JESUS FEEDS FIVE THOUSAND

Mark 6:30-56

Key Verse: 6:34

“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.”


Jesus was beginning the task of raising disciples at the very time that he was being persecuted by his own hometown people, and around the time when John the Baptist was being beheaded by Herod. It is truly amazing, for to this day, the disciples showed no particular inclination toward even understanding what Jesus taught (4:11), much less comprehending who he was (6:52). Amazingly, this was in Jesus’ estimation—and Mark’s recollection—the perfect time for the disciples to be raised up as independent witnesses of the glory and power and majesty of the Lord Jesus. 
The times did not look favorable, and these young disciples do not seem ready, but to Jesus it was the perfect time. What can we learn here? What was it that Jesus saw that we fail to see? Some have been among us in the ministry only a short time, much like Jesus’ disciples, and among them, some have barely begun to study the Bible and walk in Jesus’ footsteps. How can such new disciples be witnesses of Jesus, the Son of God? At the same time, there are some who have been studying the Bible close to a quarter of a century. It would seem that those people are better equipped, especially for this ministry, which focuses on one to one Bible study. But this is not true; longevity in the ministry and knowledge of what the Scriptures say is no guarantee either, or Jesus would have sent out trained Pharisees and teachers of the law, not the Twelve.
In today’ passage we learn Jesus who, at the beginning of his disciple raising ministry, opened their eyes to his compassion for this world, and trained them to dwell in his compassion. Today we want to think about Jesus’ compassion as the source of life for us and for this world.

I.  You Give Them Something to Eat (30-44)

Verse 30 says, “The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to him all they had done and taught.” Here the Twelve are called apostles. As apostles, the Twelve had been sent on a specific mission, not only sent by Jesus, but also representing him as his delegates, and most importantly, empowered by him with his authority to drive out evil spirits. The word apostle is different than disciple in that, not only were they learning from the teacher, they now were representing the Lord himself in terms of what they preached and how they acted in every way. They received very specific instructions from Jesus (6:8-11), and upon following them, they were highly successful in everything they did on their initial journey. (6:12-13) Now, as they returned from their mission, they reported to Jesus all they had done and taught. They went out two by two, but when they returned, each group found out that the Lord had worked as powerfully in each of the other pairs as well. The collective stories were no doubt recounted in great detail, and with astonishment and excitement. Who would have thought that Bartholomew could preach so boldly that people should repent? Or that Thaddeus could drive out demons, or James heal a child of disease? But when they obeyed Jesus’ instructions in this specific mission, they were indeed apostles. Jesus’ power was working through them. And now there were so many testimonies, and they wanted to tell it all.

What was Jesus’ response to his disciples? Verses 31-32 say, “Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, ‘Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.’ So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place.” This is a picture of Jesus’ ministry in many ways. So many people were gathering around Jesus, some coming, some going, but always there. From Mark 3:7-12, we know what the content of the crowd was, and that those who came to him came for healing, were demon possessed or had other pressing needs. Jesus turned nobody away. As a consequence, when the disciples came to recount their journey reports, they couldn’t find the chance. In fact, they didn’t even have a chance to eat. What did Jesus do in this situation? Did he just fill their tanks with more power so that they could do even more incredible things? No, Jesus said to them, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.” He took them with him to go to a solitary place. This is how Jesus raised the Twelve. He did not treat them or consider them as his tools or instruments for doing the apostolic work. No doubt, the work Jesus did and the work the apostles did, the work they now recounted in great detail, was none other than the work of God. And no doubt the need for God’s work had not diminished, as the crowds here indicate. But Jesus called the Twelve to take rest in him. This is an absolutely necessary part of the work of God. Jesus was not ruled by the need of the crowds. He did not raise the Twelve to meet the need of the world either. Jesus had ultimately appointed the Twelve that they might be with him, as well as being sent out to preach. (3:13-15) Now was the time to be with Jesus, to take rest in him. Jesus provided the time and the place for them to do so, in the midst of the pressing needs of the world, a solitary place to be with Jesus. Jesus knew and cared for and met the need of the Twelve in this way, as their Lord and Sovereign. In this way, the Twelve could live under his rule amid the pressing need of this world.

How beautiful it is. The Twelve and their Lord and master crossing the lake, in the solitude of prayer as their boat was guided across Lake Galilee by the wind, and the sound of the waves like a familiar lullaby. What was happening at that very moment, as the disciples enjoyed their moment of uninterrupted peace with Jesus? Verse 33 says, “But many who saw them leaving recognized them and ran on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them.” While Jesus and the Twelve sailed across the lake, many were taking the land route to the same place, so that by the time Jesus got there, the crowd they had just left was already waiting for them. They went there in some sense against the will of Jesus, whose intention was to take the Twelve with him to a solitary place. They were disorderly, came very much uninvited, and in every way as an imposition to what Jesus had planned.

