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According to the old and well-known fairy tale about Hansel and Gretel, bread 

crumbs are not a very effective means of marking a path or leaving a trail you can 

follow to find your way home, or to any destination for that matter. Although you 

can spread the bread crumbs liberally, if those darned birds come along, they will 

eat all the bread crumbs and then you have no markers for your path. Despite the 

troubles bread crumbs created for Hansel and Gretel, God does not seem to have any 

hesitation about using bread crumbs to mark out the path for our journey of faith. 

 

Here in Matthew 14 Jesus feeds 5,000 men. That does not even count the women 

and children. There must have been a mountain of bread crumbs. Imagine a crowd 

of 5,000 plus, scattered all over the countryside. Jesus started breaking the loaves. 

You know what happens when you break a loaf of bread. It crumbles. Multiply that 

by however many times those loaves were broken to feed such a huge crowd and 

you begin to get a picture of just how many bread crumbs littered the landscape. 

 

But once was not enough. So, in chapter 15, verses 29-39, when Jesus was up on 

a mountainside and great crowds came to him, he again took the loaves, broke them, 

and gave them to his disciples. This time he fed 4,000. Just like with the 5,000 we 

hear Matthew saying the 4,000 did not include the women and children who were 

fed. Bread crumbs, bread crumbs, bread crumbs, everywhere you look, there were 

bread crumbs. How many bread crumbs, we do not know. But…we do know when 

the 5,000 were fed there were 12 basketfuls of broken pieces left over. And when 

the 4,000 were fed there were seven basketfuls of broken pieces left over. If ever 

there were enough bread crumbs to mark a trail and say that this Jesus knows how 

to take care of our daily needs for food and so much more, the feeding of the 5,000 

added to the feeding of the 4,000 would surely suffice.  

 

Those bread crumbs left an amazing trail that gave witness to an amazing person, 

Jesus. After he fed the 5,000, do you remember how many baskets were left over? 

Twelve baskets were full of leftovers. Perfect, one basket for each disciple. As they 

carried those baskets of leftovers more crumbs fell. Those crumbs fell as Jesus came 

walking on the water. Those crumbs fell when Jesus calmed the storms on the sea. 

Before those crumbs ran out, we arrive on the mountainside where Jesus fed the 

4,000. Same thing when that happy meal was over. Leftovers. Yep, you got it. This 

time seven baskets full. The disciples were still dropping bread crumbs as we come 

to Matthew 16 and Jesus takes his disciples to a region called Caesarea Philippi. 

Something very special happens at Caesarea Philippi. Jesus asks his disciples, “Who 

do the people say I am?”  
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Peter seemed distracted at this moment. The other disciples throw out a few quick 

answers. “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and still others say you 

Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” It turns out Peter was not distracted. He was just 

looking back at that trail of bread crumbs. The wheels were spinning. He followed 

that trail of bread crumbs back…to the feeding of 4,000…to the feeding of 5,000…to 

the walking on water and the calming of the storms….to the healings of the leper, 

the lame, the blind, the deaf…to the words of forgiveness and to the call for people 

to follow him….to the shores of the sea where one day Jesus said to him, to Peter, 

“Follow me and I will make you a fisher of men.” Peter looked back at all those 

bread crumbs and the Holy Spirit made a light go on his head, and a fire burst forth 

in his heart. Peter boldly proclaimed at that very moment, “You are the Messiah, the 

Son of the living God.” Peter follows the trail of bread crumbs and that trail led him 

right to the feet of Jesus. “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” 

 

The history of bread crumbs begins long before Jesus ever walked this earth. The 

history of bread crumbs goes way back for the people of God. Abraham was the 

father of faith for the people of God. God promised to bless Abraham and his 

descendants and through Abraham God promised that all people would be blessed. 

But Abraham needed a descendant. Abraham had a wife who was old. And Abraham 

himself was even older. Here they were a very old couple and they didn’t have even 

one child together. Some visitors showed up at the tent of Abraham and Sarah. Little 

did Abraham know the Lord was among the visitors. Little did Abraham know the 

visitors had come to alert him that he and Sarah would have a child within the year. 

Even though Abraham did not know who the visitors were, Abraham did something 

wonderful. Abraham showed hospitality to the strangers. Abraham showed 

hospitality to the visitors. Abraham and Sarah welcomed the visitors and they baked 

some bread. There it is…bread…and bread leaves bread crumbs. After Sarah and 

Abraham had a good laugh about how funny it was to think they would have a baby 

in their old age the visitors eventually moved on. As they departed, they left behind 

some words that remind us of the power of God. The visitors said, “Is anything too 

hard for God?” They left behind those words. And with those words they left behind 

some bread crumbs, those first markers that say God is at work to bring blessing to 

Abraham, to Sarah, and to the whole world. 

