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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Today’s gospel places before us a situation that is more than familiar to us.  Every day we’re confronted with seemingly impossible situations – situations where nothing short of a miracle could deliver us.  We have exhausted all our options, we have turned over every rock, explored every possibility two and three times and all of them were dead ends.  We are pressed on every side into a box of desperation and panic, left with no way out.  Despair creeps over us like thick, black night, driving away the few last rays of hope that remained.  We feel completely alone, abandoned, hopeless, and afraid.  “What will become of us?  We can do nothing but sit and wait for our lives to come crashing in around us.”  Friends, family, the government, all the money in the world – none of them can be of any help.

This is a struggle that is played out daily in our own lives and the lives of those around us.  When this darkness is not confronted with the promises of Christ, it can lead people to desperate ends.  Do you recall the poor soul who took his life earlier this year by lighting his house on fire?  And I’m sure many of you know someone who has though about, attempted, or succeeded in taking their own life out of sheer despair and hopelessness because they truly believed it to be the only way out, the only relief for their pain and suffering.  And don’t think that Christians are free from these torments of the mind.  In this life we are still subject to the brokenness and weakness of our sinful flesh.  A dear Christian brother and pastor of one of our sister congregation in the Chicago area took his own life this past year in a bout of depression.  Truth be told, I would guess that the same thought has crossed the minds of just about everyone in this room today, if only for a second.  “It would be better if I just ended my life right now.  I cannot take any more of this.  No one can and no one wants to help me.”  Luther described these moments well.  It is like a traveler who is going through the woods at night when suddenly a gang of thugs rushes the traveler and in a split second it’s over.  No time to think.  No time to process what’s going on.  

Perhaps you have not ever been so desperate.  Blessed are you.  Remain vigilant for yourself and for your brothers and sisters in Christ who are struggling.  Your enemy the devil prowls about like a roaring lion seeking anyone who he can devour and there is no one better than the one who feels helpless and alone, except perhaps the one who thinks he’s safe.  Be constant in prayer.  Hear the Word of God.  Remind yourself daily of your Baptism through daily contrition and repentance and thereby drown the Old Adam who is constantly feeding you his lies.  Be strengthening by the food of your Lord’s body and blood, through which Satan and his horde were vanquished.
This cross of powerlessness comes in many forms.  Maybe your family is struggling to pay its bills because work is slow or dried up altogether or maybe you’ve lost everything already.  Maybe your child’s life is spinning out of control and regardless of what you say they continue down the path of self-destruction.  Maybe you feel completely overwhelmed by the daily pressures of life – too many things to get done and nowhere near enough time to do them.  And of course they are all important.  Maybe you and your spouse are constantly fighting, unable to agree on anything or even have civil conversation.  Maybe your spouse is abusing you, cheating on you or leaving you.  Maybe the guilt of a particular and persistent sin hangs around your neck like a giant stone and you can’t find relief or comfort.  Satan will let you have no rest day or night, driving your Old Adam tirelessly to return to its sins like a dog to its vomit.  And how about the situation faced by this congregation – a mortgage that we haven’t been able to pay for several months, many members who have been led astray, whose hunger and thirst for the things of God has been obscured and quieted by less important things and who have stopped coming to the Lord’s house to receive the life-giving gifts He has prepared for us in His great mercy?  What is there for us to do but despair?  It all seems completely hopeless and impossible.
Lift up your eyes, you who are so wearied by the changes and chances of this life.  Remember that Jesus’ life is a picture of your own.  After His baptism the Spirit led Him into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  Your Lord was pushed to the limit.  He was hungry and thirsty beyond what we could ever imagine.  He had no shelter from the blazing sun and burning winds that surrounded Him.  By all accounts He was alone and His situation seemed hopeless, even as yours does now.  But the eyes of Jesus remained fixed upon His heavenly Father’s promises to provide daily bread at the proper time and He was not disappointed.  And your Lord Jesus has compassion on you even as He did on the 4000 plus in the wilderness so many years ago.  The English word “compassion” doesn’t quite do justice to what our Lord felt for those hungry people and what He also feels for you.  The Greek word here, “spolgidzomai,” is rooted in the idea of a person’s insides being spilled out.  We might say something like “It tore at Jesus, or it wrenched his heart to see the people’s need.”  But even that isn’t quite enough.  This is how deeply Jesus is moved by what you now suffer.  Even though no one else may understand or even be aware of the trials you are undergoing and the pain and heartache that you’re experiencing, your Lord knows and He is deeply moved by it.
But for Jesus, it is never enough to know about your suffering and your need.  His great love and mercy drive Him to act for you, to provide for you in your hour of need.  Just think, if Jesus was so moved by growling bellies, how much more must He be moved by the suffering of your soul under the constant terror of punishment and hell.  Such compassion is inhuman but it is the compassion our Lord has for you.

