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Many have noted the placement of this narrative that immediately follows the acts of a self-centered, man-fearing king in King Herod’s beheading of John the Baptist.  The account of the feeding of the 5,000 is in stark contrast to Herod’s lack of compassion for John, even though his conscience was smitten.  The result was that Herod could see John as a righteous and holy man.  But his heart is so hardened in denying his conscience that when Jesus stands before him he sees nothing in Him.  


In the story of the feeding of the 5,000 we see the heart of a different king.  This story centers on Jesus Christ, the Great Shepherd, who is able to meet the real needs of real people, even when there is no apparent way for Him to do so.  And we see that His compassion far exceeds what we need to live and move and have our being.
I.  The Compassion of our Lord (6:30-34)


1.  Concern for the disciples (vv. 31-32) 


 “The apostles gathered together with Jesus; and they reported to Him all that they had done and taught” (v. 30).  We last saw these men, the Twelve, commissioned by Jesus to go into the villages around Capernaum with the message and the power of the kingdom (6:7-13).  Mark here calls them “the apostles,” the only place where he does so in this gospel.  Mark wished to emphasize their calling as “the sent ones” on their return.  They had fulfilled their mission, a mission that some estimate had taken about nine months, though their mission may have been cut short with the death of John the Baptist.  They now return and do what is proper by reporting to Jesus what they had said and done.  There must have been hundreds of stories, stories of repentance and faith, stories of healings and exorcisms, and stories of denial as well when they had to shake the dust off of their feet and move on.   In the midst of these reports, the people had begun to gather.  Due to their coming and going Jesus and the apostles did not even have time to eat.  The apostles must have been exhausted.


It is here that we note Jesus compassion for the Twelve.  He tells them, “Come away by yourselves to a secluded place and rest a while.”  Notice He does not say, “Go away” but “Come away.”  This reveals His intention to go with them.  He too, as we have seen in the past, needed a time to get away from the crowds.  Here He gently and compassionately invites the apostles to withdraw to a place of solitude, a place of quiet, to get some much needed physical rest and spiritual refreshment.  “They went away in the boat to a secluded place by themselves.”  According to Luke (9:10), this “secluded place” was the city of Bethsaida, described various scholars as a solitary, deserted place located about a mile north of the Sea of Galilee on the eastern bank of upper Jordan.  This city is not to be confused with the city of the same name denounced twice by Jesus in Scripture for its blind unbelief (Mt. 11:21, 23; Lk. 10:13, 15).


There is a note both a note of encouragement and of warning in Jesus’ concern for His disciples’ well-being.  We have heard it said that God will do whatever it takes to get our attention.  And when God speaks, we should listen and obey!  Jesus tells the apostles that they need a break.  They needed to rest, and don’t miss this, they needed to rest from their ministry.  They had been out doing the work of the Lord, and He now tells them, “Come away.”  We all need to take examine how we do the work of the Lord.  If we are not careful, we will become exhausted and fritter away the Lord’s time and talents rather than glorifying Him.  Our hearts and minds must be fresh physically and spiritually.  Often, without realizing it, we take on too much in our daily schedules; we have too many irons in the fire.  J. C. Ryle was wise in this exhortation, “Remember that to do a little, and do it well, is often the way to do most in the long run.”
  Of course, we must be careful that we do not use this as an excuse for laziness or apathy.  We must constantly examine ourselves to see if we are truly laboring as He would have us to labor, where He would have us to labor, when He would have us to labor, remembering that our ministries can wear us down, physically and spiritually.  It is true that we can do all things through Christ who strengthens us, but only as we are truly obeying Him in all things.  

