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 today’s passage, Mark describes in beautiful detail the glory of Jesus who had compassion. What is Jesus’ compassion? In this passage, Jesus fed four thousand with his compassion, and he helped his disciples to know who he is through the event. What can we learn from Mark in this passage? How is Jesus’ compassion relevant to us today, in our daily struggles? 

I.  Jesus Feeds Four Thousand (1-13)

Verse 1a says, “During those days another large crowd gathered.” What were the days Mark refers to here? Those were the days when Jesus was revealing his glory to his disciples. At this time Jesus preached the gospel, and also sent them out to preach. He went as far as Tyre to heal a Gentile woman’s daughter, and back as far as the Decapolis to heal a deaf and mute man. During those days Jesus also met opposition from the Pharisees, who scrutinized Jesus and his disciples according to their traditions and understanding of the law. And Herod was also active, after beheading John and becoming aware of Jesus and his disciples. Finally, “those days” refers to the time when Jesus’ popularity with the people was at its highest. Large crowds gathered around Jesus in order to be healed from their diseases and to listen to him teach. Frequently the crowds were so big that Jesus had to teach from a mountainside or from a boat out on the water. 

What happened on this occasion? Look at verses 1b-3. “Since they had nothing to eat, Jesus called his disciples to him and said, ‘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.’” What was the situation of the crowd? Verse 1b says that they had nothing to eat. Perhaps they originally had come with something to eat, but it was gone. Still the people stayed to listen to Jesus, to receive his healing words and his healing touch. They had nothing to eat, but they never protested of their hunger. They hung on Jesus’ words for three days, and unless Jesus intervened they may have stayed without food longer. Such was the effect of the word of Jesus on the crowds in need. Jesus was the answer to their need. Jesus was the one who met all of their needs and satisfied them completely, such that they didn’t even ask for food when they had been without for this long, so long as they were in the presence of the Lord.

What did Jesus do at this time? Jesus revealed in today’s passage his unique compassion, for the people, for his disciples, and for this world. In the context of the revelation of Jesus as the Son of God to his disciples, we may understand the power of his compassion to feed the sin sick world, to open the eyes of the blind, to unfold the glory and beauty of the kingdom of God for the salvation of this world. We may also learn the cost to Jesus of such compassion, by which we and this world are brought out of the rule of this world, and into the rule of the gospel compassion.

First, “I have compassion for these people.” (2-3) Look at verses 2-3 again. “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.” Who did Jesus have compassion for? He had compassion for “these people.” Then who were these people Mark refers to? Obviously these were the people who came to Jesus to hear his word. They came from near and far, they came by the thousands. They represented all types of people—actually all people. Jesus’ compassion was not limited in its scope, and Jesus was not very selective in determining who received the divine compassion. Rather it overflowed to the many, and in abundance. Also, these people were the ones who came to Jesus. They came without thinking about how long they might stay. Some may not have been able to afford to spend an unscheduled three day vacation listening to Jesus. Some did not bring any food at all, not planning to stay. Others may have brought a picnic lunch. But by this time, there was no food. 


What did Jesus see when he met the thousands who hung on his every word, to the point where they didn’t even think about food for three days? “I have compassion for these people.” This is Jesus. He sees with compassion at all times. He did not see with the rationale that these people had what it took to sacrifice for the sake of the gospel, and so form a big movement. Jesus didn’t see with pragmatism. When Jesus saw the thousands who would put themselves out for an unscheduled conference without food, he said, “I have compassion for these people.” How pure is the compassion of Jesus.


What was his compassion for these people? Here it was the basic care of their physical needs. Jesus cared for these people with compassion. Again, his compassion was not limited in any way, but was the compassion that brought these people under his care in their entirety. He knew them, one by one. He knew the ones who had come a long distance. He knew some who were weak enough to collapse along the way. He knew they were all alike in desperate need of his compassion, which was more than just food, and was able to sustain their lives—both spiritual and physical. For Jesus there was no disconnect in providing food as a part of his total compassion for these people. Jesus loved each one, and he loved the whole person, and he cared for the whole person—including their need for food. What was Jesus’ compassion for these people? In this case, he cared for them in the matter of food.

Second, “How many loaves do you have?” (4-10) How did the disciples respond to the complete and overflowing compassion of Jesus for the multitude? According to verse 4, his disciples answered, “But where in this remote place can anyone get enough bread to feed them?” We have to consider their answer sincerely, because it is the response to the revelation of Jesus’ compassion, and the revelation of the compassion of God on this sinful world, spoken by those who knew Jesus best, who had seen him shortly before feed five thousand. It is the response of those who have witnessed and even personally experienced the glory of God through Jesus. Jesus was with his disciples right now, this same Jesus, and the disciples saw something else. They were in the remote place, not the place where Jesus’ compassion was alive and real. It is surprising, but it is also what we experience in a sense, who know the gospel, but for whom the gospel became something other than real, perhaps an intellectual concept or idea, but in any case not relevant in this day, this world or this situation. “But where in this remote place can anyone get enough bread to feed them?” This was where the disciples of Jesus were residing, even as they lived in the presence and shadow of Jesus day by day, moment by moment. In relation to Jesus and his gospel, how common it is for those who know him best still to find themselves in this remote place, with all the knowledge of his glory, but no practical relevance. It is indeed a remote place—remote from God.


