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 Why did God save us?  What is His purpose for us?  What does He want us to be and to 
do?  These are questions we should constantly be asking ourselves as we travel down the road 
of our spiritual pilgrimage from this world to the next.  So often, it is easy to lose track of what 
is most important in life, especially when we have so many other things constantly tugging on 
our hearts, such as those of this world and the corruptions of our own hearts.  But it’s really not 
that complicated.  The Lord had a very simple and very special purpose in mind when He chose 
us in eternity and adopted us in time.  Paul tells us about it in Romans 8:29.  Speaking of God’s 
election, he writes, “For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the 
image of His Son, that He might be the first-born among many brethren,” that is, all whom the 
Father foreknew in the sense of His having foreloved them before they were ever made, He 
predestined, or predetermined, that they should be conformed to the image of His Son.  Now 
Paul was not only talking here about what would happen to us when we are caught up together 
with the Lord on that final day, when our bodies will be transformed into the likeness of His 
own glorious body, he was also speaking about the Lord’s plan for us during the time we are 
waiting for that transformation.  It is God’s plan that we should begin to reflect the holy image 
of Christ’s character here below, while we are waiting for the adoption of our bodies up above.   
 Now this is the angle from which I would like to approach our passage this morning.  I 
believe that it contains many important lessons for us, not the least of which is giving us a 
greater insight into the heart and character of our Savior.  It highlights the fact that He was not 
a man with an indifferent or cold heart.  He was not unmoved by the death and suffering of 
those around Him.  He was not oblivious to the needs of others.  Rather, He was a man with a 
tender heart, full of love and compassion to those who were hurting.  Now as I said, it is clear 
that God predestined us to become like His Son.  He also tells us over and over again in the 
Scripture that we must put on the Lord Jesus Christ and put off our sins.  What I would like 
for us to do this morning, then, is to consider Christ’s heart of compassion, so that we might 
be encouraged and exhorted by His example to put on this characteristic of love.   
 The first thing Matthew tells us is that when Jesus heard of the death of John the 
Baptist, He withdrew in a boat to a lonely place by Himself.  There are some who believe that 
Jesus did this to avoid being thrown in prison by Herod, who was so afraid of Jesus that he 
might try to kill Him as he did John, especially since he believed that Jesus was John the 
Baptist raised from the dead.  But I don’t think this is the case.  That might explain why Jesus 
left from where He was, since He appears still to have been in Nazareth, Nazareth being in 
Galilee under Herod’s jurisdiction.  But it wouldn’t explain why Jesus withdrew to a lonely 
place to be by Himself.  It looks more like Jesus wanted to have time alone, time to reflect upon 
the loss of this godly servant, and to mourn his death.  For one thing, Jesus and John were 
related.  When the angel came to Mary to announce the conception and birth of our Lord, he 
said to her, “And behold, even your relative Elizabeth has also conceived a son in her old age; 
and she who was called barren is now in her sixth month.  For nothing will be impossible with 
God” (Luke 1:36-37).  It’s quite likely that Jesus and John knew each other when they were 
growing up.  But even if they didn’t, the Lord knows His own, and He is touched with the 
suffering and death of His saints.  The psalmist writes in Psalm 116:15, “Precious in the sight 
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of the Lord is the death of His godly ones.”  Now obviously, Jesus didn’t mourn or grieve like 
those who have no hope (1 Thes. 4:13).  He knew exactly where John’s soul was and that His 
faithful servant was now being rewarded by His Father.  But there is still the sense of loss that 
one feels when someone close or greatly loved dies.  Jesus is not untouched or unmoved by our 
weakness and suffering.  His heart is full of compassion.  When John’s disciples came to tell 
Jesus about the death of this great prophet and their mentor, not only they themselves, but also 
Jesus was touched with their sorrow.   
 However, Jesus was not able to slip away unnoticed.  “When the multitudes heard of 
this, they followed Him on foot from the cities” (v. 13).  This was still the time of Christ’s 
popularity.  It was still a time of a great pouring out of God’s Spirit.  The people of Israel were 
still seeking Him.  Their hearts were stirred with affection for Him, although it was not saving 
affection, as we will see when it comes time for Christ’s crucifixion.  Perhaps their hearts had 
been stirred up even more because of the death of John the Baptist.  The suffering and death of 
the saints and martyrs often has the effect of furthering the cause of the Gospel.  Paul wrote in 
Philippians 1:12-18, “Now I want you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned 
out for the greater progress of the gospel, so that my imprisonment in the cause of Christ has 
become well known throughout the whole praetorian guard and to everyone else, and that most 
of the brethren, trusting in the Lord because of my imprisonment, have far more courage to 
speak the word of God without fear.  Some, to be sure, are preaching Christ even from envy 
and strife, but some also from good will; the latter do it out of love, knowing that I am 
appointed for the defense of the gospel; the former proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition, 
rather than from pure motives, thinking to cause me distress in my imprisonment.  What then?  
Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is proclaimed; and in this I 
rejoice, yes, and I will rejoice.”  It has been said, “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the 
church.”  John’s testimony had now become more powerful than ever.  It had been sealed with 
his death.  Now the hand that pointed to Christ was even more obvious.  The people were so 
stirred up that they were willing to follow Christ even into the wilderness to hear Him.  Those 
who desire to listen to the truth will not be so concerned about the difficulties they might have 
to face to hear it (1 Pet. 2:2).   
 Now notice what happened when Jesus saw them.  Our passage says He “felt 
compassion for them, and healed their sick” (v. 14).  He had gone away to mourn the loss of 
His servant.  But when He saw the needs of those who had followed Him, He immediately set 
His own needs aside to minister to them.  Paul writes, “Now we who are strong ought to bear 
the weaknesses of those without strength and not just please ourselves.  Let each of us please 
his neighbor for his good, to his edification.  For even Christ did not please Himself; but as it is 
written, ‘The reproaches of those who reproached Thee fell upon Me’” (Rom. 15:1-3).  He was 
moved with compassion towards their infirmities, both physical and spiritual.  He saw that they 
were sick.  He saw that they were like sheep without a shepherd.  They were in danger of 
perishing apart from God’s truth.  And so Mark tells us that He began to teach them many 
things, the things of the Gospel.  He broke for them the bread of life (Mark 6:34).  But we also 
read in our text that He healed them.  As the Great Physician, He not only healed them as a sign 
to confirm that what He had spoken to them was God’s Word, but also as an act of compassion.  
The prophet Isaiah wrote, in Isaiah 63:7-9, “I shall make mention of the lovingkindnesses of 
the Lord, the praises of the Lord, according to all that the Lord has granted us, and the great 
goodness toward the house of Israel, which He has granted them according to His compassion, 
and according to the multitude of His lovingkindnesses.  For He said, ‘Surely, they are My 
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people, sons who will not deal falsely.’  So He became their Savior.  In all their affliction He 
was afflicted, and the angel of His presence saved them; in His love and in His mercy He 
redeemed them; and He lifted them and carried them all the days of old.”  Christ cares for the 
physical and spiritual needs of His people.   
 Now after the day had come to a close, the disciples wanted to send the crowds away, 
so that they could go and get food from the surrounding villages.  But Jesus did not want to 
send them away hungry.  And so He commanded His disciples to give them something to eat.  
Now Jesus knew what He was intending on doing, even if the disciples didn’t.  We are told in 
John’s Gospel that He did this to test them (John 6:6).  Perhaps Jesus wanted His disciples to 
see just how short-sighted they still were -- that they would not look to Him to provide for their 
needs, but look to themselves.  This is exactly what they did.  They looked at what they had on 
hand, and when they did, they discovered that all they had were five loaves and two fish, and 
even these were not theirs, but the lunch a young boy had brought along (John 6:9).  But how 
far would these five small barley loaves and two fish go among a crowd of five thousand men, 
besides women and children?  If there was one woman and one child there for every man, 
which there easily could have been, this would amount to fifteen thousand total.  The food they 
had would not be enough for everyone to have even a very little to eat.   
 It is here that Jesus does another act of compassion.  He had fed them with spiritual 
meat for their souls, now it was time to feed them with physical meat for their bodies.  
Normally, five loaves and two fish would not be enough to feed so great a multitude, but it is 
when Jesus is there.  When God’s people were in the wilderness and were hungry because they 
didn’t have any bread, and thirsty because they didn’t have any water, God prepared a table for 
them in the wilderness.  He rained down manna from heaven, provided quail in abundance, and 
broke open the rock so that they could drink (Ps. 78:19-29).  Jesus would now do the same 
thing by multiplying the bread and fish to feed His people, showing them that He is their 
covenant God.   
