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CFCW – 12/06/2015 
 

“A Compassionate Ministry” 
(Matthew 15:29-39) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Many of you are familiar with George Whitefield, the powerful 18th century evangelist whose 
open-air preaching held crowds of tens of thousands spell-bound and led thousands upon thousands of 
people into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ.  The Lord used Whitefield’s preaching ministry to fan 
the flames of the First Great Awakening in both England and the American colonies.   
 But Whitefield’s ministry was not limited to preaching only.  Much of Whitefield’s income 
went to an orphanage he founded in Georgia.  About his orphanage Whitefield wrote, “I called it 
Bethesda, that is, The House of Mercy; for I hope many acts of mercy will be shown there.”  Whitefield 
viewed his ministry to these orphans as absolutely necessary and well worth any expense.  Here’s how 
he spoke of some of the first orphans: 
 
“[We] took in three German orphans, the most pitiable objects, I think, I ever saw…They have been used 
to exceedingly hard labour…and were treated in a manner unbecoming of even heathens.  Were all the 
money I have collected spent in freeing these children from slavery, it would be well laid out.”1 
 
 We might ask why Whitefield would devote what ultimately amounted to a vast fortune to 
care for orphans in Georgia.  Why was he so interested that many acts of mercy would be shown at 
Bethesda?  The answer is that Whitefield was like His master, Jesus Christ, who was full of compassion 
toward the needy and the hurting.  Whitefield followed in the footsteps of Jesus, whose entire 
ministry was characterized by compassion.  We are going to see the compassion of Jesus on display as 
we study God’s word together this morning.   
 
Background 
 
 This morning we are continuing our study of the Gospel of Matthew.  Last week, we saw that 
Jesus had left Galilee in Israel and went to the Gentile “district of Tyre and Sidon” (15:21). He was, no 
doubt, seeking rest and time alone His disciples.  But even in Gentile territory, Jesus could not remain 
hidden.  A Canaanite woman whose daughter was possessed by a demon came to Him pleading with 
Him to heal her daughter (15:21-28).  And in the interaction between this woman and Jesus we saw a 
picture of a faith that prevails with God.  Even though she was a Gentile, this woman possessed great 
faith.  And Jesus responded to that faith by healing her daughter.     
 This morning we are going to continue our study of Jesus’ ministry among the Gentiles.  Our 
passage for study this morning is a picture of mercy ministry—of caring for the physical needs of others.  
Jesus’ ministry among the Gentiles was motivated by compassion and a desire to see God glorified. 
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MIM:  Ministries of mercy bring glory to God.   
 
Four truths about mercy ministry we see in this passage: 
-Our goal in mercy ministry is the glory of God. 
-Our motivation for mercy ministry is compassion.  
-Our resource for mercy ministry is God’s power.  
-Our participation in mercy ministry is a privilege.  
 
Exposition of the Passage 
 
 In 15:29, we see that Jesus left the “district of Tyre and Sidon” and “walked beside the Sea of 
Galilee” (15:29).  Matthew isn’t specific, but Mark tells us that Jesus travelled to the eastern side of 
the Sea of Galilee “in the region of the Decapolis” (cf. Mark 7:31).  This area is directly south of the 
modern Golan Heights.2  There Jesus “walked beside the Sea of Galilee”, went up on a mountain and sat 
down. 
 In 15:30, we see that a great crowd came to Jesus bringing their sick to Him.  We might wonder 
how the Gentile people of this region knew of Jesus, but Matthew told us back in Matthew 4:25 that 
during Jesus’ ministry in Galilee many people from the Decapolis had heard about Jesus and followed 
Him.  Jesus’ fame had spread far beyond the borders of Israel.  Now the people of the Decapolis saw 
their opportunity to receive Jesus’ ministry for themselves.  So they brought people with various 
injurious and illness to Jesus.  They brought “the lame” and the “the blind.”   They brought “the 
crippled,” (Gk. κυλλούς) a word that refers to those who had parts of their bodies which were deformed 
or mutilated.3   They brought “the mute” and many other sick and injured people, and “put” them at 
Jesus’ feet.  The people of Galilee had no way to care for these seriously sick and injured people, but 
they believed Jesus could help.  How does Jesus respond?  In compassion, “He healed them” (15:31b).  
 In 15:31, the “crowd wondered” at what they were seeing.  The healing of the mute, crippled, 
lame, and blind was instantaneous and complete.  And the crowds were amazed by Jesus’ power.  
Those who just moments before had been so helpless and sick and injured were suddenly made 
perfectly well.  And the people respond by worshipping God—“they glorified the God of Israel” 
(15:31b).  The Gentile crowds didn’t know precisely who Jesus was, but they realized that Jesus had 
divine power and they glorified God.    
  