What did Jesus do with such a crowd? Look at verse 34. “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 landed and saw the large crowd, he didn’t see an imposition, a disorderly mass, an uninvited throng. When Jesus saw the large crowd with its need overflowing, he had compassion on them. Jesus saw the same thing we see, but he came to a remarkable conclusion that Mark the author calls compassion. The truth of Jesus’ compassion is so unexpected, at the same time opens our eyes, who can only think about ourselves, to a new world, to the things we never see, to how our Lord sees us, sees this world, and how he wants his people to see, with the vision that comes from Jesus’ compassion first and foremost.
First, like sheep without a shepherd. (34) According to verse 34, why did Jesus have compassion on the people? It was because they were like sheep without a shepherd. These people ran on foot from all the towns just to be with Jesus. Why? It is because they were like sheep without a shepherd. But this is the indirect testimony to us of who Jesus was for them: their shepherd. In fact, Jesus came as the Son of God, but he did not live as an unapproachable ruler. Instead he offered himself as a shepherd of the shepherdless. This is his truth. Jesus the Son came as the shepherd of those who had none, and it was so clear and so evident to the people that they had no problem coming to him any time. We cannot say they were uninvited from this perspective, for Jesus implied that they were always welcome, for he welcomed them at all times. That was how he offered himself as a shepherd for them.

Second, he began teaching them many things. (34) Certainly Jesus was accessible and inviting to the sheep. But this by itself does not make him their shepherd. How did Jesus become the shepherd for these people? Verse 34b says that he began to teach them many things. Obviously the crowds came with all kinds of needs, from demon possession to illnesses to evil spirits. But what Jesus the shepherd began to do was to teach them many things. The reason the crowds were like sheep without a shepherd is that they did not know their shepherd, the God of Israel, the one who led them out of Egypt and gave them the Law so that they might always know their shepherd, who came to guide them in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night, and so they might learn his teaching practically. A good example is manna training. By giving the people manna each day, and by causing it to spoil if they tried to hoard it, God trained his people to depend on him daily for their bread. By commanding his people not to get manna on the seventh day, and by causing it not to spoil on that one day, he taught his people to keep the Sabbath holy. (Ex 16) Another example from history is David. He had many pressing needs. For instance, before he was king, Saul was always trying to kill him. So he had the basic need of survival when the king wanted him dead. And he had the pressing need that he couldn’t defend himself by killing the king, for he was God’s anointed. But at such an impossible time, David learned that the word of the Lord was his delight (Ps 1:2), and that this same Lord was his shepherd (Ps 23:1). Jesus is the shepherd in the same way that the God of Israel is the shepherd. He made himself accessible. Although he is the Son of God, he came as the Son of Man, and as the shepherd for his people who had become like sheep without a shepherd. He came to teach those who had wandered off many things. When they know the word of God and who it is that is teaching them, they will not live as sheep without a shepherd. They will be returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of their souls (1Pe 2:25). The first testimony of Jesus’ compassion is that he came as the shepherd for his sheep, as the Son of Man who suffered in order to restore the shepherdless as God’s own.

As Jesus taught and taught, the sun went from being high in the sky to being low in the sky. As twilight began to move in, and as the crowds did not appear to be thinning, and as Jesus did not appear to be wrapping up his teaching, and as they were out in the sticks—all of these things—the disciples began to be concerned. Verses 35-36 say, “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.’” From the viewpoint of compassion, we may say that the disciples had it. They saw all the facts before them. They came to a conclusion that was supported by compassion. They expressed their concern that the people be able to make it home before dark and that they could get something to eat to strengthen themselves. Inasmuch as this is the testimony of human compassion, and a good example of caring for others as best as they could, it is also a testimony of the limits of human compassion. Ironically, if the good intention of the disciples was fulfilled, the sheep would soon go away from their shepherd because of the ever increasing need to buy themselves something to eat, and to take care of themselves. The end of serving others with our compassion is sad. The limit of human compassion is so far from Jesus’ truth that it ends in the ones who desperately need a shepherd being away from Jesus to fend for themselves. At the same time, when we truly understand and accept this, we are ready to learn the amazing compassion of Jesus.
First, you give them something to eat. (37) How did Jesus respond to his disciples’ compassionate suggestion to send the crowd away before dark? Verse 37a says, “But he answered, ‘You give them something to eat.’” You give them something to eat. These words are the challenge to all other forms of compassion, which never feed or strengthen or give life to those in need. These words are the introduction of God into the world, into the lives of men, the meeting of the shepherd with the sheep without a shepherd. These words are finally the invitation to the Twelve to join in the work of Jesus the shepherd. Up until now they were apostles who performed many miracles and spoke many words, and certainly did the work of the Lord. That is why Jesus called them to himself to a quiet place. Jesus knew that what they had done was no less than the work of God. Now Jesus was truly raising them as his apostles. Jesus was raising them in his compassion. In light of this passage, it must be absolutely necessary for the disciples to do the work of God, for driving out a demon without the compassion of Jesus is no more than superstitious magic. Jesus intended to raise Twelve who had compassion. He intended to give life to these Twelve, who in their own compassion could never lead others to Jesus.

