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Lesson 1 
When We Need Rest 

Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a  
desolate place by himself. Matthew 14:13  

 

Would you classify your life as busy? 

I would venture a guess that at some point (and probably several points) in your adult 

life, you have admitted this to someone. Between work, home, church, volunteer work, family 

commitments, maintaining close friendships, and so much more, our calendars and to-do lists 

rival a Fortune 500 executive. 

But in this chaotic pace of life, how often do you intentionally withdraw? Or do you? 

Perhaps clarifying moments alert you when you need to take a break – such as when you realize 

that you just shouted at the dog until your neck veins bulged. 

Are you tempted some days to throw your cell phone into the nearest puddle, put your 

calendar in the shredder and head to the beach until further notice? 

When our lives become so frantic that we routinely postpone spending quiet time with 

God in studying His Word and prayer, we need to take a priority inventory.  

As we open our study, we see Jesus and the disciples intentionally withdrawing from 

their chaotic pace of life.  

If Jesus can do it, shouldn’t you and I at least consider it?  

 

Take a moment to write out Matthew 14:14: 

  
  
  
  

 Now read this verse aloud. Matthew 14:14 (the verse we study in Lesson 2) is our 

memory verse for this entire study. I encourage you to write it on index cards and place them in 

various locations where you spend the most time. 
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 In this first lesson, we are studying Matthew 14:13a, which states: Now when Jesus heard 

this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a desolate place by himself.  

 Contextually, it sounds as if we are picking up in the middle of a story. This verse begins 

by telling us that Jesus had just heard some news. Take a moment to read Matthew 14:1-12. 

According to verse 12, what news had the disciples just told Jesus?   

   

Although Scripture does not say how Jesus felt, we know that He deeply loved people. 

This news must have saddened him. John the Baptist was not just another prophet. He and Jesus 

were relatives. John’s mother (Elizabeth) and Jesus’ mother (Mary) were related (Luke 1:36). So 

Jesus received news that a family member had been cruelly executed (Matthew 14:12).  

Horrific events often make headlines in our daily news. Yet we distance ourselves 

because we realize that they are happening to someone else. We tend to be shocked when such 

atrocities land on our front porch, so to speak.  

Can you imagine how that gruesome experience impacted the disciples? 

 

Jesus and the Disciples Retreat 

In reading the four Gospel accounts and numerous commentaries, there are three specific 

reasons why Jesus withdrew with the disciples. 

(1) TO PROCESS GRIEF

When you and I receive sad news, we need time to come to grips with it before moving 

on. Jesus needed to get away to process His grief.  

 In Matthew 14:13 the word for withdrew (Greek anachōreō), only appears fourteen times 

in Scripture and many of these instances involve conflict and grief. In breaking down the Greek 

word, ana means “back,” and chōreō means “to make room.” In other words, when you and I 

hurt, we tend to step back and make room for grief because sometimes it fills us up, doesn’t it?  

 Let’s look at a few other places in Scripture where this same word occurs. What grieving 

do you see in these verses? 

10



11 

Matthew 4:12  

Matthew 9:24  

Jesus and the disciples were experiencing the shock and early stages of grief over John 

the Baptist’s execution. They needed to step back and make room for processing that grief 

appropriately. 

Have you experienced the death of a loved one?  

Did you need to step back in order to process your grief?  If so, how did you go about it? 

Did stepping back help you?  

Although grief played a role in Jesus and the disciples’ retreat, two other reasons also 

played a significant part. 

(2) TO AVOID HEROD

When Jesus began His great Galilean ministry, He actively pursued publicity and the 

crowds. He purposefully set out to make known to people His name and demonstrate His power 

through mighty works. He intentionally sought out crowds to teach them the rich truths about the 

Kingdom of God and heaven. He worked in the cities and open places to manifest Himself as the 

long awaited Messiah offering a Kingdom (Luke 4:43). 

Yet this feeding of the five thousand miracle marked the beginning of Jesus’ withdrawal 

due to His popularity. We can certainly relate to that concept in our paparazzi-saturated culture, 

can’t we? We’ve seen the toll it takes on celebrities who are forced to live in seclusion to avoid 

being mobbed by avid fans and crazed admirers. 

While Jesus still met with people and healed the sick following this miracle, we no longer 

see Jesus actually seeking publicity. He often moves to more remote areas to gradually prepare 

the disciples for His pending death.  
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Word of Jesus’ teaching and miracles had reached Herod Antipas. Who did Herod 

believe Jesus was according to Luke 9:7-9?  

Some have assumed that Jesus’ immediate withdrawal to a lonely place was based on a 

fear that Herod would try to imprison Him. Since Jesus is God, He never did anything based on 

fear. No one, including Herod, could do anything to Jesus that He did not allow. Even when 

Jesus was eventually crucified, the Scriptures make it clear that Jesus laid down His own life. No 

one could take it away without His consent (John 10:17-18). Jesus did not retreat because He 

feared Herod.  