Two observations from 15:30-31: 
 

a. Notice that Jesus’ miracles are not the miracles of the television evangelists/healers of our 
day.  So if you have watched Benny Hinn, that isn’t the kind of healing ministry Matthew is 
talking about.  Jesus wasn’t healing people with backaches, headaches, and fatigue.  Jesus’ 
healings were completely different.  People who had been paraplegics for years were 
suddenly jumping around and praising God.  People whose arms were visibly withered and 
deformed were suddenly made whole.  Flesh appeared from nowhere, nerves instantly 
reconnected, and life flowed into these limbs again.  The mute (the Greek word speaks of 
those who were both deaf and mute) could speak and hear and the blind were able to see 
clearly.   
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b. Notice also that the illnesses that Matthew lists in 15:30-31 remind us of the OT prophet 
Isaiah’s description of the ministry of the Messiah.  Listen to how Isaiah described the 
Messiah’s ministry in Isaiah 35:5-6: 
 

Isaiah 35:5-6- “Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 6 then 
shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy.” 
   

a. This was a prophecy of the Messiah’s ministry in Israel.  But now the ministry of the 
Messiah has been extended beyond the borders of Israel.  Remember that this is 
Gentile (Non-Jewish) territory.  Matthew wants us to see that Jesus is the Messiah 
of all peoples.  As we saw last week, Jesus’ earthly ministry was primarily directed 
towards the Jews, but the impact of His ministry would be worldwide.  The Gentiles 
would be blessed and would see the glory of God.   
 

Application:  As a church, we need to remember that the blessings of the Messiah are for every tribe, 
tongue, nation, and people.  That is why as a church we must be committed to praying for the nations 
and ministering to the nations.  I know we are young church, but we need to pray for a global vision.  
We need to pray that God would help us be a blessing to internationals in our community. We need to 
pray that God would use our church to GO and bless the nations as well.      
 
“The Spirit of Christ is the Spirit of Missions, and the nearer we get to Him the more intensely missionary 
we must become.”4 
 
           -Henry Martyn 
 
 So in 15:29-31, we see one picture of compassionate ministry.  Jesus healed the sick and 
injured of the Decapolis.  In 15:32-39, we see another aspect of Jesus’ compassion—Jesus feeds the 
hungry multitude.  Back in 14:13-21, we studied Jesus’ feeding of the 5,000.  But that feeding was in 
Israel.  This second feeding (‘The Feeding of the 4,000’) took place in Gentile territory.  Again, 
Matthew is making the point that the blessing of the Messiah’s ministry would ultimately be enjoyed 
by both Jews and Gentiles.   
 In 15:32, we get insight into Jesus’ character.  “Jesus called his disciples to him and said, “I have 
compassion on the crowd because they have been with me now three days and having nothing to eat.  I 
am unwilling to send them away hungry, lest they faint on the way” (15:32).  So for three days Jesus has 
been ministering tirelessly to the sick and injured.  But with the time of ministry coming to a close, 
Jesus’ compassion is not depleted.  He is concerned that the crowds do not leave Him hungry.  He 
wants them to have strength for their journey home. 
 
Application:  Do you notice that Jesus is anxious to minister to the needs of others even when that 
ministry is personally costly.  Jesus has been ministering for three days. He has been surrounded by 
needy people.  But He hasn’t grown weary in well-doing (cf. Gal. 6:9).  You and I are, at times, tempted 
to send others away without ministering to them, aren’t we?  Particularly when others seem needy or 
annoying to us in some way we are tempted to just get rid of them so we can get back to being 
comfortable again.  But Jesus’s example calls us away from selfishness and to compassionate ministry.  
May Christ Fellowship be a place where compassion overwhelms selfishness! 
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   So, in 15:33-38, Jesus again miraculously feeds a great crowd.  Even though His disciples 
witnessed the feeding of the 5,000 in Galilee, they still haven’t grasped fully who Jesus is.  They ask 
Jesus, “We are we to get enough bread in such a desolate place to feed so great a crowd?”  (15:33) 
Instead, they should have asked, “Jesus, should we seat the crowds now so you can feed them?”  But, 
like us, the disciples are slow to learn.   

In 15:34, Jesus asks them how many loaves of bread they have and they tell Him, “Seven, and a 
few small fish.”  Jesus then seated the crowds and gave thanks to His Heavenly Father for the meal they 
were about to receive.  Then He began to distribute the bread and fish to His disciples, who in turn 
distributed them to the crowd until they “all ate and were satisfied” (15:37). Matthew again notes the 
abundance of this meal.  4,000 men besides women and children ate all they could and still there was a 
lot left over—“seven baskets full of the broken pieces left over” (15:37b).  Our God is a generous 
Provider!   