How did Jesus do this? He commanded them, “You give them something to eat.” He commanded them to do the impossible. It seems more of a demand than a command, for it was impossible of accomplishment. The words of the disciples in 37b indicate this clearly. “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?’” The impossibility was so clearly evident, so unmistakable, that the disciples response was even a little sarcastic in its tone. Certainly Jesus’ command, “You give them something to eat,” struck a nerve. But it should. It is the heavenly command of holy compassion that is meeting the unworthy and even dirty “compassion” of this world. It is a command of confrontation. And we who are serious about being used by the Lord should not avoid the confrontation. If we bristle at the idea of feeding five thousand with nothing, then thank God. We who are of this filthy world are meeting the holy one in that very confrontation, or rather in his compassion, the holy one is confronting us so that we may be made new, as instruments of Jesus’ compassion. Jesus was raising the Twelve as his apostles. The first step was sending them out. The next step was equipping them with the Lord’s compassion. Jesus’ command, “You give them something to eat,” was intended to give life-giving compassion to them.

Second, five loaves and two fish. (38-44) How did Jesus handle the objection of his chosen ones in the matter of his command, “You give them something to eat?” He challenged them with the impossible command, and they challenged him back a bit cynically. What would the compassionate shepherd Jesus do in this situation? Would he teach them a more appropriate response? Would he challenge them back, as if in a duel? Would he practice tolerance of their behavior? These are possible responses to the disciples, who basically were saying, “It’s not possible.” But in these verses, Jesus teaches that he is the compassionate Lord. He does not respond in kind, but he is the ruler, of nature and of us, for creating people with the Lord’s compassion, out of these Twelve. So what was Jesus’ direction for the Twelve? “How many loaves do you have?” he asked. “Go and see.” When they found out, they said, “Five—and two fish.” (38) Jesus helped the disciples through step by step training. The first step was to see how many loaves they had. This they could do. Could they feed everyone? No. Could they go and see what they had? That much they could do. Then what did Jesus have them do? Verses 39-40 say, “Then Jesus directed them to have all the people sit down in groups on the green grass. So they sat down in groups of hundreds and fifties.” Could the disciples feed all the people? No. Could they help the people sit down in groups? That much they could do. What did Jesus do next? “Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to heaven, he gave thanks and broke the loaves.” (41a) Jesus gave thanks to God as the provider of all daily needs, in fact all needs. The bread and the loaves were God’s provision. Thank God for his provision of us to meet every need up to this point. He gives us life. Perhaps the disciples can’t feed all people, but they can come to God in thankful prayer. That much they could do. What was the next step? Verse 41b says, “Then he gave them to his disciples to set before the people. He also divided the two fish among them all.” Again, the disciples found it impossible to feed the crowd, but possible to obey Jesus in each step. This they could also do, set food before people. What was the result of this step by step involvement of Jesus in the matter of feeding the crowd? Verses 43-44 say, “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.” The final step was clean up duty, and the disciples picked up full baskets of leftovers from the crowd, which numbered five thousand. Jesus helped the disciples step by step. They were not able to feed five thousand, but they were able to do each step. Where did the bread and fish come from? When did it appear? There is no explanation, other than from the bounty of God himself, to whom the Lord Jesus prayed, and from the overflow of his compassion and shepherd heart for these people.