 He told His disciples to bring Him the food.  Then He had the people sit down on the 
grass.  It was very likely that they had been standing all day, because that is how the people of 
God used to show reverence for the Word of God (Neh. 8:5).  Then He took the five loaves and 
two fish, looked up to heaven, desiring that God would be praised for it and would add His 
blessing to it (1 Tim. 4:4-5) -- which is the same thing we should do when we receive the same 
gifts of His mercy and Providential goodness --, and then He broke the bread and the fish, gave 
them to His disciples, and the disciples in turn gave them to the people.  Some see in this event 
a picture of what the kingdom of God was to be like after Christ ascended into heaven.  He 
would no longer be there personally to break the bread of life, and so He would commit it into 
the hands of His ministers.  His ministers are to come to Him for that spiritual food, and they in 
turn are to distribute it according to the needs of God’s people (1 Cor. 11:22; Matt. 24:45-46).  
Some also see in this miracle a lesson on giving.  As Jesus gives more, more comes forth.  He 
didn’t simply create a big pile of food and then have them distribute it, but He kept breaking it 
and giving it away.  And as He gave it away, He had yet more and more to give.  Solomon 
writes in Proverbs 11:24, “There is one who scatters, yet increases all the more, and there is one 
who withholds what is justly due, but it results only in want.”  But all ate and were satisfied.  
With God’s blessing, a little can go a long way.  But not only was everyone full, there was even 
some left over, more than what they had started with.  There were twelve full baskets.  Some 
have suggested that these baskets were the kind that men use when they are on a journey to 
carry their food.  That being the case, and the fact that there were twelve baskets left, perhaps 
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Jesus was showing His disciples that if they would set their own needs aside for the moment, as 
He had done, then He would also minister to them, and they would have all they need.  The 
disciples had been busy serving this food and had probably not had time to eat.  Now they each 
had a full basket to take care of their needs.  Our Lord tells us that if we seek first His kingdom 
and His righteousness, all the things we need will be added to us (Matt. 6:33).   
 Now there is an obvious lesson for us in these examples of our Lord.  If we are to put on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, we must also learn to have this kind of compassion towards those who 
are hurt or in need.  When the pillars of Christ’s church die, when the Lord takes home those 
who have very powerfully advanced the kingdom of heaven, we should mourn their loss.  Even 
if they weren’t a super saint, but were truly a brother or sister in the Lord, we should mourn 
them and reflect upon their lives to glean what lessons we can to make us better servants of 
Christ.  Likewise, when we see people suffering or in ignorance, we should put our own needs 
aside in order to minister healing to them, in order to meet their needs, in order to bring them 
the Word of life.  And certainly when we see someone hungry, we should do what we can to 
relieve that hunger.  We need to learn to exercise Christian compassion.  If the Spirit of God is 
in our hearts, that compassion is already there, at least in some measure.  But I fear that with all 
of the corruption and sin in the world and in our own hearts, along with all of the 
disappointments, strife and division in the church, our hearts can become hard.  It’s a built-in 
defense mechanism.  When we burn or cut ourselves, scar tissue forms to protect the damaged 
area.  Before it heals, we put something on it to protect it.  When our hearts are hurt by others, 
we put up walls, we allow our hearts to become a little bit harder, so that they don’t get hurt 
again so easily.  We shut people out.  Jesus told us this would happen.  He says in Matthew 
24:12, “And because lawlessness is increased, most people’s love will grow cold.”  I don’t 
believe that Jesus was necessarily giving us a commentary on the present time, but something 
which is always true.  An increase in sin always brings about a decrease of love.  It does this by 
producing a hardening effect on the heart.  We must beware that our hearts don’t become hard, 
or they we will never be able to love as Jesus calls us here to love.  How can we prevent this 
from happening?  We can’t, but the Lord can.  He has put within our hearts a powerful and 
active principle of grace.  It is the presence of the Holy Spirit.  He is able to break away the 
stone which forms around our hearts with His chisel of love.  But we should also remind 
ourselves that the Lord expects us to do this same work in our own hearts.  We must not allow 
them to become hard, but we must strive with the Lord in prayer to soften them when they do.   
 In closing, listen carefully to Paul’s words to the church at Colossae.  They are the very 
same words that our Lord speaks to us this morning.  In chapter 3, he writes, “And so, as those 
who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness and patience; bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever 
has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you.  And beyond 
all these things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity.  And let the peace of Christ rule 
in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body; and be thankful.  Let the word of 
Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with 
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God.  And 
whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks through 
Him to God the Father” (vv. 12-17).  May the Lord apply these words to our hearts this 
morning, as we need to hear them.  Amen.   


