THE COMPASSION OF JESUS

Mark 8 1-21

Key Verse: 8:2 

“I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days and have nothing to eat.”

In the last passage, Jesus declared that nothing outside a man can make him ‘unclean’ by going into him, but it is what comes out of a man that makes him ‘unclean.’ He exposed the reality that from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil things, making a man unclean. He also healed the demon-possessed daughter of a Syrophoenician woman. When Jesus refused to heal her daughter, calling her “a dog,” she said to Jesus, “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” Then Jesus said to her, “For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter.” Jesus also healed a deaf and mute man by a very personal way; he said to the deaf and mute man who could not hear at all, “Be opened!” And the man was completely healed. One thing that we can notice is that while all these things were happening, Jesus always made sure that the disciples were with him. As he took them everywhere, they participated Jesus’ ministry, sometimes as stewards, sometimes as mere witnesses, and sometimes causing trouble for Jesus. But Jesus took them everywhere, no matter what, because they were his own. As we can easily find by paying a little bit of attention, Jesus’ ministry was discipleship ministry. While he healed and fed those who needed him, Jesus’ consistent focus was on raising his disciples. Today’s passage shows the peculiar way that Jesus built up the disciples, which gives us a glimpse of the salvation he has brought to the ignorant and sinful world. In his gospel John said, “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it (John 1:5).” May the beauty of the Lord Jesus revealed in the passage open our hearts to him that we may accept him and be saved by his beautiful and powerful grace. 

It was during those days that Jesus fed another large crowd. Jesus had just fed the five thousand with five loaves and two fish, because Jesus saw that the people were like sheep without a shepherd. Also, he had healed the Syrophoenician woman’s daughter and a deaf and mute man. Jesus and his disciples had no rest, although Jesus hoped to give his disciples a rest. However, Jesus knew that his being with them and teaching them was the true rest for them. It was Jesus’ blessing and gift for his beloved disciples. When they encountered yet another large crowd, Jesus said to his disciples, “I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days and have nothing to eat. If I send them home hungry, they will collapse on the way, because some of them have come a long distance.” Again, the disciples were the ones Jesus shared his thoughts with in such detail. Apparently the disciples didn’t always fully understand Jesus’ mind. And yet, to Jesus, they were the best friends and coworkers, the real participants of the work of God, for which he had come. What was the work of God Jesus was doing and was involving his disciples as if they had been there for this work? Jesus had compassion for the crowd who were in physical need. They had been with Jesus for three days and had nothing to eat. Reminded of the occasion that Jesus fed the five thousand because they were like sheep without a shepherd, it is easy to figure out that in this occasion of feeding the four thousand, Jesus was the Shepherd for the people, no matter what condition they were in. If the five thousand lacked the shepherd, the four thousand, who had been with Jesus for three days, lacked food, which didn’t matter when they actually had the Shepherd. This was the beauty of the Lord being with us in any situation. They were hungry, but, as far as they knew the one who loved them and would feed them was with them, they were ok. This is how the gospel is different from other business; the gospel of Jesus is about and of love, the love that is indeed powerful and fully satisfying, because Lord Jesus is the reward for those who seek him. Jesus is Lord, and this is the joy of knowing the gospel truth, as today’s passage testifies. 

This picture is even more beautiful because of the disciples, who, besides the crowd, were Jesus’ own. They answered to Jesus, “But where in this remote place can anyone get enough bread to feed them?” What comes to our mind first is how forgetful they were. Hadn’t they just experienced the famous five-loaves-and-two-fish event? Wouldn’t it have been enough for them to realize that nothing was impossible for Jesus? Nevertheless, despite their evidently limited sight and even poor memory, they at least shared Jesus’ compassion for the crowd. If they didn’t even consider the idea of feeding such a large crowd quite valuable in chapter 6, now they shared Jesus’ compassion that the crowd needed to be fed. This was, in fact, astonishing growth, because now they were beginning to learn to love. Despite their ignorance, they were somehow participating Jesus’ love upon the crowd, which was part of the salvation work. Though ignorant as they were, they were actually communicating with Jesus about how to feed the crowd, how to show them love. And this was Jesus’ surprising and yet natural answer – the best answer – for them: “How many loaves do you have?” Instead of rebuking them for their stupidity, lack of faith, or even bad memory, Jesus simply asked them how many loaves they had. In other words, Jesus was totally with them, that is, on their level. Jesus knew that they were supposed to remember what had just happened with the five thousand in chapter 6. He knew their weakness and, in a sense, bore with their weakness, and treated them as if he was equal to them. Jesus’ concern was to build them up as workers of God. Jesus and his disciples were in the midst of the salvation work, whether or not the disciples knew or were willing. This is also clear from the fact that Jesus gave thanks both when he broke the loaves and when he broke the fish. The disciples were with Jesus, and Jesus was with the Father; the disciples were with God. They were participating in Jesus’ work and were with him who never ceased to give thanks. This was the beautiful picture of the reconciliation that Mark describes. It was the disciples’ salvation. 