How would Jesus respond to these disciples, and to such a question? He began anew. He asked them, “How many loaves do you have?” They had considered everything but what they did have. Now Jesus asked them a question they could answer immediately: “Seven,” they replied. (5) Jesus’ question of how many loaves they had is truly a saving grace. Through the simple question, Jesus met the disciples where they were—in the remote place. His question pierced through the separation between revelation and relevance and met them where they were. When Jesus met them—in this case, in their depravity of having only seven loaves—they were not in a remote place any longer, at least no longer remote from God. What we again learn of Jesus, in his question to the disciples, is his compassion, from yet another side, the compassion of Jesus on these disciples, to meet them in the remote place. Seven loaves would feed four thousand. The compassion of Jesus would bring his disciples from the wilderness to the kingdom of God.


Verses 6-10 tell how Jesus proceeded to feed the crowd. “He told the crowd to sit down on the ground. When he had taken the seven loaves and given thanks, he broke them and gave them to his disciples to set before the people, and they did so. They had a few small fish as well; he gave thanks for them also and told the disciples to distribute them. The people ate and were satisfied. Afterward the disciples picked up seven basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over. About four thousand men were present. And having sent them away, he got into the boat with his disciples and went to the region of Dalmanutha.” We can’t help but notice how similar these verses are to the description of how Jesus fed the five thousand in Mark chapter 6. Jesus organized the seating, involved his disciples and they picked up basketfuls of leftovers. In that chapter the emphasis of the author was in the words, “You give them something to eat,” and the inclusion of the disciples in the work of Jesus to feed the crowds and this world. In this chapter the emphasis on Jesus’ compassion is different. In fact, there is more emphasis in this chapter on the compassion of Jesus on his disciples, to meet them, to open their eyes who always found themselves a little bit dull to his glory. Then why the repetition? Here we learn Jesus’ patient love for his disciples. Seeing Jesus feed five thousand with a few fish and loaves just a short time ago had evidently no effect on the disciples when they confronted the same situation now. What did Jesus do? He patiently repeated feeding a large crowd with a few loaves again. Jesus’ compassion expressed in the repetition would not fail eventually to open the eyes of these disciples. By his design, Jesus would never fail to repeat the revelation of his compassion to the same disciples again and again. Jesus’ compassion was to change the disciples, but not by a sudden miraculous and permanent change, rather by the process of finding themselves away from him, being brought back to him, witnessing his glory, forgetting his glory, again and again, time after time. So we find ourselves in a remote place but don’t despair, for we know that Jesus meets us there, by his design, in order to reveal his eternal compassion, the compassion which saves by his very coming to meet us there. And he never tires of the repetition, never tires of being our compassionate friend in that remote place, never tires of asking us the saving question over and over, “How many loaves do you have?” until his compassion is fully known. May we never tire of answering him until his compassion is fully testified in us, even as it was in the disciples.

Third, “No sign will be given to it.” (11-13) After feeding the four thousand, Jesus and his disciples left by boat and went to the region of Dalmanutha, along the western shore of the Sea of Galilee. When they landed they were not greeted by a crowd this time. Instead, some Pharisees were there waiting for him. Why did these Pharisees come to Jesus at this time? Perhaps they heard about the miraculous sign Jesus had performed by feeding four thousand people with seven loaves. Their reason for coming to Jesus is in stark contrast to the people who stayed and listened for three days, enduring hunger and hardship, just to glimpse Jesus. Verse 11 says, “The Pharisees came and began to question Jesus. To test him, they asked him for a sign from heaven.” This was how Jesus suffered to be with his disciples, to reveal his compassion over and over to them, to dwell in this remote place as their compassionate Lord. This was how Jesus suffered to feed the needy crowd the word of God and take care of their lives. These are the Pharisees who plotted with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus. (3:6) They surrounded Jesus like venomous vipers. With each question they were coiled to strike at Jesus, to discredit him, to justify their evil and sinful desires. With each test they hoped to confirm their hatred until he was crucified. Jesus subjected himself to their hatred. He allowed himself to be demanded day after day. In order to fully embrace this world in compassion, Jesus made himself to be rejected and despised. 


How did he respond to their demand for a sign? Verses 12-13 say, “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.’ Then he left them, got back into the boat and crossed to the other side.” Jesus sighed deeply. What a beautiful description of his response. As the Son of God, what should Jesus do? He should sigh. He should suffer and bear their ignorance and hatred, and according to verse 2, in order to reveal his compassion. He himself is the sign, who bore the sins of those who hated him so that the compassion of God may save this world completely. By his coming and suffering, God is made known, the hatred of men completely overruled, and the revelation of the beauty of his compassion becomes our salvation. No miraculous sign can convert a God hating person. But Jesus himself is the sign, who bore our rejection and hatred that the compassion of God may rule this world. Thank God who gives us no sign, but gives us Jesus, the Son of Man.

