
25th February 2018: 6.30 

Mark 6: 30-56 
 (Ezekiel 34: 11-24) 

“The Shepherd King” 
MARK’S GOSPEL STRUCTURE 

 There are literally thousands of commentaries on Mark’s gospel, as you can imagine, and equally there are 
numerous explanations of the structure of the gospel and the reason for the inclusion of the events that 
Mark picks out. Despite what some commentators suggest, I think Mark was very careful in his selection in 
order to demonstrate what we sets out in his first chapter: that this is the good news about Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God. In fact, despite everything I’ve read, I still see no good reason to question the view, held 
since the first century, that Mark was a close companion of Peter and that much of this was putting his 
preaching and that oral tradition down in written form. 

 

 And if it does come from an oral tradition, all the more reason to have a clear structure so people could 
remember it. A few years ago for a Lent series, Tony Cannon took us through one well-known possible 
structure and for those who are interested I’ll put in the sermon notes on the website how that fits with 
where we are so far in the gospel: 

Section 1 1:9 – 3:12 The Message 

Section 2 3:13 – 6:6 The Power 

Section 3 6:7 – 8:30 The Training 

As you can see, the second half of chapter 6 falls into “The Training” and this breaks down into: 
 

 
“Sandwich” 1 

6: 7-13 12 sent out to tell about Jesus 

6:14-29 John the Baptist dies: who is Jesus? 

6:30-33 12 return along with crowds 

 

Jewish territory   Gentile territory 

6: 34-44 Feeding the 5,000   Feeding the 4,000 in the Decapolis 8: 1-10 

6: 45-52 Walks on water Healing of deaf and dumb in the Decapolis 7: 31-37 

6: 53-56 Heals in Gennesaret (Galilee) Jesus and a Syrian woman near Tyre 7: 24-30 

7: 1-13 God’s word and Jewish customs What makes people unclean 7: 14-23 

 
 
 
 
  

 
RETURN OF THE DISCIPLES 

 The twelve now return after they were sent out (we had a slight flashback to Herod’s feast to explain why 
when he heard about the excitement being caused by Jesus and then the disciples, he was worried it might 
be the ghost of John the Baptist).  

 

 This is the only time Mark calls them “apostles” (the reference in 3:14 is doubtful). The meaning is closest 
to an authorised representative, like an ambassador, and like ambassadors they have to come back and 
report. So Mark doesn’t really tell us much about what they did because they were simply acting under his 
instructions as a channel for Jesus’ teaching and power. Verse 12 simply says it was that “People should 
repent” and probably “Come and see Jesus”, backed up by the demonstrations of healing. The equivalent 
of releasing a trailer for a film. 

 

 So they reported back (verse 30) and it sounds like quite a few people did come with them or followed 
them to see Jesus (verse 31: “So many people were coming and going”). Jesus takes them away from the 
crowds to rest and eat and come to; they went off by boat to a “solitary place” (verse 32). 

 

 But in verse 33, the crowds recognised THEM (not “him”) and ran to get ahead of THEM; it was the crowds 
the disciples had brought back along the way. I wonder if the disciples were a bit nervous and hoped that 
Jesus would put on a good show? Do we get nervous if we bring people along on a Sunday or to Christianity 
Explored or the Craft Evening or to the Carol Service? Do we feel responsible; do we feel our reputation’s 
on the line? Do we fret or cringe if we feel the right points aren’t made or if someone says something 

 
“Sandwich” 2 

8: 11-21 Signs demanded to show who Jesus is, disciples confused 

8: 22-26 Healing of a blind man in Bethsaida 

8: 27-30 Peter’s confession near Caesarea Philippi of who Jesus is 



awkward or at all controversial? But it’s not down to us, it’s down to the Holy Spirit to work in their hearts; 
we’ve done all we can. And often it can be a surprise; I think a talk hasn’t hit the right points or is too long 
and then the person turns out to have been really interested.  

 
FEEDING OF THE FIVE THOUSAND 

 The location isn’t entirely clear; Luke says Bethsaida but Luke liked to give exact details so he probably just 
gave the nearest town. Mark has just said it was “solitary” and Matthew, Mark and Luke all describe it as 
“remote” so it seems likely it was a few miles away on the slopes of the hills. Bethsaida (Julias) was in the 
territory of Philip, one of the brothers (actually a half-brother) of Herod Antipas; both were sons of King 
Herod the Great (Herod Antipas had his palace at Tiberias on the South West of the lake, while Philip was 
based at Caesarea Philippi to the North East. Both of them had renamed towns to curry favour with Roman 
patrons. 

