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Lesson 6 
When Leftovers Remind Us 

And they took up twelve baskets full of the broken pieces left over. 
And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women 

and children. Matthew 14:20b-21  

 

 I don’t know whether to offer congratulations or sympathy! We have arrived at our final 

lesson in this study. What treasures God has taught us! We started our journey traversing the Sea 

of Galilee with Jesus and twelve worn out disciples. Then we shadowed Jesus and the disciples 

as they spent a very long, yet incredible, day in the beautiful Galilean countryside among 

thousands.  

 We saw Jesus administer a test to the disciples, which they failed spectacularly. We 

witnessed Jesus put His grief and exhaustion aside to heal and minister to thousands. And then 

the highlight – Jesus multiplied five loaves and two fish to feed 20,000+ people until they were 

completely satisfied. 

 But the day isn’t quite over yet. 

 

Take a moment to write out our study’s memory verse - Matthew 14:14: 

  
  
  
  

 In our study’s final lesson, we conclude by studying Matthew 14:20b-21, which states, 

And they took up twelve baskets full of the broken pieces left over. And those who ate were about 

five thousand men, besides women and children. 

 

Abundant Leftovers 

Don’t you find it interesting that after recording a great miracle, Matthew outlines the 

trash pick-up? Somehow it seems anti-climactic.  

Lesson 6

77



 

 
78 

Yet these verses do not simply record an incident of tidiness and conservation. They 

demonstrate the full circle of discipleship. In our earlier lesson, Jesus asks us for a little set up so 

He can accomplish big ministry. Here we learn to follow-up on meetings with a personal touch. 

If you have been a part of a large ministry event at your church or other location, did you 

simply fulfill the role you were asked to do and then go home? Why or why not?  

 

Let’s think that through for a moment. You are asked to serve God by serving a meal at a 

sizeable church function. The place is going to be filled to the brim with people. You and other 

volunteers cook, organize the crowd, then feed all the people. But what if everyone then went 

home believing our job to be 100% fulfilled? The fellowship hall would be a wreck. The garbage 

would be piled high. And no one would think to follow-up with any first-time visitors. 

Trash detail may not be our favorite chore, but it’s a necessary one. We may get busy and 

forget to follow-up with first-time visitors, but it’s a vital part of ministry.  

In Jewish culture, bread was regarded as a particularly significant and representative gift 

of God. It was required that scraps that fell on the ground during a meal be picked up.  

 

The Twelve Baskets 

Matthew 14:20 specifically mentions that there were twelve baskets of broken pieces left 

over. This startling revelation highlights that there was more fish and bread leftover than what 

the disciples had originally handed to Jesus. Wow! 

In American culture, we realize that at meals some people tend to overfill their plates. We 

like to eat. Period. We see that same principle here, but in the context of need. Some people took 

pieces of bread from the disciples which they could not even take a bite of since they were so 

full. But Jesus intends that none of His gifts go to waste. The miraculous food was not to be 

discarded.  

This scene is reminiscent of the heavenly banquet described in Isaiah 25:6-9: Write it out 

here:    
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What similarities or differences do you see in that heavenly banquet to this miraculous 

feeding of the five thousand? 

 

During biblical times, baskets were common containers usually made from reeds, twigs, 

or other natural materials. They varied widely in strength, shape and purpose, although they 

usually had handles of some sort, and sometimes lids.  

They were commonly used for bread and fruit (due to their breathable, woven 

construction) but were also used as cages for pet birds or other animals. They varied in size from 

small to medium (carried by hand or on the shoulder or head) to large (carried on a pole between 

two people). 

The New Testament makes reference to two kinds of baskets. The basket used by the 

disciples here (Greek, kophinos) was normally carried by one person to hold individual 

provisions. They were small wicker baskets that were carried as part of their daily attire. It was 

like an old school lunch box.  

This basket is used in the New Testament only in reference to the leftovers collected in 

the feeding of the five thousand. Write out the other instances here: 

Mark 6:43   

   

Mark 8:19   

   

Luke 9:17   

   

John 6:13   

   

The other type of food basket mentioned in the New Testament (Greek, spuris) was 

considerably larger. Write out these verses where we find this same basket referenced: 
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Acts 9:25   

   

   

Matthew 16:9-10   

   

   

This second type of basket was large enough to carry the apostle Paul! And in Matthew’s 

recording of the feeding of the four thousand (a separate miracle of Jesus), there were seven of 

these larger baskets used.  

Significantly, Matthew also tells us that after this feeding of the five thousand there was 

twelve baskets of food left over. A reference to the fish is not seen here in the original text. The 

baskets contained only bread. These broken pieces (Greek, klasmatwn) refer to fragments or 

pieces. Here, it likely does not mean crusts and half-eaten food left over, but rather untouched 

portions that remained. 

