Mark 6:30-56

Mark begins his gospel with this statement: “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God (1:1).” As Jesus proclaimed the good news of God, “The time has come, the kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” Jesus began his ministry by calling his disciples, saying to them, “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Ever since this, Jesus drove out evil spirits, healed the sick, and raised Jairus’ daughter to life. However, when he visited his hometown, he was rejected and humiliated by the people in the town. He said, “Only in his hometown, among his relatives and in his own house is a prophet without honor.” When the disciples had witnessed all this, Jesus sent out the Twelve two by two and gave them authority over evil spirits. So the Twelve went out, preached, drove out many demons and healed many sick people. It was when they came back from this tiring but exciting journey that they encountered countless people coming to Jesus in their desperate need. Such a headache for the disciples. And yet, through this event Jesus was creating fishers of men, as he told his disciples when he first called them. I pray that this passage may create Jesus’ disciples who recognize the voice of Jesus who is the Good Shepherd and the Lord, and participate in the holy and beautiful work of God as stewards of love and compassion. 

After their mission trip, the apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to him what they had done and taught. In their journeys, they learned that Jesus’ name had power even to drive out demons. They also learned that Jesus was with them even when they were physically separate from him. As they drove out demons by Jesus’ authority, they found their identity in Jesus. Because of the undeniable miraculous signs, they were excited when they were back from the journey. At the same time, however, they were physically exhausted. With the joy of completion of their journey and satisfaction therein, they were now ready to take a break. They hadn’t even had a chance to eat. Jesus said to them, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.” Jesus wanted them to be by themselves with him so that they could rest in a quiet place. Jesus loved them and wanted to give them a sweet rest after their journey. V. 32 says, “So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place.” When Jesus took them to a solitary place to give them rest and to be with them, they were very happy. They would eat, rest, sleep, and talk about the exciting moments when they could actually drive out demons in their mission trip. However, there was a problem. There was a huge crowd waiting for Jesus’ help. V. 22 says, “But many who saw them leaving recognized them and ran on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them.” The disciples were already tired. But there is nothing more tiring than being surrounded by people who want to be taken care of, especially when it is ten thousand of them. They were big babies with all the big problems of the world; they were sick, poor, hungry, and demon-possessed. They were in desperate need; that was why they were there. They were selfish crowd. They didn’t care if Jesus’ disciples were just back from an exhausting trip or not. They didn’t care if they were actually trying to rest, spending time by themselves, enjoying their intimate fellowship. They needed Jesus because they were thirsty. They people ran on foot from all the towns to get to the place Jesus and his disciples were heading to ahead of them. The most urgent matter for them was only their own problems. Then what was the most urgent matter for the disciples? They wanted a break. They were not so different from the crowd in that their concern was their own need. They thought the crowd lacked the manner, which was true. One shouldn’t act that way in this society. One shouldn’t do anything that would bother others. But as for Jesus, he had a different issue in mind. What was the urgent matter for Jesus at that moment? V. 34 says, “When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things.” When Jesus saw them, he had compassion on them. They didn’t care about Jesus but Jesus cared about them. They didn’t care about what Jesus would need but Jesus cared about what they needed. Why? He did so because he was the One who could do so, the One who was their Owner. To Jesus, they were like sheep without a shepherd. When the crowd and the disciples were stuck with themselves, Jesus saw the reality that they needed the Shepherd. He did so because he was the Shepherd. We don’t know how he taught so many people. He didn’t even have a microphone. He must have had to shout loudly so that all the people there could hear him. But he best knew that what they needed was his word. They were there for their own needs, without knowing what it was that they really needed. Some might have gone back because they didn’t think Jesus’ teaching was what they needed. The rest of them, however, were glad to listen to Jesus. They remained listening to Jesus till it was late in the day. Jesus’ word was so sweet and encouraging. They didn’t understand everything he said, but his word was like fresh water for the thirsty. So they listened to Jesus without even noticing that it was late. They forgot they were supposed to go back home. Even if they knew it was late, they didn’t want to go home; they wanted to be with Jesus. 

