capacities. Do not consider your contribution minor. It does not matter how little you have to give because 

4 It is God who makes your contribution count! 
Our job is not to give enough to save the world. Our job is to be obedient, to be faithful administrators of what God has given us. And God is the one who will then make our contribution effective, sufficient. So what is it that you can share with the needy people around you? What is it that you have to give? Maybe God made you a talented cook and you never considered cooking for the orphans in your street. Maybe your gift of teaching was not only supposed to be for your own kids but for those of the church or the community. Keep on thinking about what God wants you to share with the people around you!
So let me summarize at the end what we learn from this story how God can use us to make history:

1. Let God turn your pain into care.
2. Look at people’s needs in a holistic way.
3. Do that strange thing God tells you to do.
4. God makes your contribution count. Do not consider your gift minor because it is exactly what God wants you to use to build his kingdom.

This morning when were sitting in the car, my daughter asked me: “Mom, could you please shout when you preach?” For some strange reason she loves preachers who shout. Well, I am not that type of person, sorry! But I still want to challenge you to take that seriously. I do not know which of the 4 points is for you today – only you know which step is up to you next. And I invite you to take that one concrete step this week so that God can keep on making history with you. AMEN.
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