What significance do you believe would be most obvious for the number twelve? 

 

As you likely guessed it is not mere coincidence that there were exactly twelve baskets of 

leftovers. Jesus had provided individual baskets of leftovers for each of His disciples.  

The number twelve carries important symbolism in Scripture. How do you see the 

number twelve significant in Genesis 35:22-26?   

   

The number twelve associated with the sons of Jacob from whom descended the twelve 

tribes of Israel (Exodus 28:21; Numbers 1:1-16). This number represented the people of God.  

Twelve also later applied to the New Testament people of God (the Church), led by the 

twelve apostles (Matthew 19:28). 

But let’s step into that scene at the feeding of the five thousand again. As dusk 

approached after a long day, and a lengthy food serving session, the disciples eventually sit down 

with Jesus, each with his own basket of abundant leftovers.  
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Even though it seemed Jesus focused His time and energy on providing for the masses, 

He did not forget to provide a powerful witness and reminder for His faithful followers. 

We do not know what those twelve disciples were thinking, but can you imagine the 

sense of wonder and impact that day’s experience had on them? 

When was the last time you sat back and marveled at the wonder of God’s provision in 

your life? What was it? 

 

There were twelve baskets: one for each of the Twelve, but none for Jesus. He who 

created the bounty made an opportunity for the Twelve to share their abundant portions with 

Him.  

Each basket of leftovers testified to what Jesus alone had accomplished. And in 

entrusting those provisions to the Twelve, He gave them the privilege of feeding the nations 

spiritually with the Bread of Life that will never be exhausted.  

As God faithfully pours out His abundance on us, He expects us to remember the poor 

and needy and support His Church. From all that He gives to us, we have the privilege of giving 

a portion back to Him. 

 

Who Were the Multitude? 

As we have walked through this study, I have referenced that the crowd was 

approximately 20,000 people. Even though Matthew states that those who were miraculously fed 

is reckoned as about five thousand, he concludes this miracle with four important words: besides 

women and children. (Matthew 14:21) Why do you believe that would be important? 

 

All four Gospels record this miracle, but only Matthew noted that the number resulted 

from a tally of men only. The number of men was listed separately because in the Jewish culture 

of the day men and women usually ate separately when in public. The children ate with the 

women.  
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Is that hard to imagine in our culture today? Why or why not? 

 

If you study Scripture carefully about the status of women when Jesus walked the earth, 

you will see how He dramatically altered their status by the impact His teaching had on men’s 

hearts. So this counting of only men does not reflect that Jesus views women as unimportant or 

lesser. This counting simply reflects the Jewish culture of the day.  

Large families were very important to Jewish people. We see throughout Scripture 

instances where men strived and were blessed with many children – especially male children to 

whom they could pass down their inheritance and birth rights. How do you see that truth in 

God’s promise to Abraham?  

Genesis 17:15-21:   

   

   

   

   

So taking into consideration the Jewish culture’s propensity for large families, we can see 

how the number of people at this mass feeding miracle might well exceed 5,000. Even if each 

man only brought himself, his wife, mother and one child, the number would arrive at 20,000. 

However, the actual number that day could have easily exceeded that amount. Since some of the 

people were sick and likely had caretakers with them who may not have been related to them, we 

can imagine those numbers swelling even further. 

The size of the crowd is amazing in light of the fact that the neighboring towns of 

Capernaum and Bethsaida probably had a population of only 2,000-3,000 each. 

 

What Happened After This Miracle 

In Matthew’s Gospel, we do not see the crowd’s reaction to the massive feeding miracle 

that Jesus performed. To gather a glimpse, we turn to John.  
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Take a moment to write out John 6:14-15:   

   

   

   

   

   

When the day draws to a conclusion, the crowd finally begins to realize what has taken 

place. After all, the people lived in that area. They knew the available, inadequate food resources 

for such a task. Yet they never saw a massive pile of food arrive. But every single one of them 

had just shared in a meal that completely satisfied them.  

We see in these verses that they are so affected by this miracle that they begin thinking of 

ways to kidnap Jesus and carry Him triumphantly into Jerusalem to be crowned an earthly king. 

But Jesus knew it wasn’t His Father’s timing.  

Just as we saw Jesus avoiding Herod’s scrutiny immediately before this feeding of the 

five thousand, here we see Jesus avoiding the crowd’s intent to crown Him as their earthly king.  

The crowd would have found little resistance from the disciples because they still did not 

grasp that Jesus referred to a heavenly kingdom, not an earthly one, where He would be crowned 

King. 

How do you see this truth in the conversation between James and John in Mark 10:35-

37?    