 

 The grass was green so it was early spring as the rain turns it green (John 6:4 tells us it was close to 
Passover) and possibly that’s a foretaste of God providing food for his people (Psalm 23:2 “He makes me lie 
down in green pastures”); the details suggest an eyewitness account. Luke tells us that it was late 
afternoon when the disciples approached Jesus. 

 

 This is the only miracle that all four gospels record, so the apostles must have seen it as being of crucial 
importance. But why, if it’s just about a miracle with some bread? Why not the wine at Cana as well then? 
So let’s look in a little more detail at what happened. 

 

 We’re told there were 5,000 men in verse 44, but there would also have been some women and children 
(Matt 14:21 says this) so the crowd could easily have been up to 10,000. Given that the little towns like 
Bethsaida and Capernaum had total populations of 2,000 to 3,000, we’re looking at the equivalent of the 
entire population of about 3 or 4 towns. So the suggestion that they go to local towns wasn’t actually that 
practical – it would have flooded them – so maybe it was just a ploy to disperse the crowd. Maybe the 
disciples were tired and a bit fed up and just wanted everyone to go away and were less concerned about 
them getting any food. And when we’re tired, we can all become rather selfish. 

 

 These disciples had watched Jesus perform various miracles (healing, casting out evil spirits, raising from 
the dead and calming the sea) and listened to his teaching, they had been sent out in his power to act as 
his instruments in healing, preaching and exorcising (verse 13). How much did they now trust Jesus as the 
source of a power that could do anything in God’s name? Jesus wanted to see what they had learnt - “You 
give them something to eat” he says in verse 37. Immediately they revert to type and think about human 
resources. The Greek says 200 denarii (ie 200 days’ wages) so 8 m9nths is about right - maybe £15,000 in 
today’s money. 

 

 The disciples saw the need but didn’t allow for grace. There’s nothing wrong with being practical but we 
need to leave room for the Holy Spirit to act. How often do we worry that some challenge is too big or that 
we don’t enough money or resources or willpower or determination; and how often do we turn to prayer? 
When Jesus sent them out in verses 8 & 9, he deliberately told them to take no resources – no money or 
credit cards, no extra clothing, or sleeping bag, kitbag, tent or breakdown cover. Because he wanted them 
to learn not to rely on their own resources but on God. There’s nothing wrong in being practical – or even 
in seeing and pointing out the problems and the negatives (and some of us are a glass half empty sort of 
person) – but they didn’t allow for the positive, the flexibility of grace to deal with whatever people throw 
into the mix and whatever circumstances arise. 

 

 The disciples thought the plan had gone wrong – and when Jesus took them away to rest, he probably 
hadn’t planned for this to happen. And we need to plan - but it’s not essential that it happens; sometimes I 
get so fixated on my plan, my lists, my budget, that I can’t allow for or imagine any other contingency, but 
it doesn’t work like that. Speak to some of our older generation here in church; ask them if their life has 
turned out the way they planned or expected. Some of the most amazing things happen when events don’t 
work out the way we planned but we trust God.   

 

 But it’s also a balance – we need to think practically and use what we do have and then leave the rest to 
God. We need to put the ingredients together and let God bake the cake. I had a friend at college who 
didn’t bother to buy a bike lock …. There’s a difference between having faith and being an idiot.  



 

 So they passed the buck; they couldn’t see any solution and gave up. But often it’s when we do give up and 
realise that we can’t do anything ourselves that God acts. Sometimes you’ve just got to stop struggling and 
admit it. 

 

 But Jesus doesn’t seem worried or fazed at all; it’s like when he was asleep in the boat and didn’t seem to 
be worried. He has confidence in his heavenly father. I wonder if that annoyed the disciples – they certainly 
sounded cross and frustrated when they woke him in the boat. And sometimes I can be annoyed with 
those who seem to have more faith than me; I feel they’re not practical enough. 

 

 So the crowd sits down willingly, trustingly - waiting for another party trick? The resources seemed 
pathetic; why does Mark say they were “barley loaves”? Because these were very small flat buns which 
someone would get through 3 or 4 in one meal – like a small sandwich roll. The fish were probably dried 
rather than wet and smelly as Galilee was a centre for dried fish so that those caught in the lake could then 
be transported and would keep for some time. Jesus gives thanks in the normal way for the Jews at that 
time at meals. 