We all know what it is like to be sheep without a shepherd. The picture of that kind of life comes to me very clearly especially when I look back how I was only five years ago. I was among the large crowd, who desperately needed Jesus. But I didn’t know what I needed. The only thing I knew was that I was not well. I didn’t know where I was but Jesus knew. When I pursued everything but his word, what came to me was the teaching of the Bible. Soon after I started Bible study, Msn. Hannah gave me John 8:31-32: “To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” I learn that the basis of our mission for college students is God’s saving grace. The crowd and the disciples were the same in that they both needed Jesus. But what Jesus was inviting them to was more than just healing from illness. It was to be united with him, as we will learn from what Jesus told his disciples to do in the next verses. It was the complete salvation. 

Let’s look vs. 35-36. “By this time it was late in the day, so his disciples came to him. “This is a remote place,” they said, “and it’s already very late. Send the people away so they can go to the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.” The disciples were realistic. To them, it was already crazy enough to give up their golden rest after the exhausting mission trip, which they had had to go through without money and food. Now it was really time for them to wrap things up so that they could eventually get some sleep. On top of everything, they were upset because they were still starving! But they were not totally irresponsible. They did consider the crowd’s hunger and safety within the range they could afford. They didn’t want to cause any trouble. So they even thought of the option for the people to go to the near countryside and villages to get something for themselves, if it was too late for them to go home. They suggested this idea to Jesus because they thought it was the best option. However, as it had always been, Jesus said something they didn’t expect. V. 37 says, “But he answered, “You give them something to eat.” They said to him, “That would take eight months of a man’s wages! Are we to go and spend that much on bread and give it to them to eat?”” In Jesus’ words, the word “You” is emphasized. Jesus was saying that it was their responsibility to take care of the nagging people, who wanted to stay with them no matter how tired they were. ‘We give them something to eat?’ Jesus’ words came to them as a shock. They had nothing to eat. The best idea they could come up to was to get money and buy food for the people, which still was not realistic in their minds because the people were so many. Obviously they couldn’t make enough money to feed all of them all at once, which they thought was eight months of a man’s wages. Jesus didn’t explain how they could give them something to eat; he just commanded, “You give them something to eat.” Jesus wasn’t demanding his tired disciples to do something impossible. From all the miraculous signs and even from the experiences of being able to drive out demons in the mission trip, the disciples should have known that Jesus wasn’t speaking empty words when he said to them, “You give them something to eat.” One can say that it was their lack of faith, too. But they were so exhausted and hungry they didn’t have room to think about anything other than themselves. Jesus patiently taught his disciples, just as patiently as he had just taught the crowd. How did he help his disciples? V. 38 says, “ “How many loaves do you have?” he asked. “Go and see.” When they found out, they said, “Five – and two fish.” We don’t know how long and hard the disciples had to search for food, but they obeyed Jesus’ words, “Go and see.” That was the beginning of their growth in this situation. When Jesus told them to find out what food they had, it sounded as strange as the words, “You give them something to eat,” because that meant they were to ask the needy people, whom they were supposed to feed, to see if they had some food. When they did find some food – five loaves and two fish – they wished they hadn’t found anything. What on earth were they going to do with that? But the next moment, Jesus told them to have all the people sit down in groups on the green grass. Vs. 40-41 say, “So they sat down in groups of hundreds and fifties. Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to heaven, he gave them to his disciples to set before the people. He also divided the two fish among them all.” And what happened? Vs. 42-44: “They all ate and were satisfied, and the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces of bread and fish. The number of the men who had eaten was five thousand.” Mark didn’t have to write how the food increased by itself, like magic, to feed such a big crowd, because that was what happened. Jesus’ disciples just “set” the loaves before the people and Jesus “divided” the two fish among them all. The result was that all the people there ate and were satisfied, the five thousand, counting just the men. They even had huge leftover, twelve basketfuls of broken pieces of bread and fish. One important thing we learn here is that whether or not they were willing from the beginning, the disciples did give the people something to eat, as Jesus had told them to. To them who liked to ask questions before acting, Jesus patiently taught to be stewards and servants of God step by step. 

