
 1

Opposition and Misunderstanding: Mark 8:1-21 

Ben Reaoch, Three Rivers Grace Church 

September 12, 2010 

 

 As I said last week, we’re coming to the end of Act I in the 

Gospel of Mark.  Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ in 8:29 

is the statement that divides this Gospel in half.  Up to that point 

Mark is recording Jesus’ Galilean ministry, and after that point the 

focus is on Jesus heading to Jerusalem to die.   

 The three sections before us this morning communicate 

three important points about Jesus’ Galilean ministry as it comes to 

a close.  In verses 1-10 Jesus feeds the Gentiles, and this 

emphasizes again that Jesus’ ministry, while it has been focused on 

the Jews first and foremost, He also has compassion on Gentiles.  

Then in verses 11-13 the Pharisees test Jesus, and we see in those 

verses that the religious leaders remain hardened in their rejection 

of Jesus.  And in verses 14-21 the disciples are still confused.  So 

as Act I of this Gospel comes to an end, the picture is not good.  A 

lot of people have been healed, and there has been a lot of 

excitement surrounding Jesus’ ministry.  But some very important 

individuals are still not on board.  The religious establishment is 

vehemently opposed to what Jesus is doing.  And even Jesus’ own 

disciples don’t yet get it.  They still lack understanding in spite of 

the amazing things they have seen and heard.   

 

Jesus Feeds the Gentiles (verses 1-10) 

 There are many obvious similarities between this passage 

and the passage in Mark 6 that told of the feeding of the 5,000.  

The major difference is that when Jesus fed the 5,000 He was in a 

Jewish area, and now He is in a predominantly Gentile region.  He 

is in the Decapolis, as Mark told us in 7:31.  He’s been traveling 

through Gentile areas: Tyre and Sidon, and now the Decapolis, the 

ten cities on the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee.   

 This makes us think back to the miracle that Jesus 

performed for the Syrophoenician woman.  This was in 7:24-30.  

Her daughter had an unclean spirit, and she was begging Jesus to 

do something about it.  Do you remember Jesus’ seemingly harsh 

response?  He said, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not right 

to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.”  In other 

words, I came to minister to the Jews, but you’re a Gentile.  Don’t 

distract me from me primary mission.  But she responds with wit 

and understanding and says, “Yes, Lord; yet even the dogs under 

the table eat the children’s crumbs.”  Jesus was delighted to hear 

this from her.  In Matthew’s account of that event, Jesus says, “O 

woman, great is your faith!” (Matthew 15:28).   



 2

 It is true that Jesus came to the Jews first.  But He also 

came for the Gentiles, and His compassion on the Syrophoenician 

woman was an indication of that.  The feeding of 4,000 is another 

manifestation of His compassion toward the Gentiles, and this time 

it has a much broader impact.  Jesus demonstrates that He is the 

bread of Life, not only for the Jews, but also for the Gentiles.        

 Now the striking thing about this, aside from the miracle 

itself, is the response of the disciples.  Doesn’t it seem odd to you 

that in verse 4 the disciples say, “How can one feed these people 

with bread here in this desolate place?”  Now, surely they had not 

forgotten about the feeding of the 5,000.  You can’t really forget 

about something as amazing as that.  But they didn’t understand.  

They didn’t get it, as we’ll see in verses 14ff.  Maybe they 

assumed Jesus would never do something like that again.  Maybe 

they were afraid to ask Him.  Whatever was going on in their 

minds, their response to Jesus was basically the same as their 

cynical response in chapter 6.  In chapter 6, when Jesus told them, 

“You give them something to eat,” they replied, “Shall we go and 

buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to 

eat?” (6:37).  They’re basically saying to Jesus, that’s impossible!  

Now they say something similar.  Again, they basically say that 

it’s impossible, and they wait to see what Jesus is going to do. 

 Think about the Israelites for a moment.  They had been 

delivered from Egypt in such a miraculous and wonderful way.  

God had shown His power to save them in unforgettable ways.  In 

Exodus 14 God parts the Red Sea for them to cross through.  In 

Exodus 15 Moses sings praises to God for His salvation.  And do 

you know what happens at the end of Exodus 15 and the beginning 

of Exodus 16?  The people grumble.  They grumbled for water.  

They grumbled for food—right on the heels of God doing such 

amazing things for them.   

 That’s the picture we have of the disciples.  They had seen 

such miraculous things, but they were still asking the same 

questions.  How is that really possible, Jesus? 