 

It is a trail of bread crumbs that gets the people of Israel down to Egypt during a 

time of famine. In a long and involved story about Joseph, the favorite son of Jacob, 

being sold into slavery by his brothers, Joseph gets down to Egypt and rises to power. 

Interpreting a dream that says famine is coming he convinces the Pharaoh to 

stockpile grain during the good years. When the famine comes, Jacob and the 

remaining sons have no food, so they go to Egypt. There in Egypt there is this 

beautiful scene of reconciliation. Jacob moves to Egypt, there is plenty of food for 

everyone, and the stage is set for the Exodus. Bread crumbs mark the journey into 

Egypt. 
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And bread crumbs mark the journey out. Again, through a story that is long and 

involved, a Pharaoh rises to power that oppresses the people of God. God sends 

Moses to be the deliverer. A series of plagues soften Pharaoh up until he sends the 

people of God out, but before that the people of God celebrate the Passover Meal 

where they use unleavened bread. A trail of bread crumbs leads the children of God 

right out of Egypt and right through the Red Sea. They sing and dance on the other 

side of the sea as they have been set free. But the bread crumbs run out. In the desert 

the people have no food. They grumble. They complain. 

 

And guess what? More bread crumbs. Bread crumbs every day for forty years. 

Day after day after day bread comes down from heaven and the crumbs are a 

reminder that God provides food in the desert.  I wonder if what happened in the 

desert for those forty years gets hinted at when Jesus feeds the 4,000. Remember in 

that story there were seven baskets full of bread that were left over? There is lots of 

speculation and conjecture about whether the number seven has any significance in 

the story of the feeding of the 4,000. Now I am just throwing out an idea, but I 

wonder if the number seven might have tied back to the manna in the wilderness. 

You see, God gave the people daily bread for forty years. But he only gave the bread 

six days of the week. On the seventh day, on the Sabbath day, there was no bread. 

On the Sabbath, on the seventh day the bread from the previous day was enough to 

feed them on the Sabbath. The reason there were seven baskets full of leftovers after 

the 4,000 were fed might have nothing to do with the manna in the wilderness. But 

after watching everyone eat as much as they wanted…which is how things were in 

the wilderness…and after knowing that everyone was satisfied…which is how 

things were in the desert, it seems to me the disciples might have looked at Jesus that 

day on the mountain and realized the bread crumbs of Moses led all the way to Jesus, 

and indeed, God had sent another great leader to deliver the people. The whole point 

of the manna for those forty years, including the provision that on the sixth day there 

would be enough for the seventh day, was so that the people of God would learn an 

important lesson. “Human beings do not live by bread alone. Instead, we live by 

every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” And now Jesus, the Word of God, 

had become flesh and was living among the people. 

 

When the people reach the Promised Land the manna stops, but that doesn’t mean 

the bread crumbs come to an end. The great prophet Elijah produced a miracle with 

flour that kept multiplying, allowing a poor widow to make bread so she would not 

starve. The great king David did something on a much smaller scale, but it leaves a 

tiny trail of bread crumbs that are absolutely delicious to the soul. Those little bread 

crumbs stand as an example what a difference a good king can make in the lives of 

his people. Early in his reign King David brought back the Ark of the Covenant. It 

had been captured by their enemies but now David brought the Ark of the Covenant 

home, establishing it in Jerusalem. The return of the Ark is a day that brings forth 

great celebration and a huge parade. In an effort to include everyone in the 
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celebration, we read in II Samuel 6:19 that King David gave a loaf of bread, a cake 

of dates and a cake of raisins to each person. David gave a little, but he gave some 

to each person. As the cake of dates and the cake of raisins were broken and 

consumed the crumbs left a teeny tiny trail that we see and it makes us smile. One 

day a descendant of David will come, and he too will care for all his people. When 

he feeds them, it won’t be with itsy bitsy cakes, it will be with loaves and fishes that 

spill out and leave huge baskets of leftover.  

