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Celebration of Discipline: Training ourselves to Meditate and Pray 
Matthew 14:13-23 

July 27, 2014 
Dan Hoffman 

 
[Pray] 
 
In my opinion one church tradition worth keeping is the potluck.  I can remember 
growing up in the E-Free church as a child.  I’m not sure how regularly we had 
potlucks, but what I do remember is that as the service would go on the smell of 
food would waft up the stairs until we were all just about dying from anticipation. 
 
It always seemed the somehow the smell would get to the pastor last.  But finally 
it would, and he would give the closing prayer and there would be a huge 
stampede of hungry feet scampering off to the basement. 
 
But there was some anxiety associated with this feasting too.  I can remember 
when the rules changed and kids weren’t allowed to be the first ones downstairs.  
And I remember worrying that somehow all the good food would be gone and I 
would be stuck consuming copious amounts of turnips and brussel sprouts for 
lunch.  Of course this fear was never realized and I’m still a huge fan of feasting 
at potlucks today. 
  
Please open your Bibles to Matthew chapter 14.  If you are using a pew Bible you 
can find it on page 692.  Today the main focus of our text is set in the context of 
feasting.  Let’s pick up the story in verse 13.  Matthew 14 verse 13. 
 
[Read Matthew 14:13] 
 
Actually the context for this is not one feast, but two.  The more famous meal is 
the miracle of Jesus turning the lunch of a small boy into food for thousands.  But 
before we can get to this feast we have to mention a darker feast that comes just 
before. 
 
You probably noticed that verse 13 picks up kind of abruptly with the words 
“When Jesus heard what had happened”.   
 
Of course what had happened was that a powerful man had held a feast.  Herod 
the Tetrarch, son of King Herod the great, was the ruler of Galilee and the Jordan 
River district.  And as it was his birthday he had thrown a kingly party for himself 
and invited all sorts of distinguished guests.   
 
Now Herod was a sensual man of very few scruples.  Matthew tells us he had 
divorced his wife so that he could marry a beautiful woman who happened to be 
the wife of his brother.  That’s pretty low.   
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As his party got underway, Herod’s step-daughter or niece, depending on how 
red-neck you want to read this story, danced for his dinner guests and pleased 
Herod so much that in font of the crowd he told her she could have whatever she 
asked for, up to half his kingdom.1   
 
If you ever get an offer like this it is good to have counsel, and so the girl went to 
her mother.  Now Herodias, Herod’s new wife, was also not known for her 
scruples and she had bone to pick with John the Baptist.  As you know John had 
been preaching around the Jordan River and had denounced Herod for his 
immoral behaviour, particularly his affair with Herodias.  So she instructed her 
daughter to ask that the centerpiece of the feast at Herod’s birthday be John’s 
head on a platter.   
  
Now John wasn’t just any prophet, he was the first prophet Israel had seen in 
over four hundred years.  He was “the voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
prepare the way for the Lord.”2  He was the one who went before Jesus making 
straight paths for Him.  And so when he was killed it foreshadowed Jesus’ own 
coming death about a year later.  Of course, on top of all of that, John was Jesus’ 
cousin. 
 
And so “When Jesus heard what had happened, He withdrew by boat privately to 
a solitary place” somewhere on the side of the lake of Galilee.  Tragedy… 
sorrow… turmoil. 
 
Can you imagine the stress Jesus was experiencing in this moment?  Can you 
imagine how desperately He needed some time by Himself to think? 
 
But He wouldn’t get it.  Look at how verse 13 ends. 
 
[Read Mathew 14:13b-14] 
 
Jesus has done everything He can to get away, and He has been thwarted.  And 
the result is one of the most central miracle stories in the Bible.  In fact, aside 
from Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, this is the only miracle story that all four 
Gospel writers record.   
 
A crowd of anywhere between five and twenty thousand people had figured out 
where Jesus was headed and carried their sick and diseased family members 
and friends around the lake by foot to meet Him there.   
 
And so even though they were imposing on His desire for privacy Jesus saw their 
need, taught them about the kingdom, healed their sick and capped this off with a 
miraculous feast where everyone ate their fill and there were 12 baskets full of 
leftovers for His disciples. 
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Triumph… success… thanksgiving.  And yet there is stress here as well.  In spite 
of how positive an event this was it did not lead to exactly what Jesus wanted.  In 
John’s account of the feeding he tells us that after the crowd had eaten they 
wanted to make Jesus king.  They wanted to force Him to become their military 
commander.3  And who can blame them, with a man capable of feeding 
thousands and healing the wounded leading them the Romans wouldn’t stand a 
chance.   
 