 And we can scoff at the Israelites and scoff at the disciples 

all we want, but we have to realize that we do the same thing.  We 

can be so forgetful.  We can be so dense.  We can be so ungrateful 

for what God has done for us.  God has been so good to us in so 

many ways.  He has saved us and provided for us and blessed us 

with His Word and with fellow believers.  But when a new 

situation arises and things look grim, we throw up our hands and 

say, This is impossible.   

 We need to remember and remind ourselves of God’s 

faithfulness to us in the past.  And that should be an 

encouragement to our faith in the present.  One practical way to 

apply this is by journaling.  Write down the ways that God is 
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working in your life.  Write down the sins He is convicting you of.  

Write down the answers to prayer.  Write down ways that you see 

Him sanctifying you.  And then periodically go back and read 

through those things.  My problem is that I journal, but then I don’t 

go back and read what I’ve written.  But just recently I’ve spent 

some time reading through a couple of my journals from my 

college days, and it has been really a blessing.  In some respects 

it’s embarrassing to see my immaturity in those days.  And I 

imagine decades down the road when I read the things I’m writing 

now I’ll feel the same way.  But it’s also exciting to see that God 

was working in my life then, as He is now, and He’s brought me a 

long way.  We need to find ways to remember and remind 

ourselves of God’s enduring faithfulness to us.   

 We’ll see more about the disciples’ lack of understanding 

in verses 14ff. 

 

The Pharisees Test Jesus (verses 11-13) 

 Let’s move on now to the interaction between Jesus and the 

Pharisees in verses 11-13.  Here the Pharisees come again to test 

Jesus.  They are opposing Him.  It’s not as though they are coming 

with open minds, hoping to learn from Jesus and be convinced of 

the legitimacy of His ministry.  No, they are coming as fierce 

opponents.  They are coming with murder in their hearts and 

venom on their lips.  The Pharisees and scribes have questioned 

Jesus all along.  They have attacked Him concerning who He ate 

with.  They have attacked Him concerning fasting.  They have 

attacked Him concerning the Sabbath and ceremonial hand 

washing.  And they want to kill Him.  It says in 3:6, “the Pharisees 

went out and immediately held counsel with the Herodians against 

him, how to destroy him.”  Then later in that same chapter the 

scribes from Jerusalem were saying, “He is possessed by 

Beelzebul,” and “by the prince of demons he casts out the demons” 

(3:22).  They are saying that His power comes from Satan.  So this 

is not at all a friendly encounter when the Pharisees come again to 

test Jesus in chapter 8.  They are fiercely opposing Him and 

looking for a way to kill Him.   

 What are they asking for, then, when they request “a sign 

from heaven”?  They’re not looking for just another miracle.  

There have already been plenty of those, and the Pharisees and 

scribes are well aware of them.  They even acknowledged them, 

but attributed them to Satan.  What they’re asking for is some 

irrefutable sign from God that Jesus is really who He says He is.  

They are essentially asking the same questions they will ask in 

chapter 11 when they come to Jesus and say, “By what authority 

are you doing these things, or who gave you this authority to do 

them?” (11:28).  On that occasion Jesus answers their question 
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with a question of His own, “Was the baptism of John from heaven 

or from man?”   

 The religious leaders were always trying to back Jesus into 

a corner.  They were always trying to discredit Him.  They wanted 

to undermine His authority, to somehow put a dent in His 

reputation.  So they were not coming to Jesus with an earnest 

desire to see His authority confirmed.  They were coming with a 

desire to attack and discredit Him.   

 Why did Jesus respond so negatively?  Jesus could have 

given them a sign.  He could have done something spectacular in 

that moment.  But He didn’t.  And His response is very forceful.  

First, He sighs deeply in His spirit.  This isn’t like the prayerful 

sigh that He expressed when He healed the deaf man.  This is a 

sigh of disgust and frustration.  It’s an expression of righteous 

anger toward these hard-hearted, unbelieving men.  Then Jesus 

says, “Why does this generation seek a sign?  Truly, I say to you, 

no sign will be given to this generation.”  The force of that 

statement is hard to get across in the translation.  Literally it reads, 

“If a sign is given to this generation . . .”  Then it stops there.  It’s 

one half of what a typical Jewish oath would sound like.  

Altogether it might sound something like, “If a sign is given to this 

generation, then let curses come down on my head.”  It’s like He’s 

saying, “I swear, if this generation receives a sign . . .”  And then 

He leaves and gets in the boat.   