To sum up this event, Jesus saw the hungry crowd and fed them. But the essence of this story is the picture that Jesus was the Shepherd and the crowd his sheep, with the disciples being little shepherds, that is, the assistant shepherds, and also Jesus’ sheep at the same time. This is such beautiful illustration of God’s beautiful and powerful love that saves life. 

Mark ends this story with the information that the disciples picked up seven basketfuls of leftover and that there were four thousand men present. Was it significant that they didn’t waste the food and the number of the baskets for the leftover was seven? As we will find out later in vs. 14-21, Jesus wanted this scene and number to be imprinted in his disciples’ hearts so that they might “remember.” Mark does not say why Jesus bothered to have his disciples gather the huge amount of leftover when they were tired from serving more than four thousand people, which must have been exhausting, besides the reason not to waste the food. However, we can guess that Jesus wanted them to complete the work. Although their bodies must have been tired, they must have learned to be stewards of God’s work and be fully in charge till the end. Whether or not they were grumpy about having to be busybodies all the time, it was also Jesus’ gift for them. Jesus had initiated the salvation work and would complete his mission as the Messiah at the cross to the point of death, so that his glory might shine and the salvation might be brought to the world in full measure. Jesus invited the disciples to be partners of his work, his friends who would lay down their lives for him as he did for them. May the Lord help me to finish the work he has entrusted me, not giving up because of many physical and spiritual obstacles. May I be one of those who gather the leftover food to complete the work of the Lord. 

Jesus sent away the four thousand and left with his disciples on the boat to the region of Dalmanutha.  It was then that the Pharisees came and began to question Jesus to test him. How blunt they were. They had heard about Jesus’ fame, which bothered them to the point that they came to meet Jesus. They even refused to ignore him; they hated Jesus and wanted to murder him because of the very miraculous sign they were demanding Jesus to perform. It is pretty obvious that they had heard of the many miraculous signs Jesus had been showing around that area. And yet the very act of asking Jesus to show them a miraculous sign from heaven was their utter despise and hatred toward Jesus. This was the reaction of the world when Jesus revealed himself to the world for its salvation. They knew Jesus from the obvious signs, but they rejected him. Although their request was not even worth being answered, Jesus didn’t ignore them. V. 12 says, “He sighed deeply and said, “Why does this generation ask for a miraculous sign? I tell you the truth, no sign will be given to it.”” This Jesus’ answer sounds rather strange, because he actually had given miraculous signs to people, such as healing the demon-possessed and feeding multitude of people with a very small amount of food. But Jesus meant that he was not going to sell his power to the sinful world for the cheap price of attention. His miraculous power had been displayed for the pure love, for the saving of life, to reveal the grace of God. To those who refused to believe, no sign would be given. To those who had eyes but failed to see, and ears but failed to hear, nothing would be seen or heard. And yet the truth was that the most undeniable sign had been given to the whole world, whether or not they were able to take it. The one who was talking to the Pharisees, who were demanding for a miraculous sign from heaven, was the Son of Man, who had come from heaven. If Jesus’ point had been to display how extraordinary he was, he would have performed spectacular magic instead of healing, serving, and feeding, the essence of which was love. The Pharisees didn’t get the point at all; their concern was to wipe out the history that God had ever come to the world as a man. But Jesus didn’t stop his work. He took even their burden and would take away their sin of deliberate ignorance. Their disturbance didn’t stop Jesus from doing his work. He will give them the sign of Jonah (Matt 16:4). He will be crucified by the hands of them, buried for three days and after three days will be raised by God. He will do that so that those who believe in him may not perish but be saved. They failed him but he did not fail them.  V. 13 says, “Then he left them, got back into the boat and crossed to the other side.” This was how Jesus dealt with them. He wouldn’t argue with them or yell at them but would keep heading to the cross. While he was going to the cross he would keep concentrating on building up his own, the disciples. 