 

 And then? Nothing! They all ate. Mark doesn’t describe how it happened or try to explain it. Afterwards, 
the remains are collected in 12 baskets (I expect the disciples were happy to take an active part now the 
problem was sorted); the term refers to a small basket that the Jews carried with them – about the size of 
the bread basket you get on the table in some restaurants – which they tied on and in which they carried 
their bit and bobs. It was a bit like an ancient man-bag! They were so well known for them that one writer 
of the time mocked them and called the Jew “kophinus” (Juvenal: Satires 3), the name of the little basket. 

 

 Mark offers no explanation; he clearly feels that a miracle occurred somehow but he either doesn’t know 
or doesn’t feel it’s necessary to explain how. He is careful to rule out that people just had a tiny crumb like 
at our communion as “everyone was satisfied” (verse 42) and the disciples would hardly have suggested 
they needed to go off and buy something if many of them actually had supplies with them – they’re tired 
but they’re not fools. It’s strange isn’t it that we can be perfectly happy with the idea that Jesus could heal 
a paralytic man or make the blind see, and not worry about the “how”, but baulk at the idea he could feed 
5,000 to 10,000 people. And yet miracles in which food increased had happened before – and not just in 
the desert when the manna and quail came but in 1 Kings 17:7-17 (oil and meal for Elijah and the widow) 
and 2 Kings 4:1-7 (pot of oil to pay the widow’s debts) and 2 Kings 4: 42-44 when 100 men were fed with 20 
barley loaves (those barley loaves again). 

 

 Mark has numerous reasons for the material he’s included but the flashback to Herod’s feast, at which 
John the Baptist met his end, gives a marked contrast to the meal that Jesus gave. In each case a king gave 
food to the people, but in one it was all to boost the status and ego of the king, to celebrate his birthday 
and to show off his wealth and power; in the other it was to satisfy the needs of the people by feeding 
them – not with anything very fancy but with the staple wholesome diet of a peasant labourer.  

 

 But here’s the thing – who was this miracle really for? Yes, the crowd was fed but I’m not sure they even 
realised the extent of what had happened; who but the disciples would know that there were such meagre 
resources to start with? The disciples saw exactly what there was – it was very public but actually quite a 
private miracle. Jesus made sure they were actively involved before, during and after to drive the point 
home. But did they understand the full implications? Well, we’ll see that no, they didn’t. 

 

 So why do the gospels view this as so important? For the Jews who knew their Old Testament, it might 
bring to mind two passages: 

o One we had in our first reading from Ezekiel chapter 34. In it the writer talks of: 
 verses 1-6: the Son of Man condemns the failure of the shepherds of Israel to look after 

the people  
 verses 7-10: the judgement that will come on the shepherds and they will be removed 
 verses 11-16: God himself will seek out, rescue, gather and feed the sheep 

o Mark nudges us towards this in verse 34 by saying Jesus had compassion on them because “they 
were like sheep without a shepherd”. That phrase “had compassion” is only used about Jesus or 
those in parables displaying his qualities (such as the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:33), or those of 
God the Father, who was moved to act for all humanity. 



o The other, though, should have been much more obvious to the disciples if not to others. As I said, 
all the writers describe it as a “remote” (verse 35) and “solitary” (verse 32) place and the large 
crowd, with little food, following their leader, sounds like a replay of the people in the desert when 
they escaped Egypt, led by Moses in the exodus (it was, of course, just before Passover which 
commemorated the escape from Egypt). There in Exodus chapter 16 they are fed by manna from 
heaven by God himself. Now the final exodus to the Promised Land is starting. At the end of 
Moses’ life, he is told to appoint Joshua as his successor (Numbers 27:18) - the Old Testament 
equivalent name of Jesus. 

 

 So the disciples didn’t make the connection; but are we so different? The disciples had difficulty connecting 
the God of the Old Testament with the person standing in front of them; understandably. They went 
through the rituals at the synagogue and the temple but didn’t really expect God to make a lot of 
difference, beyond granting a good harvest or whatever; it was almost a superstition in which if you 
stopped doing certain rituals, awful things would happen. And we go through our rituals and come to 
church, maybe say grace before a meal and say prayers from time to time or when we’re worried but what 
do we expect? If something actually miraculous happens do we even recognise it or do we try to explain it 
away to other causes? 