In 15:39, following the miracle and the departure of the crowds, Jesus and His disciples got into 
their boat and returned to Galilee, to the “region of Magadan”(15:39).   So, having finished His ministry 
to the Gentiles, Jesus returns to Israel. 
 

Looking at this passage, we see that Jesus’ ministry in the Decapolis was marked by 
COMPASSION.  It was a ministry of mercy.  Jesus healed the sick and fed the hungry.  It is no surprise 
to us, then, that Christians throughout the centuries have been involved in mercy ministries—meeting 
the physical needs of others so that they could tell them about Jesus.  Christians have founded schools 
and orphanages and hospitals to minister to the uneducated, fatherless, and sick so that they might 
come to know God.   

As a young church, I want us to wrestle with this issue of mercy ministry.  And I want us to 
wrestle with this issue because we are a bible-believing church and a doctrinal church.  But sometimes 
doctrinally-sound churches have big heads and small hearts.  Christ Fellowship, we need both.  We 
need heads filled with great thoughts of our great God.  And we need hearts full of love for God and 
others.  We need hearts like Jesus’ heart—filled with compassion for the hurting and broken.  So, for the 
rest of the time this morning, I want us to look at four realities this passage teaches us about mercy 
ministry.  My prayer is that God will use this time to spur us on to love and good deeds!     
 

I. Reality #1 - The goal of mercy ministry is the glory of God (15:30-31) 
 
Matthew 15:30-31 – “And great crowds came to him, bringing with them the lame, the blind, the 
crippled, the mute, and many others, and they put them at his feet, and he healed them, 31 so that the 
crowd wondered, when they saw the mute speaking, the crippled healthy, the lame walking, and the 
blind seeing. And they glorified the God of Israel.” 
 

A. Looking at 15:30-31, we see that Jesus’ ministry to the physical needs of the people of 
Decapolis had a profound effect—it led them to worship God.  These Gentiles “glorified the 
God of Israel” (15:31).  The goal of ministry is always worship.  The goal of mercy ministry 
is to meet the physical and emotional needs of others in a way that shows them what God 
is like so that they will come to praise Him for His goodness.  How are hurting people going 
to know what God is like?  They must see God’s love in us.  They must feel God’s 
compassion in the way we minister to their needs.   

 
Illustration:  One example of how compassionate ministry brings glory to God is Amy Carmichal.  
Carmichal served in India for more than 50 years without a furlough.  There she began what would be 
her life’s ministry—rescuing Indian girls from temple prostitution.  She saved more than 1,000 children 
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from unspeakably horrible oppression and gave them a home.  When the children who came to 
Carmichal were asked what drew them to her, they responded, “It was love.  Amma (mother) loved us.”  
Many of these children became Christians.  They were rescued both from suffering of ritual prostitution 
and from the endless suffering of Hell because of Carmichal’s loving ministry.  God is glorified through 
such ministry.  
 
Illustration:  But we have examples closer to home as well.  Recently, Dinesh and Shannon Panjwani 
came to our church and shared about their ministry in Northwest India.  Dinesh and Shannon use their 
medical skills to develop relationships with sick and hurting people who live in one of the darkest parts 
of India so that these men and woman might be saved and glorify God with their lives.  I wonder how 
our church could encourage Dinesh and Shannon in their ministry?  Even closer to home, this week 
Sheri Coker began counseling women at Carenet, encouraging them to choose life.  I wonder how our 
church could come alongside Sheri as she seeks to glorify God by ministering to hurting women?   
 
Here is the point—ministries of mercy are not optional for believers.  We are commanded to minister 
to the needs of others so that they might come to know and love God and glorify Him with their lives.  
Listen to what Jesus says about Christians in the Sermon on the Mount. 
 
Matthew 5:13-16- “You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be 
restored? It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet. 
14 “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Nor do people light a lamp and 
put it under a basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16 In the same way, let your 
light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in 
heaven.” 
 
We are to minister as salt and light in this world so that others will glorify God.  
 
Christ Fellowship, how is God calling us to minister to others so that they will give glory to our God?  
 

II. Reality #2 - Our motivation for mercy ministry is compassion (15:32) 
 
Matthew 15:32- “Then Jesus called his disciples to him and said, “I have compassion on the crowd 
because they have been with me now three days and have nothing to eat. And I am unwilling to send 
them away hungry, lest they faint on the way.” 
 

