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Citizens of Heaven/Residents of Earth
Matthew 14:13–21

13 Now when Jesus heard [about the death of John], he withdrew from there in a boat to a
desolate place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the
towns. 14 When he went ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them and
healed their sick. 15 Now when it was evening, the disciples came to him and said, “This is
a desolate place, and the day is now over; send the crowds away to go into the villages and
buy food for themselves.” 16 But Jesus said, “They need not go away; you give them
something to eat.” 17 They said to him, “We have only five loaves here and two fish.”
18 And he said, “Bring them here to me.” 19 Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the
grass, and taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and said a blessing.
Then he broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the
crowds. 20 And they all ate and were satisfied. And they took up twelve baskets full of the
broken pieces left over. 21 And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women
and children.

St. Paul writes to the church in Rome: “Be not conformed to this world: but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good,
acceptable, and perfect will of God”(Romans 12:2).   He’s referring here to two conflicting
teachings, two conflicting ways of living, that exist in this world.

We would like to have only nice things to say about the world, since God is its
author and there are many awe-inspiring aspects to be seen.  There’s a beauty that
proclaims a natural understanding of God’s existence.  The fact that the sun rises and sets
every day, for example, is reason enough to rejoice in the goodness of God.

Paul’s warning doesn’t deny the beautiful aspects of God’s creation.  What he’s
warning the Church about, what he’s warning Christians about, is that hidden element in
the world that sneaks around perverting God’s creation.  He’s exhorting the church to be
aware of the “fornication . . . uncleanness . . . covetousness,” and so on, that tugs at the
heart of all those born of Adam.  “Let [these] not be named among you,” he writes to the
Ephesians.  “Neither filthiness . . . idle chatter . . . rude joking or jesting.”  For such things
are “not fitting for [the] saints [of God] (Ephesians 5:3-4).

The reality that the beauty of creation has been marred by the sin that exists within
it is a difficult thing to sort out sometimes.  Our vulnerability is often camouflaged by what
we perceive.  People think that if something doesn’t look dangerous it must be okay.  But
things are not always as they seem.  Satan loves it when we picture him as an ugly
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creature with horns and a pitchfork.  Everyone would be on guard against something
openly threatening like that.  But that’s not how Scripture describes him.  The Bible
says he’s beautiful.  His angelic name before his fall – Lucifer – means “daystar.”  Isaiah
refers to him as the “son of the morning (Isaiah 14:12).  

So, as I said, things are not always as they seem.  The sinful things of this world are
often disguised.  They look like part of the normal landscape.  But they take us down a
different road.  Let’s understand this.  When we walk in opposition to the expressed will of
God, we are walking a path that leads not to heaven but to hell.  And if we refuse to repent,
and choose instead to stay on that road, that’s where we’re going to end up.  Today’s
Gospel, in a subtle way, shows us these two roads, these two paths that lead in opposite
directions.  One path leads to conformity to this world; the other to the renewing of our
minds.

Twice in today’s Gospel Matthew points out that the location of this event is a
“desolate place.”  Jesus goes there first; the multitudes follow Him.  They’re in need of a
shepherd.  They want a shepherd.  They’ve been walking a harsh road.  Jesus offers them
relief, so they follow.  They follow Him where they would not normally go: into the desert. 
And yet, Spiritually speaking, they’ve been living in a desert all along.

And look what they’ve dragged with them: family members and friends who are sick,
crippled, or diseased.  These, too, were looking for help and refreshment from the
difficulties of the worldly road.

These difficulties are a result of Satan’s successful alluring of Adam and Eve in the
Garden.  God didn’t create the world this way, but sin has tainted His wonderful creation. 
Sin makes the world harsh.  We don’t like to hear about it, but it’s true.  The only thing that
can begin to change the dastardly condition of this world is the divine love of Christ.  That’s
what we see in our text.  The people come to a desert region, signifying their spiritual
vulnerability.  Broken, diseased, sick, and dying, they come to the only One who can
change it.  Divine love is the answer.  We see this in how Jesus responds to these people.
He has compassion on them.  Their pain, sadness, and hunger have an impact on Him.

And He doesn’t merely heal their sick and diseased loved ones; He also notes their
hunger and miraculously feeds them.  And look: they end up with more left over than they
had to begin with.  But the danger persists.  Even with this miraculous food, many miss the
point and follow the gift instead of the Giver.  We see this in John’s account of this event
in the 6th chapter of his Gospel.

For there we see that the people wanted to make Jesus their “bread king” so that
He would provide for all their earthly desires and needs.  John says that they conspired
together how they might “take Him by force to make Him king” (John 6:15).