When they were on the boat, the disciples realized that they had forgotten to bring bread, except for one loaf they had with them in the boat. It happened to be at that time that Jesus told them, “Be careful. Watch out for the yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod.” Then the disciples discussed with one another and said, “It is because we have no bread.” How funny it is that their concern was always bread. When they were feeding the five thousand, and when they were feeding the four thousand, their focus was bread. No wonder the only thing they could think of was bread, when Jesus said to them, “Watch out…” However, considering that it was right after the Pharisees had challenged Jesus to show a miraculous sign from heaven, we can see that Jesus cared about his disciples and wanted them not to be affected by the Pharisees’ unbelief even a bit. In light of Jesus’ warning we might learn that the truth of the Pharisees’ unbelief was due to their obsession for survival, the bread. The religious and theological argument was just a disguise of their unbelief in God who sustains their lives.  That was what Jesus meant by “the yeast.” 
We can also learn from Jesus’ use of the symbolism of yeast of the power of the impact of sin. When sin crept in their hearts, it wouldn’t be so obvious from the beginning. And yet they should watch out for the tiny bit of the root of sin so that they might not be wholly infected. Thinking about the viciousness of the sin Herod committed, amongst many others, that he beheaded John the Baptist, and about the fact that Herod actually respected John the Baptist before he killed him, listening to God’s word he spoke to him, we can see that Jesus’ concern for his disciples was quite serious and real. Enjoying God’s word without full commitment would rather bring disaster. The disciples’ situation of being with Jesus all the time could be their salvation and, at the same time, a dangerous trap, depending on their commitment and obedience. The yeast of the Pharisees was supposedly the refusal to accept God’s forgiveness and the stubbornness to remain in their self-righteousness. In other words, Jesus’ point was to protect them from sin, because he loved them as his own. 

In common sense it is hard to figure out how the disciples came up with the idea that it was because they had no bread that Jesus was talking about the yeast of the Pharisees and Herod. However, it is as simple as how I am spiritually blind dealing with the matter of sin. They didn’t just randomly say, “It is because we have no bread”; it was the conclusion after some discussion. This is the limit one faces when he tries to figure things out in his own perspective. When we do not know Jesus’ mind, we only come up with our own conclusion, misleading ourselves. When Jesus is talking about sin and the saving of life, we only get to talk about bread. For the past few weeks, as I was struggling with everyone but God, I only tried to figure out how to undo my mistakes and solve the problems. But through this passage Jesus speaks to me: “Watch out.” In other words, he tells me not to lose my sight and to lift up my eyes and look at Jesus. Indeed, it was not the bread the disciples needed; they needed Jesus’ protection from the evil. They needed the right relationship with God; they needed to turn to God. 

Look at vs. 17-21: “Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked them: “Why are you talking about having no bread? Do you still not see or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear? And don’t you remember? When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?” “Twelve,” they replied. “And when I broke the seven loaves for the four thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?” They answered, “Seven.” He said to them, “Do you still not understand?”” The questions Jesus was asking them were exactly their reality; they were talking about having no bread because they still neither saw nor understood; their hearts were hardened; they had eyes but failed to see, and ears but failed to hear; they didn’t remember the twelve basketfuls and the seven basketfuls of leftover after feeding the crowds. It was their reality. Nevertheless, Jesus asked the eight questions non-stop because this was such an urgent matter to him; their salvation was the urgent matter, so Jesus had to ask those questions like shelling bombs on them. What he wanted them to understand was simply the numbers of the basketfuls of the leftover. What would remembrance of the numbers do for them? What was Jesus talking about? When my one-to-one Bible student almost attacked me during our Bible study for whatever reason, I felt totally bankrupt. When she refused to respect me, I felt like I had no bread to feed her with, because I forgot the limitless riches of the blessing that had been given to me and I forgot the Source of the blessing, Jesus who has been, is, and will be with me. 

When we see the reality that we do not have bread, we should listen to Jesus. Then he will teach us that the concern is not bread but our salvation. He enables us to become free from being fooled by the fear of having no bread and become free in the Lord, seeing that the Lord is with us to provide us all we need.  When I see the reality that I am starving, whether spiritually or physically, I should look up at Jesus, who has compassion for me because he is in charge of my life. Indeed, my life. Thank God for Jesus, who is with us, bearing with our weakness and, with perseverance and love, imprint the evident testimony of the living God who loves us, and who is Life. Thank God that this Jesus invites us to join his work and share in his compassion in his work, telling us, “I have compassion for these people…” May the Lord raise up UC students who remember Jesus’ simple question, “How many…?” and who are fully committed in the Lord’s beautiful and powerful work of salvation. May I dwell in Jesus’ love till the end. Amen.