 Now, why is Jesus so opposed to giving them a sign?  

Here’s the reason.  It’s because a sign won’t change their hearts.  

Their hearts are dead set against Him, and a visible sign of some 

kind won’t make that any different.  A sign will not create faith, 

and faith is what it’s all about.  Imagine if Jesus granted their 

request.  Imagine if Jesus did something that was even more 

spectacular than any of the previous miracles He had performed.  

Imagine if a voice from heaven said again, “This is my beloved 

Son, with whom I am well pleased.”  What would the Pharisees 

have done with that?  Would they have fallen on their faces before 

Jesus and said, “Forgive us, we were wrong, have mercy on us, we 

believe You now”?  No.  They would have found some way to 

reason it away.  We were just hearing things.  We were just seeing 

things.  If it really happened, it must have been a trick of the devil.   

 The same thing happens today.  Skeptics might say, If I 

could just see Jesus right in front of me, if there was some 

irrefutable evidence that the Bible is true, if God would just speak 

to me audibly, then I would definitely believe.  But there’s just not 

enough evidence for me yet. 

 It’s the attempt to sound rational and practical, when it’s 

really just a cover up for sinful pride.  Deep inside the unbelieving 

heart is a vehement hatred of the true God.  Until God regenerates 
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us, we will reason Him away, we will recreate Him in our own 

image, we will find ways to discredit Him.  At all cost, we will 

figure out how to live the way we want to live, and we will seek to 

destroy anyone who tells us otherwise.  That’s what was happening 

with the Pharisees.  Jesus was confronting their religion.  He was 

saying that they had it all wrong.  So they wanted to destroy Him.  

They tested Him and challenged Him and opposed Him, because 

they were determined not to believe Him.     

The amazing thing is that Jesus died for people just like 

this.  He died for people like the Pharisees, like us, who rebel and 

run and rationalize how we can keep Jesus out of our lives, 

because we don’t want to submit to any will outside of our own.  

Jesus went to the cross to bear our punishment.  He lived the life 

we should have lived, and He died the death we should have died.  

This is the wonderful news of the Gospel, that because of Jesus’ 

death enemies become friends.  Romans 5:10 says that “while we 

were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son.”  

That is truly amazing.  We hated Him and ran from Him.  But by 

His gracious provision on the cross, Jesus brought reconciliation.  

Enemies become friends.   

If you’re a believer, you should be an awe of what God has 

done in your life.  It is no small thing that you find yourself 

believing His Word, finding hope in His promises, desiring to live 

a life of obedience to Him.  It is no small thing that you are not 

attacking Him, discrediting Him, reasoning Him away, or 

recreating Him into a deity that suits your lifestyle.  Give praise to 

God for what He has done in your heart. 

If you’re an unbeliever here today, I would challenge you 

to consider how your skepticism is really a method of self-

protection.  You don’t want to believe in Jesus, because you don’t 

want Him to tell you how to live your life.  I want to tell you, 

friend, that you aren’t really living until you do let Jesus tell you 

how to live your life.  I think of what a waste my life would be if I 

was not following Jesus.  Don’t squander your short time on this 

earth trying to figure out what’s going to make you happy while 

you push away the only source of real happiness.  Submit to Jesus.  

Stop fighting against Him, and instead embrace Him for who He is 

and what He has done for sinners like us. 

 

The Disciples Are Still Confused (verses 14-21)   
 What happens in this third section of verses is in ways even 

more troubling than what happened in verses 11-13.  In 11-13 we 

see that the Pharisees are opposing Jesus just as vehemently as 

ever.  Their position has not changed.  They opposed Jesus from 

the start of His Galilean ministry, and now as the Galilean ministry 

comes to a close they are still opposing Him.  And now we find out 
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that Jesus’ own disciples are still as confused as ever.  It could be 

said that Jesus was being opposed not only from without but also 

from within—from within His own group of disciples.  The 

disciples were largely an opposing force to Jesus’ ministry because 

they didn’t yet comprehend what He was all about.  This has been 

true throughout the Galilean ministry.  So Mark gives us these 

snapshots to show us that these two troubling facets of Jesus’ 

situation have continued throughout His time ministering in 

Galilee and beyond.  The religious leaders are still testing Him, 

and His own disciples still don’t understand Him.   