 

My favorite story of bread crumbs in the Old Testament involves King David, 

but only peripherally. David’s ancestors lived in Bethlehem. Unfortunately, there 

was a severe famine. One family decided to pack up and leave Bethlehem. They 

went to a land where the people were normally their enemies. It was the land of 

Moab. But this time the Moabites helped the family from Bethlehem. They were 

able to have food and to survive. The family had two boys who actually married 

Moabite women. Sadly, the two boys died and so did the father. The mom, now a 

widow, decided to go back to Bethlehem. One of the young women who had been 

married to her son decided to go back to Bethlehem with her. She was willing to 

leave her family and her home and her land. Her speech about staying with her 

mother-in-law is a very moving testimony to faithfulness.  

 

Back in Bethlehem these two widows, Naomi and Ruth, the daughter-in-law, 

have no food. But a kind man allows Ruth to gather grain on the edges of his field 

Ruth brings the grain home and she and Naomi make bread. Bread crumbs took 

Naomi and her family to Moah, and bread crumbs guided her back home with Ruth, 

and now as Ruth gleans in the field there are more bread crumbs. Finally, the kind 

man who owns the field marries Ruth, and Ruth has a son. Naomi, the mother-in-

law is overjoyed. And the story of Ruth ends with bread crumbs….actually, with a 

genealogy, but it is like each generation is another bread crumb showing how God 

sustains his people through hard times. The last name in the genealogy is David! 

Surprise, the bread crumbs in the story of Ruth lead righto to David, the great king. 

A wonderful side note involves the name of the town where this all takes place. The 

town is Bethlehem. The meaning of Bethlehem is literally, “House of Bread.” I love 

that. All these bread crumbs leading to the great King David are found right in 

Bethlehem, the House of Bread. 

 

And talk about bread crumbs. Matthew incorporates the genealogy found at the 

end of the Book of Ruth into the genealogy of Jesus. He mentions Ruth in the 

genealogy. He definitely mentions David. And then when the trail of bread crumbs 

has stretched out for fourteen generations to David, and fourteen generations to the 

exile, and fourteen more until the birth of Jesus…lots and lots of bread crumbs, Jesus 

is born. Of course, we remember where Jesus was born. He was born in the little 

town of Bethlehem. He was born in the House of Bread. Jesus is the Bread of Life, 

and he was born in Bethlehem, the House of Bread. 
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One day Jesus, the Bread of Life, who was born in the House of Bread, who broke 

loaves and fed 5,000 and broke them again and fed 4,000, one day Jesus, the Bread 

of Life sat at a table like this. A huge trail of bread crumbs, from Abraham and Moses 

and Elijah and David and all the promises of God through all the ages, a huge trail 

of bread crumbs led right to that table in the Upper Room on the night he took bread 

and broke it and said, “This is my Body, given for you.” 

 

The bread crumbs did not end in the Upper Room. After he rose from the dead 

Jesus appeared to two disciples on their way to a town called Emmaus. After 

explaining that God’s Messiah had to suffer, Jesus sat down at table with those two 

disciples. Up to this point they did not recognize him. They did not recognize him 

even though he was dropping bread crumbs all along the path as they walked and 

talked together. Despite all the bread crumbs they did not recognize him until…he 

took bread and blessed it and broke it. Right then, at that very moment, their eyes 

were opened, and they recognized him. The bread crumbs all made sense. Jesus 

disappeared from them, but his presence was still with them. They said their hearts 

were burning. Their hearts were on fire. 

 

One of my most embarrassing moments in ministry was the day I was serving 

communion at a church with over 1,000 people in attendance. I messed up and didn’t 

stack the bread trays very carefully. After I put the last tray on top I stepped back, 

and I noticed the tower of trays was leaning more than I felt comfortable with…but 

there was nothing I could do. I watched as all eight trays in that tower fell one by 

one, as if in slow motion. And then the tower next to it followed suit and fell. Sixteen 

trays of bread crashed to the ground. Bread crumbs were everywhere. It was terrible. 

I wish it did not happen. I hope it never happens again. But it did leave a trail of 

bread crumbs. As we eat at this table today, what we eat at this table is not meant to 

stay at this table. We are meant to take this bread with us and to spread crumbs 

everywhere we go and with everyone we meet. We are supposed to spread a trail of 

crumbs that leads right back to this table and right back to the one who is the host of 

this table and right back to the one who is the Bread of Life and right back to the one 

who is here to feed us and to fill us and to save us and to love us. The trail of bread 

crumbs is meant to lead us right back to Jesus Christ. He is the Bread of Life. Come, 

come, come and taste and see that the Lord is good. Come and eat of the Bread of 

Life. 