What was Jesus teaching his disciples through the experience? We learn that Jesus’ compassion is all sufficient. Where human compassion fails, Jesus’ compassion succeeds. More than this, Jesus’ compassion rules his people. Think about the Twelve. From our perspective, they met the truth of Jesus’ compassion in the words, “You give them something to eat,” with resistance. But Jesus had compassion, on them as well as the crowds. He received their resistance with compassion and created them step by step as his very own coworkers in the matter of feeding five thousand with five loaves and two fish. This is the truth of Jesus’ compassion. It is the compassion of God, through which our life is created and sustained. In Jesus, we are never threatened, though his command is always met inside us with some resistance. What should we learn in the experience of being challenged by Jesus’ word? Our inability, to feed five thousand for instance? Our resistance to him, and so live in fear? We should see from the point of view of the compassion of the Lord Jesus. If we ever experience such discomfort, we can see the Son of Man who comes to meet us in the place of our resistance, our shepherd who will guide us as much as we follow him, step by step, to dwell eternally by his grace in his life giving compassion, and who will use us, as we are, to help many sheep without a shepherd, to meet the shepherd Jesus and begin the same pilgrimage. Jesus’ compassion is not impotent, as human compassion ultimately is. Jesus’ compassion is the compassion of the sovereign ruler of the heavens and the earth. We are ruled by his sovereign mercy in the compassion of Jesus each moment. It is also the true rest, as it relates to the beginning of this passage. Resting in Jesus means being ruled by his compassion in this world that knows no compassion. It is the indescribable truth of resting in the one whose word always causes us trouble, but with the assurance that as much as we obey it, in each step, we will see his eternal glory, and we will experience his unique life and compassion. I pray that this compassion of Jesus may rule in each one of our hearts, and produce apostles of Jesus out of each one through each of your lives, creating you as testimonies of his holy compassion.
II.  Jesus Walks on the Water (45-56)

What did Jesus do after the clean up was finished. Verses 45-46 say, “Immediately Jesus made his disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd. After leaving them, he went up on a mountainside to pray.” Jesus sent the disciples off by themselves. He dismissed the crowd, and then went to pray. Jesus closed this meeting by himself. Mainly he closed with prayer, and that prayer was one of solitude between him and his father. The feeding of the five thousand began and ended with prayer. The expression of Jesus’ compassion began and ended with prayer. The life giving compassion of Jesus was created and sustained with prayer.

What was happening with the disciples while Jesus was praying on the mountain? Look at verses 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. About the fourth watch of the night he went out to them, walking on the lake.” The disciples left Jesus and went toward the other side of the lake. They were making good headway, for by the time evening came they were already in the middle of the lake, but by that time they began to have difficulty with the wind. They were straining at the oars, but even as late as the fourth watch of the night—truly the middle of the night—they were merely treading water. What a frustrating situation. Where was Jesus when all this was happening? He saw the disciples. He saw their straining at the oars, and he saw their difficulty, and he saw their frustrating experience, and he remained in prayer even until the fourth watch of the night. At the right time he went out to them, but only after allowing them to struggle alone for so long. In light of this passage, that also was his compassion for them.

Then what did Jesus do when he approached them? According to verse 48b, he was about to pass by them. Jesus didn’t force himself on the disciples, who were busy with their own difficulties at the moment. 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. (49-50a) What did Jesus do? First he calmed their fears. Look at verse 50b. “Immediately he spoke to them and said, ‘Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.’” Jesus’ word calmed their fear and gave them courage. Then he calmed the winds. Verse 51a says, “Then he climbed into the boat with them, and the wind died down.” Jesus calmed the wind and he calmed their hearts. In this way he is revealed as the Lord in the matter of the frustration of this life, and the fear of men, especially his people. Jesus came to rule all of the fears that make us struggle to survive at the cost of remembering the beautiful Jesus our shepherd. Jesus came to rule our hearts, so that we who are always subject to fear may even feed five thousand. Mark places this passage directly after the feeding of the five thousand because in the same way, Jesus is our compassionate shepherd in all these things as well. That is, he who feeds five thousand also walks on the water and calms the wind, truly the sovereign Lord. It is truly amazing. And he who ruled our resistance to giving them something to eat, rules our hearts to drive out fear and reveal his glory. Again, it is truly amazing. What was the author’s comment on the amazement then of the disciples? Verses 51b-52 say, “They were completely amazed, for they had not understood about the loaves; their hearts were hardened.” In this case the word “amazed” has the connotation of being surprised, shocked and dumbfounded. This is emphasized by the words, “they had not understood about the loaves; their hearts were hardened.” How can one explain the complete amazement of the Twelve, just after witnessing the feeding of five thousand with nothing but five loaves, two fish and Jesus’ compassion? Their hearts were hardened. Jesus came to reveal his glory in the place where there was no understanding, in the place where the heard hearts of even Jesus’ disciples caused them to live in great frustration and fear in this life’s struggle, so easily forgetting about Jesus. Jesus never failed to see, and at the right time, come and make himself known in all of his glory, even to the amazement of the most hardened and dumb disciple. Jesus is the Sovereign of wind and wave. His compassion can feed five thousand shepherdless sheep. It can raise Twelve with hard hearts to be and to do his holy work. 
Look at verses 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.” This is a beautiful epilog to the chapter. Jesus offered his life to be the true shepherd, who has holy compassion. By his coming, he gives healing and life.