A. In 15:32, we find the one place in Jesus’ ministry where the Gospel writers record 
Jesus saying, “I have compassion”.5  But we know that compassion marked Jesus’ 
ministry throughout.  Of the emotions of Jesus recorded in the NT, compassion is 
the emotion that is mentioned most frequently.  Nine times the Gospel writers tell 
us that Jesus had compassion on the crowds.6  He saw them as a vast multitude of 
needy souls.  He saw them as “sheep without a shepherd” (Matt. 9:36).   
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a. The English word “compassion” is taken from Latin.  It literally means “to 
suffer with.”  To feel compassion is to be affected by the suffering of 
another.  It is a deep feeling of sympathy and sorrow over suffering which is 
accompanied by a strong desire to relieve that suffering.7  So 15:32, teaches 
us that Jesus was deeply moved by the hunger of the people.  They had 
been with Him for three days.  He was concerned that they might faint on 
the way home.   
 

b. Now Jesus was certainly concerned about the spiritual needs of the 
people—He had come to redeem His people from their sins (Matt. 1:21).  
But He was concerned about the suffering of the body as well.  He knew 
that we are flesh and bone.  Our God is concerned about the whole 
person—soul and body.   

 
Application:  As an aside, I want to say a word of encouragement to those of you who deal with chronic 
physical pain.  It is easy to feel like God has forgotten how much you suffer on a daily basis.  But He 
hasn’t and He is not unconcerned.  Looking at the way Jesus healed the sick and injured in 15:30-31 and 
looking at the way Jesus had compassion on the hungry crowd in 15:32, we know that God is concerned 
about physical suffering.  Brother or sister, God cares about YOUR physical suffering as well.  He has 
sovereignly measured it out.  He wants you to go to Him for grace!  Plead with Him for patience under 
the trial.  He will not forsake you!   
   

B. Looking at 15:32, what was it that motivated Jesus to feed the hungry masses?  It 
was compassion—“I have compassion on the crowd”.  Jesus wasn’t coldly detached 
from the suffering of those to whom He ministered.  He entered into their 
suffering.  He felt compassion for them and that compassion motivated Him to 
meet their needs.     

 
So here are some questions to consider:  Do we care about the suffering of others?  Are we willing to 
allow ourselves to feel pain as we realize what others are enduring?  Our do we stop our minds from 
thinking about it and turn our eyes away from it in order to protect ourselves?  Do we isolate ourselves 
from the suffering of others?  If we would be like Jesus, we must let compassion motivate our 
ministries of mercy to those who are hurting and broken and in need.   
 
Application:  This means something.  That means that we must be willing to be around those who are 
suffering.  What will keep us from being around those who are suffering?  Selfishness. 
 

a. Many in our culture go to work, come home, drive into the garage, pull down the shades 
and stay far away from others.  It’s comfortable, but it’s also a selfish way to live.  We need 
to fight against the pull toward a comfortable sort of isolation which keeps us from others. 
 

b. But selfishness can take another form as well.  We can be so busy involving ourselves in 
activities focused on ourselves and our families that we fail to spend time with those in 
need.  In our affluent culture, it is easy to fill our evenings and weekends with hobbies, 
sports, school events and other activities.  It is much harder to make time to be around and 
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minister to those who are suffering.  It is very easy to be concerned about our interests and 
our family’s interests, but very unconcerned about those who are suffering.  Sometimes, 
selfishness can look like busyness.   

 
I am not sure what it will look like for each of us as individuals,  but if we are going to minister to 
others as Jesus did, we are going to have to be willing to enter into the broken and hurting lives of 
those in need.   
 
The Gospel 
 
 What is the greatest example of entering into the needs of others?  It is the incarnation—God 
becoming a Man in order to rescue sinful and broken men and women.  The Gospel reminds us that God 
was not content to stay in heaven while we suffered and died and faced judgment for our sins.  No, in 
great love and compassion, God sent His only begotten Son, to be born a Man.  Jesus entered into a 
world of loss and suffering, and in compassion He ministered to the needs of broken men and women.  
But Jesus did not come to earth merely to deal with physical needs.  No, Jesus came to rescue us from 
our sins.  Jesus died on the cross bearing the penalty of the sins of all who would ever turn from their 
sins and trust in Him.  Jesus died on the cross.  But then He rose from the dead.  Now all who come to 
Jesus for forgiveness of sins are forgiven.  You see, during His earthly ministry, Jesus had compassion on 
those who came to Him for physical healing.  And in the same way, Jesus has compassion on all who 
now come to Him for spiritual healing.  Friend, what about you?  Have you come to realize that your sins 
have separated you from God?  Do you fear that perhaps God won’t accept you because you have 
sinned too greatly?  Come to Jesus!  He is full of compassion!  He will receive you!  He will forgive you!     
 