Conformed to the world and with thoughts of their bellies, they took something good
and refreshing and turned it for worldly gain.  There’s no devil with horns and a pitchfork
here.  Satan hides behind the good that God creates and turns it to his own advantage.

This urges us to be cautious, beloved.  Tucked away in God’s Holy Word is the
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substance of what the people were to understand from Jesus’ love and compassion.  In
Deuteronomy 8(:7-10) we read: “For the Lord your God brings you into a good land, a land
of brooks of water, of fountains and springs, flowing out in the valleys and hills . . . a land
in which you will eat bread without scarcity, in which you will lack nothing . . . and you shall
eat and be full, and you shall bless the Lord your God for the good land He has given you.”

The feeding of the 5,000 was a sign that Messiah had come.  The kingdom of
heaven is the land given through the sacrifice of Jesus’ blood poured out for all the world. 
The bread that was given in abundance was a sign that the heavenly feast was upon them. 
Divine love had come with full force to envelope all of creation.  Even now, it fills the
darkness of our world with the light of Christ.

The days of hate were to be undone by the pervasive love of Christ.  His love and
compassion would emanate from His being and enter the lives of others.  Instead of death
there would be life.  Instead of anger there would be charity.  Instead of condemnation
there would be forgiveness.  Instead of hell and Satan there would be heaven and Jesus.

Sadly, this pervasive love does not always persist in the lives of the saints.  The
reality is that we tend to tread both paths, for we are not yet perfected in glory.  Satan’s
influence still holds sway with us.  Jealousy, hatred, an evil spirit of contention and
competition, have not disappeared from God’s people.  We are sinners and saints and the
evidence of both aspects of our existence is readily apparent in our lives.  It creates friction
within us and between us, as we’ve seen especially these last few months.

There are a number of views among us concerning the circumstances we’re
currently facing.  And the variety of views causes division.  And we tend to think that what
will unite us is a common ideology, a common way of thinking.  We believe that the solution
for our division is to rally behind our heroes and defeat the enemy, who just happens to be
whoever doesn’t think like we do.  And the devil sits back laughing.

Beloved, you and I may agree on a philosophy of life, but that’s not what unites us. 
Or we may disagree, but that doesn’t make us any less brothers and sisters in Christ.  The
love of Jesus is what makes us one.  Saints together under the cross of Christ – that is our
true identity.  We are more than our politics.  We’re Christians.  And – while this may be
heresy to some – Christians can be either Republicans or Democrats.  These are not the
two paths of which St. Paul wrote.  And subscribing to one rather than the other does not
indicate that your mind has been renewed.  God doesn’t check your party affiliation to
make sure you’re worthy to be a child of God.

George Washington wrote in his Farewell Address – and I hope it’s still okay to
quote him here – [he writes:] “In contemplating the causes which may disturb our Union,
it occurs as [a] matter of serious concern that any ground should have been furnished for
characterizing parties by geographical discriminations – Northern and Southern, Atlantic
and Western; [from which] designing men may endeavor to excite a belief that there is a
real difference of local interests and views.  One of the expedients of party to acquire
influence within particular districts is to misrepresent the opinions and aims of other
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districts.  You cannot shield yourselves too much against the jealousies and heartburnings
which spring from these misrepresentations; they tend to render alien to each other those
who ought to be bound together by fraternal affection.”  In other words, political parties are
often used stir up divisions among those who ought to be joined by love for one another.

Beloved, let us not allow that to occur among us.  We each have strongly held
beliefs.  This is good.  And it’s not my intention to downplay the significant differences
between parties or to ignore the far-reaching repercussions of political ideologies, but to
implore you not to use these differences as fence posts to build walls between the children
of God.

After all, if we’re on the same path to heaven, when we get there, what will become
of our political views?  Let us have our differences.  Let us agree or disagree.  But let us
not become enemies just because, in good conscience, we happen to see things
differently.  When all is said and done, the love of Christ – our true and only King – will
reign for all eternity.  Ought that not be reflected in His church on earth?  Ought we not see
in each other more than adherents to a particular philosophy?  Ought we not have peace
as brothers and sisters in Christ in our home?

For this is our home – not the world – not even this building – but Jesus, for we are
the earthly body of Christ.  Through Holy Baptism we enter into the holiness and divine
love of Jesus.  In this faith and life He continues to feed us with the miraculous food of His
very body and blood.   Walking together in Christian love as the fellow redeemed of God
– this is the way of the church – the way we now live as the holy saints of God, serving Him
and serving one another.

The love of Jesus has come, beloved.  Let it reign here as it does in heaven.  In the
name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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