 
AFTER THE FEEDING 

 The crowds may not have realised exactly what had happened but they were certainly getting excited. 
There were more and more of them, they’d heard the message of the disciples, seen the power of healing 
and now had listened to Jesus all afternoon; they would have heard how he defeated the teachers of the 
law in arguments and performed healing miracles, even raising someone from the dead. Now they seemed 
to have enough food. Sat rather like a military encampment in serried rows (as they did in the wilderness 
under Moses for those that knew their Old Testament), they were looking for a king and thought they’d 
found one who could lead them to victory like David in the good old days. 

 

 But it was also dangerous; Herod Antipas had clearly heard about the commotion and the Romans were 
not going to tolerate such dissent. And Jesus had a lot to teach the disciples yet and they still needed to 
rest. He MADE them (verse 45) get in the boat and set off while he dismissed the crowd. 

 

 At Herod’s feast, the king, drunk with the attention and power, foolishly promises anything and then – to 
save face – has to do what he didn’t really want to do; while Jesus is in control of the situation, does not 
allow himself to be forced into anything, and seems to have little trouble in getting the huge crowd to 
disperse peacefully. 

 

 And what does Jesus then do? Whenever he has what might turn into a crisis, he withdraws to pray on his 
own – this only happens three times in Mark: after the chaos caused on a busy Sabbath in Capernaum 
(1:35-39), here (6:46) and after the Lord’s supper (14: 32-36). Each of them might have produced a 
temptation not to carry out God’s mission and his immediate reaction is to pray intensely. What is our 
reaction when a crisis hits – probably to rely on our own resources? Given the later timings, he must have 
spent a good 6 hours praying through the night; not the quick 5 minutes that I might manage. 

 

 Jesus’ open ministry in Galilee finishes here in Mark’s gospel; he had previously warned a man with leprosy 
not to reveal who he was (1:44) (as well as numerous evil spirits) and the man’s disobedience in spreading 
the news immediately meant that Jesus could no longer enter towns (1: 45). Now the crowd reaction and 
the interest generated in Herod Antipas meant that for the next 6 months he spent quite a bit of the time 
outside that province – to the west, north and east and when in Galilee, he move quite swiftly or spent 
time indoors. 

 
ON THE WATER 

 It’s not entirely clear where they were heading in the boat; Mark says here Bethsaida, which was just up 
the coast, while John (6:17) says they set off for Capernaum (certainly they all agree about where they 
eventually landed). There was a strong current from the Jordan and strong winds funnelled down from the 
north, making it well known for very sudden fierce storms. It’s only about 4 miles across but, given that it 
was the “fourth watch” (verse 48) which was 3am to 6am, they must have been rowing for a good 6 hours 
or so and not getting anywhere. Mark makes it clear they were now “in the middle of the lake” (verse 47) 
and “straining at the oars because the wind was against them” (verse 48). A good number were 



experienced fishermen, used to working these waters – at night which is when they mostly did their fishing 
– so I think we can assume they were in serious trouble. 

 

 From his vantage point up on the hillside, in the full moon at the time of the Passover (John 6:4) and as 
dawn broke, Jesus could see that the boat wasn’t making much headway and there was a fierce squall out 
there. 

 

 So Jesus goes out to them. How you react to the description of Jesus walking on the water probably says 
more about you than it does about Jesus. If you start with the premise that it’s impossible, then you look 
for explanations: 

o he was walking in the shallows or along a cunningly hidden sandbank, maybe – but these were 
experience fishermen who knew those waters very well and would hardly have been worried if the 
shallows or a sandbank was that close – and it’s unlikely to be shallow halfway across the lake. 

o Maybe he was just standing up in another boat? But the crowds were puzzled when they got round 
the lake because they knew perfectly well there was only one boat and they saw the disciples get 
in and head out into deep water while Jesus stayed with them and then went up the hillside. 

 

 Why do we struggle with this and not the healing miracles? Do we feel that Jesus can exhibit amazing 
medical skills (including resurrecting the dead and dealing with mental illness) but this breaks the “laws of 
nature”? But what are these laws of nature? Are they like a clockwork mechanism that God (maybe) set 
going and can’t interfere with? Or can God, here in the form of Jesus, put his hand in and disturb the 
clockwork momentarily, somehow suspending or overruling those laws? Or is it that the same power that 
drives the laws of nature, from subatomic particles like quarks to black holes and supernovas are all 
governed by God and that He is constantly active in maintaining creation – which would make it quite 
possible that on some extraordinary occasions, He directs things differently. (JB Phillips wrote a book in the 
80s called “Your God is too small” which I recommend). 