2.  Care for the people (vv. 33-34) 


What happens next is almost humorous to read.  Jesus tells the apostles to get away, take some time away from the crowds.  And what happens?  “The people saw them going, and many recognized them.”  That is, some of the people saw them get in the boat and start to head across the lake.  These who had been stirred by the teaching of the apostles, whose curiosity had been aroused, see Jesus and the apostles set out for the other side.  And what did they do?  The people “ran on foot from all the cities, and got there ahead of them.”  Mark does not say that the crowds followed as they had in the past because they came from all points and converged at a point on the opposite bank waiting on the boat.  They were able to move faster on foot than thirteen men in a boat so they literally beat them to this secluded, wilderness-like area.


Then Jesus and the apostles arrive.  They had a short-lived rest at best.  And Jesus notices the large crowd.  We read in verse 44 that there were “five thousand men,” but we know that this would account only for the male head of the family.  The crowd, with women and children, could have been in excess of 15,000, though a more realistic estimate is between 7,000 and 8,000.  But the size of the crowd is not as important as Jesus emotional state when He sees this great number of people.  Mark says, “He felt compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd.”  The word “compassion” is used only by or about Jesus in the New Testament and it is the most used expression of Jesus’ emotions.  Kent Hughes notes, “This was an intense word which had at its root in the ancient Greek the meaning of vicera, the stomach.  The New Testament had this original sense, but added the idea of tender emotions—“tender mercy,” sympathetic emotion.  Jesus felt this in the pit of his stomach, so deep was his tender compassion.”
  


Why does Jesus look at the crowd and feel this deep emotion?  In the past He had looked on individuals compassionately but had not looked at the crowd in this way.  Why does He do so on this occasion?  Mark writes, “Because they were like sheep without a shepherd.”  This is the hinge on which the entire story hangs.  This was certainly not the first time that Jesus noticed the shepherdless predicament that the people were in, a predicament that they themselves failed to notice.  His very purpose in coming to this earth was to be their Great Shepherd.  But now the timeframe is very important.  Sheep without a shepherd are lost.  And these sheep were lost.  They had no priests to teach them the truths of God’s Word.  His truth had been hijacked by the scribes and the Pharisees.  They had no prophet to proclaim, “Thus saith the Lord” for the prophet sent to proclaim the way of the Lord had just been put to death by Herod.  They had no king because Herod was more concerned about power than obedience.  


They truly were “like sheep without a shepherd.”  Mark’s readers would immediately recognize this as a Messianic phrase.  Knowing his days were few, in Numbers 27:16-17 Moses prayed, “May the LORD, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint a man over the congregation,  17 who will go out and come in before them, and who will lead them out and bring them in, so that the congregation of the LORD will not be like sheep which have no shepherd.”  God’s response to Moses on that occasion, “So the LORD said to Moses, “Take Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is the Spirit, and lay your hand on him” (Num. 27:18).  And what is Jesus’ name in Hebrew?  “Yeshua” or Joshua.  Ezekiel later spoke of the great shepherd who would one day come, “I will deliver My flock… I will set over them one shepherd” (Ezek. 34:22-23).  Joshua was a picture of the second Moses, Jesus Christ, who would be that One Shepherd to lead His people out of the wilderness. 


 Jesus looked at these in the wilderness, “like a sheep without a shepherd.”  Yet, He came to be their Shepherd.  He came to be their Prophet.  He came to be their Priest.  He came to be their King.  And unlike today’s church growth methods, what does Jesus do when He sees them shepherdless?  What does He do to protect them from the wolves?  He preaches to them!  I love that!  We often miss the little phrase, “And He began to teach them many things.”  Most of us here this morning could recount in precise detail the feeding of the 5,000.  But how many could have recounted what took place before Jesus provided their physical food?  He fed them spiritual food.  They were hungry when they arrived and this was no little sermonette that Jesus preached.  Mark says, “When it was quite late” (v. 35) His disciples approach Him.  You see, the main need was not their physical hunger.  This they would get over in a few hours.  Their greatest need was to have their souls fed.  So Jesus teaches, preaches, and expounds the Word of God to these shepherdless people.