III. Reality #3--Our resource for mercy ministry is God’s power (15:33-36) 
 
Matthew 15:33-36- “And the disciples said to him, “Where are we to get enough bread in such a desolate 
place to feed so great a crowd?” 34 And Jesus said to them, “How many loaves do you have?” They said, 
“Seven, and a few small fish.” 35 And directing the crowd to sit down on the ground, 36 he took the 
seven loaves and the fish, and having given thanks he broke them and gave them to the disciples, and 
the disciples gave them to the crowds.” 
 

A. In 15:33, Jesus’ disciples ask what would have been a very good question if they 
hadn’t just recently seen Jesus feed 5,000 people in Galilee.  They asked, “Where are 
we to get enough bread in such a desolate place to feed so great a crowd” (15:33b)?  
The answer, of course, was standing before them.  Jesus then took the seven 
loaves and few small fish that they had and prayed to God—and God provided and 
the bread and fish were multiplied.  The power of God is our resource for ministry 
to others.   

 
You see, you and I are precisely like the disciples.  The disciples might have wanted to feed the people, 
but they had no bread.  They needed God’s power to supply their lack of resources.  In the same way, 
we might feel compassion towards others and desire to minister to those around us who are hurting.   
But unless we seek God for His power, no ministry can happen.  It is only as God fills us with His Holy 
Spirit that we are enabled to effectively minister to others.  Speaking about this reality, John MacArthur 
wrote: 
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[W]e are most usable to the Lord when we acknowledge our own lack of resources and turn to 
Him.  Whatever we may have in ourselves is never enough to meet the needs of others or to 
accomplish anything for God.  Jesus did not command the apostles to be His ‘witnesses both in 
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest parts of the earth’ until he 
had first promised, ‘You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit had come upon you’ (Acts 
1:8).8 

 
Christ Fellowship, if we are going to engage effectively in ministries of mercy to others, we need to 
remember the words of John 15:5--“I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in 
him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” 
    

IV. Reality #4- Our participation in mercy ministry is a privilege (15:36-38) 
 

Matthew 15:36-38 – “He took the seven loaves and the fish, and having given thanks he broke them and 
gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. 37 And they all ate and were 
satisfied. And they took up seven baskets full of the broken pieces left over. 38 Those who ate were four 
thousand men, besides women and children.” 
 

A. As I meditated on 15:36-38 this week, I kept thinking what it privilege it was for the 
disciples to be present and involved in Jesus’ ministry as He fed the four thousand.   

 
Let me give you four reasons why it is privilege to be involved in ministries of mercy: 
 

1. God doesn’t need us, but in love, He chooses to use us as we minister to the needs of others.  
Our master employs us to do eternal good to others as we minister to their physical and 
emotional needs.  Did you notice in 15:36 that Jesus handed the bread and fish first to the 
disciples who then gave it to the people?  Jesus didn’t need the disciples.  He could have very 
easily made bread and fish appear in front of each person surrounding the mountain.  But Jesus 
included His disciples in the ministry.  For them, it was a privilege.  In the same way, it is a 
privilege for us to be involved in ministries of mercy to others. 
   

2. As we minister to those in need we get to be a conduit of God’s mercy to them.  The picture of 
the disciples carrying the bread and fish from Jesus and to the waiting crowds is a beautiful 
picture of what happens when we minister to the needs of others.  We bring them God’s grace 
and mercy through our loving service.  God ministers to them through us.  It is a good thing to 
be used by God.   

 
3. We get a front-row seat to watch God transform lives.  As we are faithful to minister to the 

needs of others we will have the opportunity to share the Gospel with them and see their lives 
transformed by grace as they come to know the Savior.   

 
4. As we minister to others by the power of God, we are transformed as well.  Those who 

minister the grace and mercy of God to others are not unchanged by that service.  They gain 
new views of God’s greatness and the Holy Spirit conforms them more and more into the image 
of Christ.  
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Conclusion 
 
 So this morning we have seen four realities about mercy ministry from this passage: 
 
-Our goal in mercy ministry is the glory of God. 
-Our motivation for mercy ministry is compassion.  
-Our resource for mercy ministry is God’s power.  
-Our participation in mercy ministry is a privilege.  
 
 We began the sermon hearing about George Whitefield’s orphanage, Bethesda.  Christ 
Fellowship, my pray for our church is that we will become more and more a “Bethesda—A house of 
mercy.”  May God be glorified through us as we labor together to minister to the needs of others.  Let’s 
pray…  

  