In this famous occasion, Jesus was standing there in the midst. But it was done through Jesus’ disciples’ involvement; this was how Jesus worked. Jesus had to bear with their lack of faith in order to get them involved in this matter. But Jesus treated them as his coworkers, who shared the same mission, the mission to feed the lost sheep. They had just come back from their mission trip. Now it was the perfect time for them to review what the trip had been about. The strong resistance was that they were extremely tired and hungry; more than that, they were totally out of food. But they were with Jesus, who was the source of the life and the Good Shepherd. When they thought they lacked food, they were with the one who provides them with food. They had experienced the power of the name Jesus when they drove out demons on their journey. Now they needed to learn what the power was about. It was the love of God the Creator, who knows our need. It was Jesus himself, who was with them. It was the Lord’s compassion and power to provide. The disciples were thinking about helping the crowd to take care of themselves, but Jesus chose to take care of them and fed them himself, because he was their Shepherd; he was in charge of their situation. 

Teaching the Bible is like following Jesus’ command, “You give them something to eat.” The more I study with Yunmi, the more challenging I find it is to take care of one person. I also find myself not quite sufficient as a Bible teacher. Sometimes it is risky and costly to help someone to come to Jesus only. In the feeding of the five thousand, the disciples were deeply involved; they were the host. But it was Jesus who “took” the five loaves and the two fish, “gave thanks to God,” “broke” the loves, “gave” them to the disciples to set before the crowd, “divided” the fish among them all. Jesus did all those and the disciples were only with him. I learn that it is Jesus who gives me food for me to set before the crowd, before the Bible students. I am often tired and exhausted. I have no food in myself. But I have Jesus, who is the source of the everlasting food. I have the One who is the Shepherd of love, the limitless source of life. That is why the words, “You give them something to eat,” are beautiful. That is the Lord’s voice, “I am with you.” This was a better gift than a sweet rest. This beauty of the Lord would be clearly testified on the Cross, where he fully gave himself for the reconciliation of the world to God the Creator.

After this, Jesus immediately sent his disciples to Bethsaida on the boat, while he dismissed the crowd. He still didn’t give his disciples a rest because, when they had crossed the lake, they would have to face another crowd who needed Jesus. But, no matter what his intention of sending his disciples ahead of him on the boat was, one thing is clear: After he sent them ahead of him, he went up a mountainside to pray. We remember that in the first part of the passage, Jesus gave thanks to God when he was feeding the five thousand. One thing Jesus was consistently doing in his ministry, wherever he was, was pray. Jesus always acknowledged God and was aware of the presence of the Father in heaven. Jesus’ love toward his disciples and even toward the burdensome crowds couldn’t be separate from his recognition of God and him being united with the Father. Jesus’ love was the Godly kind. Jesus didn’t go with his disciples right away despite the bad whether on the lake, because he had to pray. I learn that whatever I do and whomever I may help, I must come to God in prayer first. The focus of my Christian life must be the worship of God, who is sovereign, and the love of Jesus Christ.