At certain times throughout His ministry, Jesus removed Himself from various situations 

in order to avoid further antagonizing His enemies. For instance, when Jesus had returned to 

Nazareth for the first time, the people became so angry that they sought to kill Him.  

How did Jesus respond in that situation according to Luke 4:30? 

Jesus certainly was not afraid of the people or He would not have returned to Nazareth a 

second time (Matthew 13). We find other examples of Jesus’ similar behavior in John 8:59, 

10:39, and 11:54. 

Jesus’ example offers an important lesson about fear. We need not fear anything because 

God is greater and above anything we might fear. 

What does God promise about that truth in the following verses? 

Matthew 10:28-31  

Romans 8:35-39  
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1 John 4:18-19   

   

   

1 John 5:4-5   

   

   

Potential fear-inducing situations will enter our lives, but we are secure in our Father’s 

hands. Needless fear only cripples us.  

There’s a huge difference in having fear and the fear having you. 

Jesus also withdrew from Herod’s presence because He knew that the perfect time to lay 

down His life as the perfect sacrifice for mankind had not yet arrived. To avoid complication and 

greater danger to Him and His disciples, Jesus sought privacy. 

(3) TO HEAR ABOUT THE DISCIPLES’ MISSIONARY WORK

As we come to this particular feeding of the five thousand miracle, Jesus’ popularity had 

reached a public pinnacle. In fact, because of this very miracle, the people wanted to take Him by 

force and crown Him king. (We’ll cover this more in depth later in our study.) 

There was a growing intensity to Jesus’ public ministry and it had been a time of great 

activity. He had just sent the disciples out on their first short-term mission journey by 

themselves, empowered to accomplish great works in His Name.  

What were Jesus’ instructions to the disciples as He sent them out in Mark 6:7-13?   

   

   

   

   

   

So the Twelve are now returning from their first preaching tour. The Gospels do not 

reveal how long they were away. It is most likely that Jesus fixed both the time and place for 

their return. If you have ever participated in any kind of local or foreign mission work, you can 
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imagine both the eagerness and enthusiasm with which the disciples desired to report the 

ministry results to Jesus.  

Jesus no doubt heard them patiently and wanted to hear more where they would not be 

interrupted. What did Jesus suggest in Mark 6:31?   

   

Did you catch that Jesus and the disciples didn’t even have time to eat? Chances are you 

have had a day (or two, or three) when the demands of your schedule put mealtime far down on 

the priority list.  

When that happens, how do you feel physically? Emotionally? 

 

If you have ever participated in an extended mission trip that lasted several days or 

weeks, did you find yourself wanting to share every detail with friends and loved ones when you 

returned? Did it take long? 

 

Not only were the disciples likely worn out from the actual work Jesus had empowered 

them to do, it’s not hard to imagine that they were emotionally spent, as well. They had just seen 

God perform miracles through their own hands. Talk about exhilaration!  

Jesus desired to withdraw with them so He could hear their reports and provide further 

instructions. Jesus was not afraid for His life, because He knew no one could take it from Him 

unless He permitted it (John 10:18).  

Jesus retreated toward a quiet place to avoid premature confrontation with Herod, to 

process the death of John the Baptist, and to spend time with His disciples. 

 

The Area of Galilee 

 During the time of this feeding miracle, Jesus and the disciples were in the area of 

Galilee. It was a small region, only 50 miles from north to south and 25 miles from east to west. 
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Josephus1 tells us that in his time within that small area there were 204 towns and villages. The 

towns were generally small, but somewhat densely populated.  

 The remains unearthed by archaeologists over time indicate that several villages and 

towns in that area likely had populations of more than 5,000 people. Perhaps that is one of the 

reasons Jesus chose this location for His ministry.  

 Even though Galilee was a small region, the people tended to form groups, each of which 

had unique characteristics and lifestyles which differed greatly from place to place. Jesus often 

tailored his teachings so that they would be meaningful to the people of each particular area. 

Talk about an excellent example to the disciples (and us today) about reaching the lost with 

focused intentionality! 

 During that time, the people around the Sea of Galilee were generally divided into four 

groups:  

(1) Religious Jews lived on the northwestern side of the sea, where the cities of 

Capernaum, Chorazin, and Bethsaida were located. 

(2) Zealots2 lived primarily on the northeastern corner of the Sea in the town of Gamla. 

(3) Herodians3 lived on the western side of the sea, in the land of Tiberias. 

(4) Pagans lived on the eastern side, in the region knows as the Decapolis. 

 In such a thickly populated area, Galilee must have proved difficult to get away from 

people for any length of time. However, the other side of the sea toward Bethsaida provided 

quiet solace. Consequently, that’s the direction Jesus steered His boat. 

                                                 
1  Titus Flavius Josephus was a 1st-century Romano-Jewish historian who was born in Jerusalem. Josephus 

recorded Jewish history, with special emphasis on the 1st century AD and the First Jewish–Roman War, and 
includes references to Jesus and the origins of Christianity. The earliest description of Jesus outside of the 
Gospels is found in Josephus' Jewish Antiquities. 