Here we have a picture of Christ’s compassion for all men, especially towards unbelievers.  Jesus confronted these in the wilderness with the Word.  Jesus does have compassion for all men.  As J. C. Ryle says, 

High in heaven, at God’s right hand, he still looks with compassion on the children of men. He still pities the ignorant, and them that are out of the way. He is still willing to teach them many things. Special as his love is towards his own sheep who hear his voice, he still has a mighty general love towards all mankind—a love of real pity, a love of compassion. We must not overlook this. It is a poor theology which teaches that Christ cares for none except believers. There is warrant from Scripture for telling the chief of sinners that Jesus pities them, and cares for their souls, that Jesus is willing to save them, and invites them to believe and be saved.


Do you hear that, sinner?  Jesus pities you; Jesus is willing to save you; Jesus is teaching you today.  Won’t you see His compassion, His undeserved mercy for you?  

II.  The Power and Wisdom of Our Lord (6:35-41)


 What was the disciples’ response to all of this?  Remember, when they set out from shore hours earlier they were trying to get away from these very people who would not allow them to eat.  They still had not eaten and or gained much rest, if any.  But neither had Jesus, who does not respond to them in weariness or in haste, but with compassion.  How did the disciples respond?  “Send them away…” (v. 36).  Their response to the crowd after a long, exhausting day is descriptive of the way many act when they are physically and mentally exhausted.  They reacted, rather than acted.


1.  Pointed instruction (vv. 35-38)


The disciples’ response is the response of many when faced with a crisis.  First of all, they responded by focusing on the circumstances that to them seemed insurmountable.  They were in the middle of nowhere, in a “desolate place.”  It was already late and the people were hungry.  There was no restaurant nearby nor could they use their cell phone and call for delivery.  They would have to walk some distance to buy food.  And when they did get to a store they probably would not have any bread because it would have been bought up earlier in the day.  And even if there was some bread, there certainly would not be enough for 7,000 people!  But that was the first of their mistakes.  By focusing on the circumstances, they come to Jesus with a prescribed solution rather than coming to Him and asking for a solution.  They were telling Him how to act, “Send them away!”  


Jesus response, “You give them something to eat!”  They must have thought Jesus was joking.  “Shall we go and spend two hundred denarii on bread and give them something to eat?”  Again, they tried to analyze the situation from their perspective.  A denarius equaled a days wages.  By their math it would take eight months of wages to feed all of these people.  And in John’s account we see that Philip thought that not even that would be sufficient (6:7).  And even if it would provide enough, they did not have that amount of money nor could they tote that much bread back to them.  In their minds, Jesus was asking them to do the impossible.  But that was the point.  Jesus is trying to get them to take their eyes off of their predicament and focus on Him who alone could provide for the people.


Jesus again responds, “How many loaves do you have?  Go look!”  We know from the other accounts that they find a little boy with five loaves and two fish.  The boy willingly gives the disciples his only food.  Unlike the disciples, perhaps he believed that Jesus could do something with His meager offering.  


Why this pointed instruction to the disciples?  Because Jesus is teaching them that when He departs, they were to shepherd the people.  The protection, guidance, and provision of these sheep would become their responsibility.  They needed to learn that with God nothing is impossible when they truly depended on Him to provide.  

 


2.  Spiritual revelation (vv. 39-41)


Jesus now begins to shepherd the flock and He does so in a way that would be recognized as such.  First, He commands them “to sit down by groups on the green grass” (v. 39).  Mark is very specific here, “on the green grass.”  They were in the wilderness, in a desolate place, but yet now there is a picture of a pasture.  Certainly the people would be reminded of the words we read earlier in Psalm 23, “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.  2 He makes me lie down in green pastures.”  Sinclair Ferguson points out, “The Shepherd of the Galilean lakeside was the fulfillment of David’s most intimate picture of his Lord.”