But this was not the kind of king Jesus wanted to be.  And so He again did 
something no one saw coming.  Skip down to verse 22. 
 
[Read Matthew 14:22-23] 
 
Jesus does something few others would ever consider, Jesus shut the event 
down and He went off by Himself to pray.   
 
Now think about it, Jesus had come to save the world, but instead of building on 
His momentum and seizing the moment of His greatest popularity Jesus said 
goodbye and went off to meet with God. 
 
Tell me if this is your experience.  In my experience when we gather for ministry 
we pray before the service, or even during the service.  But speaking from 
experience, when things have gone well we are usually caught up in the hype 
and rarely get by ourselves to pray afterward.  But not Jesus.  No matter what 
kind of feast has occurred, whether a feast of tragedy or triumph Jesus has only 
one place He goes, alone to His Father.   
… 
Now last week we started a new series called “Celebration of Discipline.”  We 
began with the challenge the Apostle Paul gave his young protégé in 1st Timothy 
where he said:  

“train yourself to be godly.” (1 Timothy 4:7) 
 
And Paul’s point was that for faith to be legitimate Timothy and you and I must 
work, must labour, must train ourselves to grow the godliness Christ has given us 
the potential to bear.  Now what does this mean? 
 
Well first we must affirm what we saw over and over again throughout the 
Sermon on the Mount Series: Grace starts with God and comes down 
undeserved to us, but when grace hits a person it changes them and bubbles 
over into their horizontal relationships.  And then what happens on the horizontal 
becomes the evidence of what has happened on the vertical.  If we look like 
Jesus to our neighbours it is because Jesus has re-created us in His image.  But 
if we don’t look godly it is because God is not at work within us. 
 

                                            
3
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The clincher in all of this is that what happens on the horizontal is up to us.  Paul 
told the Philippian church: 

Dear friends, you always followed my instructions when I was with you. 
And now that I am away, it is even more important. Work hard to show the 
results of your salvation, obeying God with deep reverence and fear. 
(Philippians 2:12 NLT)  

 
And so the “Celebration of Discipline” series that we have just begun is aimed at 
giving us an understanding of how to make sure your salvation is generating the 
required results.  How to make sure that you are actually becoming more and 
more godly like your Creator designed you to be. 
  
Now as we saw last week godliness doesn’t happen just because you have been 
a Christian a long time or because you have good Christian friends or because 
you attend church regularly.   
 
The growing of godliness or “God-likeness” in our lives requires that we train 
ourselves. 
 

So last week we looked at spending time in God’s word.  And the 
challenge was to set time aside every day to get into the Bible.  Friends 
God is speaking and when we open His word His speaking touches our 
lives.   

 
The exciting thing for me is that more than a dozen people have told me 
that they have joined me in this challenge and I am certain there are 
others.  If you are on the program this last week you read the entire 
Gospel of Matthew.  Sure there is a sacrifice involved; it takes effort to get 
into your Bible.  At least two of the reading days this week were pretty 
long.  But the reward is great.  As Richard Foster said “Joy is the keynote 
of all the disciplines.”4  Discipline leads to joy. 
 
And so our church is positioning itself to hear Jesus speak and encounter 
joy.  Does that sound exciting to you?    

 
If you still would like to get in on the 60 day New Testament Reading 
challenge you can pick a reading plan up in the foyer after the service.   
 
Turn to the person beside you and say “can you remind me to pick that 
up?” – I had to try ;) 

… 
Today our focus is on meditation and prayer, which along with Scripture reading 
make up the foundation for training ourselves to be godly.   
 

                                            
4
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And this is the empowering example Jesus gives us in this story.  We see that in 
feasts of triumph or tragedy godly men and women embrace quietness, 
and establish the priority of prayer.  Let’s start by looking at embracing 
quietness. 
… 
Let me ask you, where do you find yourself on the spectrum of feasts today?  Are 
you surrounded by triumph and success or perhaps tragedy and disappointment?  
Probably you are somewhere in the middle.  Wherever you find yourself today 
the real question is how are you coping with the situation you are in? 
  
You see when it comes to our spiritual lives basically there are two ways that 
people react to life, they either medicate or they meditate. 
 
What do I mean?  Well if you are prone to medicating there are a number of 
different ways that you might do this.  Some people of course run to drugs and 
alcohol, usually society looks down on those forms of medication.  We say “he or 
she really has a problem.”  But there are socially acceptable ways to medicate as 
well.  Some people dive into food and medicate with ice cream.  Others escape 
into television or movies or books.  Probably the most socially acceptable self-
medication strategy is work. 
 