   

   

The people, including the disciples, were awaiting a human messiah, a deliverer of their 

physical nation. And when they saw the way that Jesus provided for them, they wanted to force 

Him into an earthly kingship.  

So Jesus withdrew by boat once again, and headed to Capernaum. Yet the crowd would 

not give up.  
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What did they do according to John 6:24?   

   

   

Have you ever experienced a similar pursuit of you by a person or people who believe 

you can fill their needs? If so, what happened? 

 

How did you convince them that they had the wrong job in mind for you? 

 

As the people arrived in Capernaum the next morning, they were not seeking Jesus as 

much as their next free meal. Think about it. Wouldn’t you want a king who provided free food? 

Talk about a popular government program! They wanted a miracle-working prophet who 

provided free meals and freedom from the Roman government. Yet Jesus sees through their plan. 

What does Jesus tell the crowd in John 6:26?   

   

   

The people were looking only to be filled with what sustained their physical existence. 

Yet Jesus tells the people that they need to strive for the food that endures to eternal life, which 

the Son of Man will give to you (John 6:27). 

When Jesus reveals to the crowd that they need to crave the bread of God is he who 

comes down from heaven and gives life to the world, how do the people respond in John 6:34?   

   

Then Jesus declares to them the truth of His identity. Write out Jesus’ words from John 

6:35:   

   

   

   

In those amazing words, Jesus provides a detailed explanation and application of the 

feeding miracle. The bread of life is not a thing, but a Person. A divine title. 
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Jesus is not the cake, nor the caviar, nor the chocolate, but the bread – the substance – of 

life. HALLELUJAH! 

Ordinary bread can support physical life for a while, but Jesus is the bread that gives 

eternal life! 

It may be easy for you and I, as New Testament believers, to look on this miracle and 

have joy-filled hope because we live in the truth of Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection. But, sadly, 

the people only see their own disappointment at thwarted plans.  

What does John 6:66 reveal?   

   

   

The disciples referred to here are not the Twelve, but others who had chosen to follow 

Jesus. After hearing those devastating words from the people, Jesus turns to His Twelve disciples 

and asks them if they also wish to leave Him (John 6:67).  

What is the faith-filled reply of Peter in John 6:68?   

   

   

   

The disciples knew Jesus was the real deal. I pray that this study has showed you the 

same wonderful truth. 

 

Conclusion

In this miracle, we studied Jesus’ compassion for the souls and bodies of people, His 

miracle-working power to provide for our every need, and His beautiful orderliness in the work 

He sets out to perform.  

The miracle is a spiritual lesson for disciples of every generation. The hungry multitude 

is always present. There is always a little band of disciples with seemingly pitiful resources. And 

always there is the compassionate Savior.  
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When disciples give Him their all, Jesus multiplies it to feed thousands. The thousands 

who were fed in that Galilean field had their hunger satisfied for a short time. Those partaking of 

the Bread of Life in the living Christ are satisfied for all eternity. 

So, as disciples what little thing can you do?  

A little human set up? A word of hope?  

Dr. David Livingston, the famous missionary-explorer to Africa, had a medical condition 

which required a regular diet of milk. He kept a goat which supplied the necessary milk. Dr. 

Livingston was praying one morning and told the Lord, “Everything I have is yours, Lord.”  

He was visited that same week by the tribal chief and he noticed that the chief was eyeing 

his goat. Desiring to show God’s love, he took the goat and gave it to the chief. In return, the 

chief presented him with the staff which he was carrying. 

Later that day, Livingston confided in one of his friends, “I don’t know why I was so 

stupid as to give my goat away. All I have to show for it is this stupid stick.” His friend replied, 

“You don’t understand. That isn’t just a stick, it is a scepter. You no longer own one goat. Now 

you own all the goats in the village.” 

When the Lord calls us to faith and moves us to respond, giving Him our lives, we find 

that He has given us a scepter in return.  

And we have been walking around thinking that it was just a stick. 

One thing we clearly understand from this miracle: when Christ is there, the weary find 

rest and the hungry soul is fed.  

Close with prayer: 

Father, thank You so much for the opportunity and freedom to study Your Word in such depth. 

As Your child, You have entrusted me to serve You with all that You provide. Father, remind me 

to never waste what You provide. Help me remember that leftovers from You still abundantly 

meet my needs. Open my eyes to see those around me who need to feed from Your Bread of Life. 

Help me to shine Your light into a world that needs You. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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DVD LISTENING GUIDE 
~Lesson 6~ 

 
 
With the baskets, Jesus provided a reminder that He is always ______________________. 

 

 

In response to what God has done, we offer Him our __________ ______________ as well as 

our ______________________________. 

 

 

Ordinary bread supports __________________ life, but _________________ is the bread that 

gives ______________________ life. 
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