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30The apostles returned to Jesus and told him all that they had done and taught. 31And he said to them,  “Come away by yourselves to a desolate place and rest a while.” For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. 32And they went away in the boat to a desolate place by themselves. 33Now many saw them going and recognized them, and they ran there on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them. 34When he went ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. And he began to teach them many things. 35And when it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, “This is a desolate place, and the hour is now late. 36Send them away to go into the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.” 37But he answered them,  “You give them something to eat.” And they said to him, “Shall we go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?” 38And he said to them,  “How many loaves do you have? Go and see.” And when they had found out, they said, “Five, and two fish.” 39Then he commanded them all to sit down in groups on the green grass. 40So they sat down in groups, by hundreds and by fifties. 41And taking the five loaves and the two fish he looked up to heaven and said a blessing and broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the people. And he divided the two fish among them all. 42And they all ate and were satisfied. 43And they took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces and of the fish. 44And those who ate the loaves were five thousand men.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Over 5,000 people on the side of a hill, in a desolate place, far from home, at a late hour, and they’re hungry.

How will the Lord handle this?

The Apostles of the Lord don’t know.  There’s more than just a little desperation in their suggestion.  Mark 6:35:

 
35And when it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, “This is a desolate place, and the hour is now late. 36Send them away to go into the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.”

That’s one of those attempts to try to say “Not my problem, the buck doesn’t stop here.”—send them on, let them handle it, it’s their problem.

Jesus doesn’t let his Apostles off the hook:   

 “You give them something to eat.”


[Mark 6:37]

And they said to him, “Shall we go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?”
So now the buck stops on Jesus’ desk.  The people are hungry, there’s nothing to eat, the Apostles have no food or money, and they fail in passing the buck, so now it’s Jesus’ problem.

How will the Lord handle this?


It’s easy enough to hear accounts like this of our Lord, and come away thinking, Gee, look at the way he miraculously made food for over 5,000 people.  What a powerful Lord.  Other accounts can be added in, too.  Gee, look at the way he heals a blind man, what a powerful Lord.  Look at the way he makes wine out of water, what an awesome God we have.

It’s easy enough to see our Lord at work, and attribute it all to his awesome power.

But he does not.

His power is there, to be sure.  But what does that prove? Obviously God has power, that’s what it means to be god.

But the fact that he has power, Will that lead to him healing a leper or giving sight to a blind man?  If he’s already sent forth the leprosy, if he’s already made the man blind, why would we expect that God should prove his power by reversing it?  Why wouldn’t he just send more leprosy and more blindness, wouldn’t that prove his power, too?  After all, since that’s what the sinner justly deserves, it would prove not only his power, but also his justice.

The fact that he’s powerful and awesome, does that mean that he will look at 5,000 hungry families on the side of a hill and he’ll give them food?

It could’ve, after all, gone another way, and according to the Law of God, we would’ve expected to go another way.

5,000 families on the side of hill, all of them hungry.  What would we expect a righteous god to do with that?

He could say to them, “You’re out here hungry on a hill, it’s your own fault.  I gave you brains, you could’ve planned, you could’ve brought food, you could be full now, but you’re not.  Do you test God, expecting him to do something you should be doing for yourself?”

That would have been the true Law: A man who does not work, does not plan, shall not eat.  Should we not expect the Law from the Lord?

Or the Lord, looking at the 5,000 hungry families could’ve been a little more subtle: “You’re hungry, you need food, and as God, I have food to give.  Tell you what, I’ll give you the food, but as a matching-gift.  You do your part, I’ll do mine.  For every ten loaves of bread you bring, and every 12 fish you bring, I’ll match it with ten more loaves and 12 more fish.”

Matching gifts serve their purpose.  They manipulate others into ponying up, too, and everyone has a part to play.  But matching-gifts are not gifts, but only mechanisms to manipulate, and this Lord will have none of that.

Or he could make a deal for future return.  Looking at 5,000 hungry, what a perfect time to say,“Okay here’s your food.  But in taking this food, you’re agreeing, you’re making the choice to do good works, to be good stewards in the future, to prove your faith.

There is, though, no deal made by Jesus.


The Law tells us what to do and what not to do.  The Law tells us how to stack up.  The Law crushes and coerces and manipulates.

And Jesus didn’t come for that.

Jesus sees 5,000 hungry people on the side of the hill.  Mark 6:34:

 34When [Jesus] went ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. And he began to teach them many things.

It is all from compassion.  All from a Lord who sees hungry people, people hungry for food, people hungry for a word of life, and seeing these people who have been crushed by the Law, he sees those who are like sheep without a shepherd, and sets himself as their shepherd.  It is all from the heart of a Lord who wants to give gifts.

Five loaves and two fish are brought forward.  But that’s hardly a matching gift for the feeding of 5,000—it’s not even a down-payment.  Five loaves and two fish—that’s only enough to show the impoverishment of what is there.

Mark 6:41:

41And taking the five loaves and the two fish he looked up to heaven and said a blessing and broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the people. And he divided the two fish among them all. 42And they all ate and were satisfied.

The people on the side of the hill, what have they seen?  What have they witnessed that they can now go home and tell their families and friends?

A Lord who has creative power to make food with a word out of his mouth?  Yes, they have seen that.

A Lord who is the Creator himself, for the one who can create bread and fish instantly, this can only be the same one who created in the beginning in those first six days?  Yes, they have seen that.  The creator is the creator, and no one else can create.

But much more than that, they have seen a Lord, they have looked upon him standing in front of them, and heard him speaking to them—they have seen a Lord who could have crushed them with the Law, but did not; who could have made a deal with them, but did not; who could have sent them home under guilt in order to manipulate them into works of the Law, but did not; they have seen a Lord who can be known only by the word compassion:

 34When he went ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. And he began to teach them many things.

[Mark 6:34]


Had he come to crush with the Law, to make a deal, to coerce, he would not have ended up on the cross.  There is no need of the cross when people can still be held accountable for their own sin.

He came in compassion.  He came to be held accountable for sin.  He came to make the sinner his own.  For Jesus, then, it is the way of the cross.  

At the cross, that’s where the Lord, who has all power, gives himself to be seen in no power at all, but only in weakness: compassion.

At the cross, the shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.

At the cross, we, who were like sheep without a shepherd, now see our sin atoned for, as we look upon our shepherd.

And from the cross, we and our families, we find our life, our true life.  For the Lord who fed those 5,000 families on the side of the hill, feeds also us.  Feeds us with the food we ourselves do not have and cannot create.  Feeds us with a food of gift that comes only by the way of gift, not to crush, not to make a deal, not to demand results—but gift, pure gift, his Body and Blood to forgive our sin, to cover our shame, to make us his own.

By the Body and Blood of that cross, we are no longer far off, but we have been brought near, into fellowship; no longer sheep without a shepherd, we have a shepherd, and he wants to be known for his compassion.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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