But each of these strategies is really a running away from rather than a dealing 
with life.  It is hoping that by shoving turmoil under the carpet it will go away, it is 
buying into the lie that time heals.  Friends, time does not heal anything.  Yes, 
time numbs pain.  Yes, time causes forgetfulness, but time doesn’t heal.  Jesus 
heals. 
 
And so the way godly men and women deal with life not by medicating, but by 
meditating.  And this is what Jesus prescribes.  
 
In the midst of feasts of triumph and the temptation to give in and become king, 
as well as tragedy of death Jesus did not seek to burry His pain, He seeks to be 
alone with God. 
 
Ask yourself, when I’m stressed by triumph or tragedy what’s my “go to”?  Do I 
medicate or do I meditate? 
… 
So what is it that meditation gives the godly man or woman? 
 
In a nutshell, to be alone and quiet is to put yourself in a place where you can 
hear God speak.   And hearing God results in joy. 
 
Alternatively the inability to hear the voice of God is one of the greatest fears 
Christians face.  Probably the most common question I get asked as a pastor is 
“How do I know what God wants me to do?”  This is something God is speaking 
to our church right now.  Without coordinating with each other both Alexis and 
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Spencer preached on this within the last two months - so I figured I’d better get 
with the program and address it too. 
  
The reality is that God is still speaking to His children.  Prior to the Fall God met 
with Adam and Eve in the Garden and talked with them.  We were created to 
commune with our Creator.  And it is us who broke this communication not Him. 
 
God still speaks but we have grown hard of hearing.  As I was resurching this I 
came across a word that describes the fear many North Americans have of being 
alone or in the quiet, the word is “monophobia.”   
 
And I came across some doctor recommended self-medication strategies.  The 
doctor said “Getting involved in an absorbing activity helps to pass the time. 
Read a book, surf the web, or get lost in a movie. Carrying a smart phone, tablet 
or notebook computer gives you something to focus on…”5 
 
The recommendation was bring noise into your life to help you forget that you are 
alone.  And this is really the way that our modern culture medicates.  We leave 
radios or TV’s running when we are home alone.  We play music in our cars.  We 
carry iPods in our pockets or surround ourselves with social media all to hide 
from the quiet. 
 
But giving in to the noise of life has masked the voice of God from every 
generation that has existed.  Even in their perfection God came to Adam and Eve 
in the cool of the day, in the evening or the morning when things were still. 
 
The principle here is not that God speaks in the quiet, but that we only have the 
ability to hear in the quiet. 
 

If you have ever been to the ocean and walked along the beach you have 
probably had this experience.  You will be walking one direction and not 
even notice the wind – it seems perfectly calm.  But then you turn around 
to start walking the other direction and all of a sudden you can feel surf on 
your face and hear the wind whistling in your ears. 

 
If you turn this way it’s gone, but if you turn back there it is again.  Have 
you experienced that?  Of course you have.  Now depending on how 
young you were when you first experienced this you might have thought 
the wind was somehow responding to you and some untapped power you 
had – I can turn the wind on and off simply by turning around – but really 
all that is happening is that we become aware of something when we turn 
towards it. 
 
And that is exactly the same with God.  Training ourselves to be godly 
then is about orienting ourselves to face God and preparing ourselves to 
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hear from Him.  The reality is God is speaking but the default for us is to 
turn our back on Him and towards distraction.  

 
And that is why godly men and women embrace the quiet and meditate.   
 
Now very briefly how does meditation work?  Eastern meditation teaches the 
emptying of your mind, but Christian meditation focuses on filling our mind with 
Christ.  It is the practice of intentionally setting aside time and space to separate 
yourself from distraction and look at Jesus. 
 
If you have never done this or it has been a long time I recommend starting really 
small with 30 seconds or a minute.  Find a quiet place where you are 
comfortable.  Preferably close to nature.  Put yourself in a posture you can hold 
for at least a minute and draw to your mind one image of Christ. 
 
You can focus on Christ as provider or Creator or sustainer.  Or you can focus on 
a story or an image.   
 

One of my personal favorites comes in the form of a picture titled 
“Forgiven” by Thomas Blackshear.  I received a print of this picture from a 
friend when I graduated high school and it has been meaningful to me 
ever since.  Here I see the power of the resurrected Jesus, able to save 
those who cannot save themselves.  I also see myself, powerless and yet 
so often using the strength I do have to hold on to the weapons my Lord 
suffered.  On my face is a mixture or guilt and pain but Jesus’ embrace is 
full of grace and forgiveness.  It’s a powerful picture for me. 