Look at vs. 47-48a. “When evening came, the boat was in the middle of the lake, and he was alone on land. He saw the disciples straining at the oars, because the wind was against them.” From this information we can see that the place Jesus was praying was close enough for him to be able to see his disciples straining at the oars because of the weather. Did he not care about them? It seems like this wind was not as bad as the storm in chapter 4. However, their evident fear in the next verses reveals that the wind was quite threatening. Vs. 48b-50a say, “About the fourth watch of the night he went out to them, walking on the lake. He was about to pass by them, but when they saw him walking on the lake, they thought he was a ghost. They cried out, because they all saw him and were terrified.” We are not informed how long Jesus waited before he walked to his disciples on the water. But Mark’s point is that Jesus saw them struggling in the dangerous situation and came to them. They were like sheep without a shepherd, just like the crowd he had just fed. Jesus’ walking on the water was just a fact, something that would be more than possible for the one who can feed five thousand men out of five loaves and two fish, had they only remembered. Nevertheless, the disciples again didn’t have room to remember that. When they saw Jesus approaching to them, walking on the lake, the disciples panicked in the fear that something unusual was happening. They were scared because they were witnessing something that could not happen. In other words, they didn’t want the world to change. They wanted to stay where they were. When that order was disrupted by Jesus the man walking on the lake, they were terrified. Look at vs. 50b-52: “Immediately he spoke to them and said, “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” Then he climbed into the boat with them, and the wind died down. They were completely amazed, for they had not understood about the loaves; their hearts were hardened.” If somebody I want to help thinks that I am something that I am not really, especially if it is something like a ghost, I would be offended. But what did Jesus do to such dumb disciples? He immediately spoke to them. It was not a group of weak people who couldn’t even recognize their Master that Jesus was seeing in the picture. He had compassion on the disciples, who were so helpless before the power of fear. The fear even blinded them to the point that they didn’t recognize the one who had called them and been with them ever since. In such a situation Jesus didn’t beg for their recognition. Instead, he encouraged them, driving out the fear dominating in their hearts. He said to them, “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” Then he climbed into the boat where they were, and the wind died down. The disciples’ reaction was amazement. Surprisingly, Mark says that it was because their hearts were hardened. Despite what they had just gone through with the five loaves and two fish, they hadn’t understood and couldn’t believe Jesus. However, Jesus talked to them as if they knew Jesus so well. In his words, “It is I,” he meant his absolute trust toward them just like when he said to them, “You give them something to eat.” It is easy to blame the weakness of the disciples. However, we should remember that the gospel is about Jesus Christ the Son of God, as Mark himself proclaims at the beginning of his gospel. What the disciples should have understood was nothing complicated but the loaves. Nevertheless, understanding bread is not that easy, as I find in myself everyday when my emotion changes so easily depending on my surrounding situations, despite even what has happened to me for last five years, which is no less miraculous than the sign of the five loaves and two fish. For example, a couple of months ago, my friend Yunmi volunteered to study the Bible with me even though I never asked her. God’s word works in her like a wonder, and I learned that God’s word has power and life. This is more than enough sign given to me, just like how things were to Jesus’ disciples. No wonder Jesus said to his disciples, “It is I,” in such an intimate nuance. This was Jesus’ love for his disciples, which was more than pity or sympathy. Jesus even bore their hardened hearts because, as he was with them, he took care of their burdens. His ultimate destination was the Cross for the revelation of God who is with us, bearing the burden of sin. It is truly the Lord who has fully revealed himself to us, not only in the signs I consider as something special but also in everything I see, even the breaths that I breathe. Jesus is truly the Good Shepherd who has brought reconciliation to the Creator to us who are spiritually blind. Thank God for the incomprehensible beauty of the love of the Lord Jesus, who speaks to us, “It is I.” Thank God for this truth that drives out all the fear, the truth that I can never get out of even if I want to. I pray that I may be awakened to this truth each moment and be captured by the gospel of Jesus, who invites us to himself.

Look at vs. 53-56: “When they had crossed over, they landed at Gennesaret and anchored there. As soon as they got out of the boat, people recognized Jesus. They ran throughout that whole region and carried the sick on mats to wherever they heard he was. And wherever he went – into villages, towns or countryside – they placed the sick in the marketplaces. They begged him to let them touch even the edge of his cloak, and all who touched him were healed.” Even before they recovered from the shock of seeing Jesus walking on the lake, the disciples had to greet another crowd. The people followed Jesus everywhere, desperate for healing. They recognized Jesus and knew he had power to heal them. It seems like Jesus’ popularity was quite enormous. However, for some reason, these verses don’t sound very positive. The people stalked Jesus because they wanted themselves and their friends to be healed. But Mark doesn’t leave any particular record of anyone who recognized Jesus as the Lord and came to worship him. Not many people thought that Jesus was more than a special doctor. They only wanted to be served by him. And yet, Jesus still healed everyone who came to him. Even those who touched the edge of his cloak were healed, because Jesus welcomed everyone who came to him to be healed; Jesus had compassion on them, because he was the Good Shepherd. 

Heavenly Father, thank you for Jesus, the Good Shepherd, who gave his life for the reconciliation of the world to the Creator. Thank you that Jesus invites and welcomes us to him, revealing the truth of the power of your love. Help us to personally hear Jesus’ voice, “You give them something to eat,” and “It is I,” and be united with him in the holy work of the salvation, giving something to eat to UC, Xavier, and Miami students who are like sheep without a shepherd. In Jesus’ name, amen. 