 There’s a link between these two sets of verses, and it’s in 

the warning that Jesus gives in verse 15.  “Watch out; beware of 

the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.”  They had 

just watched the intense interaction between Jesus and the 

Pharisees, and in their abrupt departure from there they forgot to 

bring bread.  Now Jesus uses this as a teachable moment.  They 

lack bread, and the opposition of the Pharisees is fresh in their 

minds.  So Jesus tells them to beware of the leaven of the 

Pharisees.  And He adds Herod, too, someone else who 

vehemently opposed Him. 

 Leaven is the stuff that is mixed into dough that makes 

bread rise.  And it doesn’t take much leaven to have its effect.  The 

metaphor, then, is this: Don’t let that hard-hearted opposition 

infect you.  The way that they oppose me and misunderstand me 

and are blind and deaf to the things I’m doing and saying, don’t let 

that be true of you.  What’s scary here is that they don’t give any 

indication of even hearing Him say this.  Jesus gives this warning 

in verse 15, and what are the disciples doing in verse 16?  They’re 

talking about the fact that they don’t have any bread.   

 The image that comes to mind is a teenage son listening to 

headphones, and the music is so loud that you can hear the words 

to the song 10 feet away.  And his mother says to him, “Turn that 

down.  You’re going to lose your hearing.”  But, of course, the son 

can’t even hear the warning.  He’s so wrapped up in his own 

world, in his own interests, that the warning from outside is 

unheard and unacknowledged. 

 That’s how I picture the disciples here.  The grumbling of 

their stomachs is so loud, apparently, that they don’t hear Jesus’ 

warning.  Jesus mentions leaven, and it just makes them think all 

the more about the fact they don’t have bread.  The spiritual 

metaphor totally goes over their heads.  They’re just sitting there 

grumbling, complaining, and blaming each other for forgetting the 

bread.     

The fact that they don’t respond shows that the very thing 

Jesus is warning them of is already partially true of them.  It shows 

the gravity and the necessity of this warning.  Jesus is hitting the 
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nail on the head.  The disciples are in just as much danger of being 

Jesus’ opponents as Herod and the Pharisees are.  That’s a 

remarkable thing.  Ever since chapter 4 we have thought of the 

Pharisees and Herod and the crowds as the outsiders, while the 

disciples are the insiders.  In the context of the parable of the soils, 

Jesus said to His disciples in 4:11-12, “To you has been given the 

secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in 

parables, so that they may indeed see but not perceive, and may 

indeed hear but not understand, lest they should turn and be 

forgiven.”  The scary reality is that even as insiders, even with the 

parables explained to them, they are at risk of missing the point.  

They are at risk of being Jesus’ opponents.   

Jesus calls them on it, though, which shows that there’s 

hope for them.  Jesus is pursuing them, and that’s the encouraging 

part of this passage.  They don’t get it yet, but Jesus is still after 

them.  He questions them, rebukes them, and eventually they will 

get it.  He questions them in detail about the feeding of the 5,000 

and the feeding of the 4,000.  He wants to bring those amazing 

events back into their minds in a vivid way.  Remember how many 

people were fed?  And remember how much was left over?  And 

the conclusion in verse 27 is, “Do you not yet understand?”   

Jesus is saying, Why would you be discussing your lack of 

bread right now when the Bread of Life is sitting right next to you?  

Why is that even of concern to you!?  If I think you need some 

bread, I can fill this boat with bread.  But don’t you get it?  I’m the 

Bread of Life.  Your focus should be on Me. 

The way that these events are organized is very interesting 

because the physical miracles that Jesus performs are illustrations 

of what is going on spiritually.  Jesus healed a deaf man at the end 

of chapter 7.  In the passage we’ll study next week Jesus heals a 

blind man.  And in between those two healings we have Jesus here 

saying to His disciples in verse 18, “Having eyes do you not see, 

and having ears do you not hear?”  The disciples are still spiritually 

deaf and spiritually blind.  But Jesus is going to heal them. 

And that’s our hope this morning.  Jesus pursues 

individuals who don’t get it.  He questions us and rebukes us and 

challenges us and miraculously heals us, so that the deaf hear and 

blind see.  So if you can see and hear the Gospel this morning, if it 

resonates in your mind and heart and you embrace Jesus as your 

Savior and Lord and Treasure, that is reason for rejoicing.  That’s 

not something you did.  That’s not something you get credit for.  

Jesus gets the glory, because He has given us eyes to see and ears 

to hear.         