 

 So what do we make of “He was about to pass them by” in verse 48? (Matthew doesn’t have this sentence) 
There are 3 possible explanations: 

o One is that this was the disciples’ impression but that it was never Jesus’ intention; he had come 
out to help them and calm their fears so why would he pass by? 

o Another is that it actually means “for he intended to pass their way” which is grammatically 
feasible; this would explain why they cried out when they thought the “ghost” was coming for 
them. 

o But a final possibility is that it recalls passages from Exodus and Job in the Old Testament. In 
Exodus 33:19, God says to Moses, when Moses is despairing of the people in the wilderness, “I will 
cause all my goodness – or glory – to pass in front of you.” And in Job 9:8 it says “He alone 
stretches out the heavens and treads on the waves of the sea” and later in verse 11 “He passes 
me”; in 1 Kings 19:11, it describes how “the Lord is about to pass by” Elijah. In the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament the same word (parechomai) is used for “pass by”. 

 

 And if we look at what Jesus says when the disciples cry out: he says “ego eimi” which although rendered 
“It is I”, strictly translates as simply “I am”. In Exodus 3:14, God says to Moses “I am I am” and in the 
Exodus 33:19 passage, God goes on to say “and I will proclaim my name, the Lord, in your presence”. 

 

 Sailors had a paddle that they used to beat the waves with if they were frightened and it was engraved “I 
am that I am, Yahweh, the Lord of hosts”. We might laugh at that but we often need a reminder that God is 
close and with us. When we’re disappointed or depressed, hurt or ill or lonely; when you’re deep down, He 
is with us and will never leave us. Isaiah 41:13 says “For I am the Lord your God, who takes hold of your 
right hand and says to you, Do not fear, I will help you.” 

 

 You may feel this is reading too much into it but when Mark says they didn’t understand, what does he use 
to illustrate this? You would think that he would refer back to the last time they were in a boat and it 
threatened to be overcome by the waves and Jesus was asleep in the stern (4:35-41). But no – he says they 
didn’t understand about the feeding of the 5,000; he links it back to Exodus. This was the rescuer that God 
had sent to shepherd and feed his flock and now Jesus shows that not only has he been sent by God but 
that he, this shepherd king is God. God has come to rescue his people.  

 



 They are amazed (verse 51) but still didn’t understand. They are still treating each miracle as self-contained 
and attributing them to this amazing man, Jesus.  

 
AFTERMATH 

 They land at Genneserat, a small town but also the name of a small fertile plain which ran between the hills 
on the NW side of the Sea of Galilee. They travelled through it whenever they journeyed between Nazareth 
and Capernaum.  

 

 The people are puzzled as to how Jesus got across the lake but they certainly recognise him and he is 
popular with them. But they are mostly not becoming true disciples; they are coming for what they can get 
out of it and in their minds that is healing rather than the teaching. They don’t really recognise Jesus any 
more than the disciples do. No mention is made of preaching and the public ministry to the Jewish people 
interrupted in 6:31 in Marks’ gospel is not really taken up again. In fact, it sounds like so many were 
queuing up for healing that there was little opportunity for teaching – and yet Jesus says in 1:38 “That is 
why I have come”. 

 

 It’s starting to become rather superstitious, like touching a talisman before doing something; they just try 
and touch the edge of his clothing (it could mean the hem or it might mean the 4 tassels which according 
to Jewish law (Numbers 15:37 and 38 and Deuteronomy 22:12) were at the 4 corners of a Jew’s cloak. Did 
they all have the faith of the woman back in chapter 5 (5:25-34)? Probably not, but there’s something 
comforting in knowing that even if we don’t understand very much at all, God doesn’t withhold His power 
and the grace of His forgiveness.. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 So why does Mark, along with the other gospel writers, include this? Because, in the words of Ezekiel: 
o verses 31-44 show the promised shepherd, the rescuer promised BY God can feed and rescue his 

sheep 
o verses 45-56 show the rescuer IS god  

 

 The gospel writers include particular events in Jesus’ ministry because they help us to understand. Here we 
see that the problem of understanding in the disciples is less intellectual than about faith. Their reaction to 
the actions, the miracles and the teaching is characterised by non-understanding. In fact, in their hardness 
of heart, they are not essentially different to the opponents of Jesus who also fail to recognise the Lord of 
Lords (10:5) – or from people today. And only the Holy Spirit can change a heart. 

 

 In feeding the crowds, he showed he was the Messiah, God’s Christ sent to rescue his people. In walking on 
the water, he shows that it is only God that can effect this rescue. 

 

 The response is what the crowds did – reach out and touch him even if you don’t fully understand, and rely 
on his grace. Amen 

 