 
Now you can meditate any time of the day but I find that the best time for me is in 
the cool of the day, when it is quiet and when I am about to spend time in the 
Word.   
 
It isn’t exactly the cool of the day, but as we are in the midst of the Word now 
let’s take 15 seconds.  Close your eyes and draw one thought of Christ to mind. 
… 
It’s hard to hold one thought even for a short time isn’t it?  It takes work.  It takes 
training. 
 
So I encourage you, when you come to read Scripture tomorrow or this evening 
before you start follow Christ’s example and give yourself to a period of silent 
meditation even if it is just 30 seconds or a minute.  Turn your face towards 
Jesus with anticipation that you will learn to hear Him speak.   
 
In feasts of triumph and trouble godly men and women embrace the quite.   
 
But men and women who have trained themselves to be godly have also 
established the priority of prayer. 
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It is a busy and stressful time to be alive.  By a show of hands how many 
of you are busy?  Did you know that today 40% of employees report that 
their jobs are either very stressful or extremely stressful?  75% believe 
that workers have more on the job stress than a generation ago and 42% 
say their co-workers need help managing stress?  Of most concern to me 
is the close connection between stress and hair loss!6  Some of you no 
longer have that concern. 

 
Truly we live in a time when people are busy.  But notice again what is 
happening in our text today. 
 
In verse 13 and 14 Jesus goes from hearing His cousin had been murdered to 
healing and feeding a crowd with no time for Himself in between.  And then the 
account ends with verse 22 telling us “Immediately” Jesus made His disciples get 
into the boat. 
 
The idea is that as soon as Jesus’ work with the crowds was finished He moved 
on to the next thing.  In fact the word “immediately” is characteristic of Jesus’ 
entire ministry appearing 73 times the Gospels.  Listen to the way Mark pictures 
an average day in the life of Jesus: 

As [Jesus] was going along by the Sea of Galilee, He saw Simon and 

Andrew… casting a net in the sea; for they were fishermen.  And Jesus 

said to them, “Follow Me”…  Immediately they left their nets and followed 

Him. Going on a little farther, He saw James the son of Zebedee, and 

John his brother….  Immediately He called them… 

They went into Capernaum; and immediately on the Sabbath He entered 

the synagogue and began to teach…. Immediately the news about Him 

spread everywhere into all the surrounding district of Galilee. 

And immediately after they came out of the synagogue, they came into 

the house of Simon and Andrew… Now Simon’s mother-in-law was lying 

sick with a fever; and immediately they spoke to Jesus about her. And He 

came to her and raised her up… When evening came… 

they began bringing to Him all who were ill and those who were demon-

possessed.  And the whole city had gathered at the door.  And He healed 

many (Mark 1:10-34 NASB) 
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You can take a breath now, that’s just 24 verses in chapter one.  Jesus was a 
busy guy.  But right after this string of events in Mark 1 we read: 

In the early morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, 

left the house, and went away to a secluded place, and was 
praying there. (Mark 1:35) 

 
And it is the same picture we get in our text today.  In verse 22 Jesus 
immediately sends the disciples on to their next adventure, dismisses the crowd 
and gets alone with His Father.   
 
If you continually find a lack of time for pursuing Christ the reality is that 
busyness is not what is keeping you from the Spiritual Disciplines.  You are not 
busier than Jesus I don’t care if you are the Prime Minister - Jesus had a world to 
save, a movement to start and disciples to train up in just three years.  The reality 
is none of us lack the time to pursue the spiritual disciplines, we just haven’t 
made it a priority. 
 
Jesus created time to be alone with God and His example empowers us to do the 
same.  Friends, if you are a Christian, because of what Jesus did for you, you 
have the ability to create time to be alone with God.  And godly men and women 
train themselves to take this opportunity.   
 
In feasts of triumph or tragedy godly men and women embrace quietness 
and establish the priority of prayer.   
 
So, what feasts do you find yourself invited to today?  You are not the only one to 
experience the stress of life, all of us are surrounded by triumphs and tragedies 
that seek to take our attention from the one thing the legitimacy of our faith is 
dependant on. 
 
The challenge then that our text leaves us with today is to position your face to 
hear God speak by adding meditation and prayer to your Bible reading.  It will not 
be easy, but if you are going to image your Creator you must train yourself to be 
godly. 
 