He then arranges the people in groups of hundreds and fifties (v. 40).  This is a reminder of the way that God had organized the flock in Exodus 18:21.  Then, just as God had provided manna in the wilderness, Jesus feeds His sheep.  In v. 41 Jesus takes the five loaves and two fish and blessed the food.  However, in His blessing He does not bow His head as would be customary, but looked “up toward heaven.”  Why?  Because His dependence was on the Father to provide.  And then the miracle takes place.  This was not a miracle of sharing, but a miracle of multiplication.  Jesus breaks the loaves and keeps giving and He breaks the fish and divided it among all of the people.  Geoff Thomas remarks,

There was no table. Jesus is standing facing the crowds, and the twelve disciples gather in front of him with their baskets, and Jesus breaks the bread and divides the fish and fills Peter’s basket and off Peter goes to the first group, and by the time the men have taken all the food he offers them, John has joined him and he is distributing the food to those in the group who have not yet received it yet, and soon Andrew joins him, and then James, and all the other apostles as they wait for Jesus to fill their baskets, and Peter returns at the end of the line, and the other apostles waiting for it to be their turn again… The disciples are doing what Jesus said, “You give them something to eat.” 


Jesus was not only revealing Himself to the people, but to the disciples as well.  In His power, the power of the Creator, He provides, basically out of nothing, all that is needed that day and more.  He clearly demonstrated that He was their Great Shepherd!
III.  The Satisfaction of Our Lord (v. 42-44)


  And what happened?  Verse 42, “They all ate and were satisfied.”  Not only that, but they had leftovers – twelve baskets full!  They had more left over than they started with.  They were filled or satisfied to the uttermost.  


Jesus satisfies like nothing else can do.  Augustine wrote, “My heart was restless until it found its rest in Thee.”  We might spend an entire lifetime much like the Preacher in Ecclesiastes.  You remember him, King Solomon, perhaps the richest man that ever lived on this earth, yet he was not satisfied with his riches.  He wanted more.  So he chased after wisdom and education and wine and women and labor and pleasure and possessions.  And yet, when he got whatever it was he was striving for he was never satisfied.  He always wanted more.  That describes the human heart.  Never satisfied, really not even knowing what it is that truly satisfies.  Solomon called it “chasing after the wind.”  What was his conclusion?  “Vanity, vanity, all is vanity.  Apart from God, all is vanity.”  


Your heart is no different than Solomon’s, no different than Augustine’s.  You might be chasing after the things of this world, which appear to satisfy for the moment, and I emphasize, appear to satisfy.  And yet, it is never enough.  You are left wanting more.  It might be a relationship.  It might be in a bottle or a needle.  It might be a toy or something that you have fooled yourself into thinking, “If I just had this or that, I would be happy, I would be satisfied.”  It might be a financial goal and yet you know that if you achieve it you will not be satisfied but either spend it or immediately establish a goal for more.  


But Jesus satisfies like no one or no thing can.  Mick Jagger sang, “I Can’t Get No…Satisfaction” because he never looked to Christ!  Jagger was just like Solomon, trying to find satisfaction in the things of this earth.  But nothing on this earth can satisfy an empty soul.  But a God who can take five loaves and two fish and provide abundant satisfaction can do anything.  Jesus with a word multiplied the molecular structure of the loaves and the fish.  And it is this creation power that He brings to our lives.  Nothing is impossible physically or spiritually for our Lord.  No one is beyond His redeeming love.  There is nothing in anyone’s life here this morning that Christ cannot heal – if you will come to Him.

Conclusion


1.  Compassionate mercy

2.  Omnipotent provision

3. Full satisfaction

 
The feeding of the 5,000 was meant to instruct us as to the meaning of Communion.  The cup and the bread remind us that Christ was given as an atonement for our sins.
  We see at the table the Father’s compassionate mercy in providing the way of salvation, the gospel of God with power, through which His wrath might be fully satisfied.  At the table we have a visual representation of the compassion of Christ, who willing gave up His life, provided His body and His blood, as a payment that alone fully satisfies the wrath of God for sin.  In His body and in His blood the penalty for sin has been paid, the power of sin has been overcome, and one day the very presence of sin will be removed.  He alone is the Bread of Life!
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