Jesus provided for the thousands of people that day.  It didn’t matter that they were in the middle of nowhere with no Panera’s, no GFS, no highly organized Care and Comfort Committee.  Our Lord asks you “How many loaves do you have?”  “None, Lord.  I have nothing.  All my efforts, all my resources, all my attempts to free myself of this sin, to provide for myself and my family, to make sense of this chaos are all nothing.”  And the Lord takes even that from you.  He leaves you with nothing in your hand.  He says to you “Give it all to me.”  “But Lord, how will we manage if we give you the little that we do have?  If I give you everything I will have nothing and that’s just irresponsible.  How will I pay for food and cover the bills?”
Repent.  Nothing you have belongs to you.  Everything is the Lord’s.  You are a steward of God’s things, entrusted with God’s blessings to be used in service to Him, not yourself.  So long as you cling to the things of this world, they are nothing and they will continue to cause you worry and anxiety and close your ears to the abundant promises that God has made to you in Christ Jesus.  In the hands of the disciples, the loaves and fish would remain simply five loaves and few fish.  But, in God’s hands they are enough to satisfy thousands and provide seven baskets full of leftovers.  The Lord presses creation into His service and you are the beneficiary.  He takes a little water and by joining His promise to it, washes sinners clean of the guilt of their sin.  He takes bread and wine and by joining them to His Word makes them the means by which you receive the fruits of Christ’s death and resurrection.  He takes poor sinful men, like yourself, and says “If you desire to hear me, listen to them.  I have put my Word in their mouth so that you may be certain that your sins are forgiven by me.”  The Lord will most certainly provide for you.  He has compassion on you.  He cares for you soul and your body.

Jesus has taken your sin and guilt, all of it.  He took into His own flesh all your guilt, all your fear, all your anxiety and despair and nailed it to the cross.  He laid it deep in the tomb and left it there when He rose on Easter.  You are free.  You are baptized and in that baptism, your Old Adam was drowned with all its desires to fear and worry about the things of this life.  The same Jesus who fed the 4000, who gave manna and water from a rock to the Israelites, who provided to penniless widow with an unending supply of oil and flour, who provided Peter with a miraculous catch of fish, gives you your daily bread.  But that is a small thing for Him.  He gives you far more than that.  He has reopened the gates of Paradise.  You again enjoy the favorable presence of God.  You have better than Eden.  You have Jesus, the very image of the Father who has come to restore that which was broken – hungry bellies and terror stricken consciences.  Today, every Lord’s Day, and any time you have need of it, the Lord provides you with the true bread that comes down from heaven, His own flesh, which brings you eternal life.  You are free from worrying about the bread that only satisfies your belly for a time.  Your heavenly Father knows you need it and will give it to you.  You have the great joy of desiring the bread of eternal life.  Blessed are you who hunger and thirst after the righteousness of Christ, because your hunger shall be filled as you feast on the richest food and finest wine – the body and blood of Christ, your Lord who has given His life for the life of the world, who has given His life for you.