2  Zealots were a group of Jewish people who opposed with relentless rigor any attempt to bring Judea under the 
dominion of idolatrous Rome. The members of this party also bore the name Sicarii, from their custom of 
going about with daggers hidden beneath their cloaks, with which they would stab anyone found committing a 
sacrilegious act or anything provoking anti-Jewish feeling. 

3  Herodians were a priestly party under the reign of King Herod and his successors. Rabbis called them 
"Boethusians," as adherents of the family of Boethus, whose daughter Mariamne was one of the wives of King 
Herod, and whose sons were successively made high priests by him. They followed the Sadducees in their 
opposition to the Pharisees, and were therefore often identified with the Sadducees. 
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 The climate of Galilee is quite tropical with fertile soil. The most productive areas 

surround the sea. In Jesus’ time, wheat, barley, figs, grapes, and olives were produced there in 

large quantities.  

 The fertile fields often provided Jesus opportunities to illustrate His teaching: 

 Matthew 12:1   

   

 Matthew 13:1-43   

   

   

 John 12:24   

   

 The Sea of Galilee is nearly eight miles wide at its widest point and more than 12 miles 

long from north to south. It sits 700 feet below sea level, yet in places, the sea plunges to depths 

of 200 feet. It has many names throughout Scripture, yet they refer to this one body of water.  

 What names do these passages give the Sea of Galilee? 

Numbers 34:11   

Joshua 12:3   

Luke 5:1   

John 6:1 and 21:1   

John 6:16   

When news of John the Baptist’s death reached Jesus, He set sail with the disciples across 

the Sea of Galilee toward Bethsaida. Bethsaida sat on the shore of the lake about two miles east 

of Capernaum in the Galilean area.  

John’s Gospel reports that Jesus and the Twelve went to the other side of the Sea of 

Galilee (John 6:1). Luke’s Gospel, more specifically, says they went to Bethsaida (Luke 9:10), 

which locates the feeding of the five thousand on the northeast shore.  
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The entire context shows that Jesus withdrew toward a city called Bethsaida, not in the 

city. This Bethsaida, where Jesus sought refuge, sat near the northeast corner of the lake, not far 

from the entrance to the Jordan River, and must be distinguished from the other Bethsaida which 

was located on the west side of the lake, not far from Capernaum.  

A Desolate or Desert Place 

Matthew 14:13 tells us that Jesus’ destination in the boat was a desolate place. In various 

versions of Scripture, Mark and John refer to the place as solitary, remote, desert, and quiet. It 

was evident that Jesus wanted to avoid crowds. 

Desolate (Greek, erēmon) refers to a solitary, lonely, or uninhabited place. When used as 

here in the context of geography, it simply means a place sparsely cultivated where there were 

few or no inhabitants. It does not mean a literal desert. The eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee 

was uncultivated and chiefly used to pasture flocks.  

 This desolate place was not a waterless place; rather an uninhabited one. We get the sense 

of remote wilderness, rather than a desert.  

 In the following passages, what do the disciples record was present in that remote place? 

Matthew 14:19   

Mark 6:39   

John 6:10   

 Those passages reveal that there was much green grass in that uninhabited location.  

But desolate places can be scary - whether physically or spiritually. Many times in 

Scripture, desolate or remote places are described as deserts: 

Exodus 5:3   

Mark 6:32   

Luke 1:80   

Luke 4:42   

Luke 9:12   

Acts 8:26   
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 Have you ever intentionally sought out a desolate place? Why? 

 

 Sometimes you simply need to retreat from life’s dizzying pace to seek the face of God 

without interruption. In our technology age where we connect to the world at our fingertips, the 

concept of “withdrawing” proves difficult. It requires intentionally turning off the electronics, 

shutting out the noise, and actively seeking God’s direction.  

 And the amazing thing? God meets us in those desolate places.  

 Without fail. 

 

Let’s review our Bible memory verse for our study. Write out Matthew 14:14 once more: 

  
  
  
  

Closing

Take a moment to recall the last time you retreated from the chaotic pace of your life. 

Removing ourselves from familiar surroundings goes a long way to allowing us to break up our 

routines and experience life in a new and fresh way.  

God uses those times of refreshment to rejuvenate and replenish us in service to Him.  

Close with prayer: 

Father, thank You for the rich lessons provided in Your Word. I ask that You continue 

providing opportunities for me to withdraw toward You and away from the world’s chaos. Open 

my eyes to those opportunities and graciously provide the way for me to act on them.  In Jesus’ 

name, Amen. 
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DVD LISTENING GUIDE 
~Lesson 1~ 

 
The overarching question in this study:  Do I trust God with my all? 

The glorious truth is that you can trust God with your all. He is the source of all 
good and perfect gifts. His Son gave His all on the cross for you. He gives us our 
daily bread of body and soul, all we need to support this body and life. 

 

 

Definition of a miracle:  True miracles are _____________ that break the laws of ____________ 

and require God’s _____________ _______________. 

 

 

There is a huge difference in ________________ fear and fear ________________ you. 

DVD Listening  Guide
Lesson 1
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