II. “Do You Still Not See Or Understand?” (14-21)

Verse 14 says, “The disciples had forgotten to bring bread, except for one loaf they had with them in the boat.” Jesus and his disciples were always on the move. Sometimes they met a large crowd of people in desperate need, and Jesus might teach them for a few days. But sometimes when they landed they met a hostile group of religious leaders, enemies of Jesus. In which case they would leave that place without argument. In this instance, with the coming and going, what happened? The disciples forgot to bring bread, and between all of them they only had one loaf. While they were concerned about bread, what was Jesus concerned about? 

First, “Watch out for the yeast…” (15) Look at verse 15. “Be careful,” Jesus warned them. “Watch out for the yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod.” Jesus was less concerned about bread, and more concerned that the disciples not be infected with the yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod. 

What was the yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod? They represent those who became enemies of Jesus. For instance, Herod was a man who liked to listen to John the Baptist, at the same time he wanted to have his brother’s wife. He was a fence straddler. He wanted to listen to John, but imprisoned him. He wanted to have his brother’s wife but not feel guilty about it. Ultimately he wanted to enjoy the fruits of adultery without the consequences, and on his terms enjoy the word of God through John without the commitment. These are all concepts we understand well. But what happened? Herod wound up beheading John, and later would also become complicit in the crucifixion of Jesus. Jesus warned the disciples about such yeast, which is really the invisible power of sin that spreads through the whole batch of dough, in Herod’s case the desire to live as a king, to have some pleasure here and there, and also the word through John, but which finally made him the murderer of John. We should heed Jesus’ warning.

And what of the Pharisees? They didn’t consider themselves to be enemies of God. On the contrary, they went to great lengths to live a life before God. They had a proud tradition of sacrifice and service, and were the examples of devotion among the Jewish people of Jesus’ time. What happened when the yeast of sin crept in? Their pride in their tradition became an obsession. Although they tried with all their strength to serve God, they eventually rejected him in favor of their tradition, and if they had to choose their tradition or God, they chose their tradition. They wanted to serve God, but ended up serving themselves. When God himself confronted them in the person of Jesus, they made up their minds to kill him. Herod and the Pharisees are the examples of the power of the yeast of sin to spread completely, to corrupt absolutely, to make a wishy-washy person, or even a zealously devoted person, to be an enemy of God. Jesus warns about the yeast of sin, that we may be careful to watch out for it.

Second, “Do you still not understand?” (16-21) How did Jesus’ disciples respond to his teaching about yeast? According to verse 16, they had an impromptu dialogue about what Jesus meant. What was their conclusion? “They discussed this with one another and said, ‘It is because we have no bread.’” What a beautiful description of the human condition, and especially that of Jesus’ own disciples. They were sitting in the same boat as Jesus, who on two recent occasions fed thousands of relative strangers with a few morsels of bread. Would he not multiply the blessings of God in a similar way to those who were his own, who gave up everything to follow him? Also, Jesus was the compassionate one, who bore the rejection of Herod and the Pharisees in order to save this world from the power of sin. Jesus was completely concerned about the power of sin, while his disciples were completely forgetful about everything whenever they ran low on bread. The response of the disciples in verse 16 shows that the yeast of sin was present there in the boat, in this case blinding the disciples to the glory of their Lord and master, and directing their singular focus onto one loaf of bread. This is exactly where Jesus met the disciples—in their ignorance and blindness, first with the gentle warning about yeast, and then with his gentle rebuke in the following verses.

Look at verses 17-21. In these verses Jesus asks his disciples eight questions. As soon as Jesus became aware of their discussion about bread, he asked them these questions. Was he just trying to humiliate them for being stupid? What was Jesus trying to do by asking them these questions? Let’s keep that in mind and read 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?’” We can summarize the eight questions into two segments. The first group of questions has to do with their understanding, or their lack of understanding concerning Jesus himself. The second has to do with how many basketfuls of pieces they picked up each time Jesus fed the multitudes. Through the questions, Jesus is revealing his glory to them. Jesus wanted them to connect the dots between the miraculous feeding of the thousands and his revelation to them, that is, their understanding of who he is: the Son of God. Through the penetrating and repetitive questions, Jesus helped expose the ignorance of his disciples, in fact the ignorance of men to God. He helped expose the yeast of sin that makes men blind to his glory even when he comes to dwell with them. Jesus came to deal with the yeast of sin, the power of sin that spread to all men, that infected his own and made them see only one loaf of bread and not the glory of God in Jesus. In light of 8:2, this must be his compassion, who bore the ignorance on himself. In such a way would he feed the overflowing compassion of God to this world. In such a way would he bring salvation from sin by the compassion of the Son, not only on the Twelve, but on all who suffer because of the power of sin. Jesus asked so many questions that his disciples might be constantly reminded of him in the wilderness of this world. May God bless us, whether we are in a remote place, or caught up in bread, or in our ignorance—wherever we are—to be reminded of Jesus, who saves us by his compassion.

