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Jesus is in the region east of the Sea of Galilee, what today we call the Golan Heights, formerly belonged to Syria, now 
occupied by Israel. Back then it was known as the region of the Decapolis, ten predominantly Greek cities in a land that 
had been part of Israel. It would be like going into Dearborn, Michigan or whole sections of Western European cities 
where there is a such a predominant Arabic culture that by looking at the buildings, shops, and listening to the language 
spoken, you could easily think you were in the Middle East. It would be exceedingly odd for a Lutheran Church to open 
up shop in Dearborn and have a whole bunch of Muslims just show up for church, jam-packing the place to listen to the 
preaching of the Gospel. That is what is going on in Mark chapter 8, with Jesus and the crowds from the Decapolis. 
 
“A great crowd had gathered” and they are with Jesus not for a 15-to-20-minute sermon, nor a 45-to-60-minute sermon 
like in the glorious days of yesteryear’s preaching. They are with Jesus for three days. Not in a nice, comfy, air-conditioned 
church, not in a sheltered synagogue or shady grove of trees. They are in a “desolate place,” more literally, “wilderness.” 
They’re out in the panhandle, or northeast Colorado; there’s nothing there. There’s no doubt the people brought some 
provisions with them, that’s what you did back then when you traveled any sort of distance, there were no rest stops or 
restaurants. But those provisions are long gone. 
 
Here you see what faith does. Faith drives us to Jesus. These people may not know much, but they have heard enough to 
drive them out into the wilderness, grabbing whatever they can on the quick just so that they can go and hear Jesus say 
what He has to say for as long as He is going to say it. Here we are put to shame, I think. For Jesus is also here, but how 
long can you make it before you check the time? How many minutes can you last until your mind drifts off to whatever 
else you have planned today? How long can you stand reading your Bible at home, not multitasking, but just sitting at your 
table or in your chair and reading God’s Word? Is it a struggle to even commit to one day of your week beginning with 
coming the Lord’s house, or to begin and end each day with a few minutes of prayer? 
 
Consider the account of Jesus in Mary and Martha’s house. There are things to be done in a house. There are tasks that 
life in this world requires. But Mary has chosen the better portion, Jesus says. He prizes the faith that simply sits at His 
feet and receives, listening to His Word. We are bid in such passages as these to remember, to cherish, being with and 
hearing Jesus. The chief characteristic of being a Christian is not our activity, our works, our business and labor for the 
kingdom. It is receiving. That is why Jesus holds children up as the picture of what it means to be a Christian. All they can 
do is receive. That is what it means to be in the kingdom of God. Faith desires to hear, to receive. Faith drives us to be 
with Jesus to receive what He gives.  
 
You often hear the confident assertion “I don’t have to go to church to be a Christian.” I’ll grant that. But I’ll also state 
that you certainly have to go to Church to remain a Christian. That is where Jesus is, speaking His Word and giving His 
Gospel treasures. If someone has no concern, no desire, no drive to be there, where Jesus is doing that, the whole church 
needs to be concerned, needs to invite them in love to come and hear Jesus, to come and receive what Jesus has to give, 
needs to warn against coldness of heart and indifference to Christ. Jesus died so that what is said here can be said. He laid 
down His life so that what is given here can be given. That is what faith recognizes and desires. 
 
So you are, indeed, here, thanks be to God, despite whatever weakness and distractions. And so also the four thousand of 
the Decapolis are out in the wilderness with Jesus. Just one problem. They have run out of food, nothing to eat. No 
concession stands out there. But they’ve gone out to see and hear Jesus! Why didn’t He go someplace not so far out in the 
wilderness? Doesn’t He care? Didn’t He know this would happen, that stomachs would ache with pangs of hunger? You 
see what faith sometimes suffers, what you sometimes must endure. You might suffer physical lack in this life. Sometimes 
because you are a Christian. Sometimes, you have to go without or get by with less because you believe in Jesus, because 
you love what He says. 
 
When material goods are cheap and readily available, giving a regular percentage of your income to support the work of 
the Church is easy. It’s a lot harder in times such as this. That extra 10% in your pocket can go a long way. Your boss is 
really pushing attendance at those Human Resources meetings that you know are going to teach blatant sin as acceptable, 
and you know that the moment you ask “Is this required, do I have to go?” that you’ve likely just lost your job. Your 
teacher insists that you speak and write in a way that denies God’s good creation of male and female, that men and 



women are different and that is good, and if you don’t tow the line, your grades will suffer and you may even get to visit 
the principal. You can kiss your 4.0 GPA and your chance of getting into whatever school you want goodbye.  
 
Those people were really hungry, for a couple days. They were in very real danger of fainting on the way back home to 
just get something to eat. There are real things that are suffered not just in general in this life, but particularly for being a 
Christian, being a hearer of Jesus’ word, going to be with Jesus. What Jesus shows is that He is aware and He cares. He 
teaches us to put our trust in Him to provide for our needs, not just general hopes that it will all turn out somehow, but 
total confidence that He will attend to us. 
 
We see that in the disciples. Compare this account to the feeding of the 5,000 two chapters earlier and you see a bit of 
difference. In chapter 6, Jesus’ disciples come up to Him and say, “Send them away to go into the surrounding 
countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.” Jesus tells them to feed the people and the disciples 
scoff. They say “Shall we go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?” Its dripping 
with sarcasm. They see no possible way to do this. Now look back at today’s Gospel. It begins not with the disciples 
noticing a real problem, but the awareness and compassion of the Lord. He knows the predicament. The disciples ask 
“How can one feed these people with bread here in this desolate place?” Now, some take this as just another 
example of the disciples’ thickheadedness, their stubborn unbelief, but I am not so sure.  
 
Think about what they have seen Jesus do. He’s fed 5,000 with 5 loaves and two fish. He’s walked on water, healed 
countless sick with a touch, he’s had that interaction with the Canaanite woman whose daughter was oppressed by a 
demon, casting it out from afar. He’s healed a deaf mute. It seems that there’s more going on here than just a repeat of the 
point that the disciples don’t get it. Their statement could just as well be a legit asking Jesus, “Ok, how are You going to 
have us attend to them?” They know what Jesus is able to do, they have seen it with their own eyes. So they simply 
express their confidence and trust. He knows the problem. He is compassionate, He is merciful toward His people. Ok, 
what shall we do? It is much like St. Mary in Luke chapter 1 when she is told she is going to give birth to the Messiah. 
She’s not married, so she asks, “Ok, so how is this going to work?” and then commends herself to the Lord’s plan, 
“Behold, I am the handmaiden of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.”  
 
As much as we are able to identify with the holy people of Scripture as sinners, they are also models to us of faith and as 
proofs of God’s immeasurable grace and compassion. The disciples have learned the lesson from the feeding of the 5,000: 
when Jesus presents you with a problem, commend it to Him in faith. When He tosses you the hot potato, toss it right 
back to Him. He does not send the holy cross upon you to see how long you can take it, if you can handle it. He does it so 
that you might lean all the more upon Him. You know that He is good, that He loves you. He has created you. And if He 
is so willing to suffer and die to save you from your sins, how will He not then take care of much lesser things in time of 
need?  
 
Notice also how it is that He does that. The disciples have seven loaves. They give Him the loaves and “having given 
thanks, [Jesus] broke them and gave them to His disciples to set before the people; and they set them before the 
crowd.” The miraculous multiplication happens, but it is done through what is already there, what is available from the 
disciples and what is then given by them to the people. God uses us to accomplish this task of caring for others, of 
providing their daily bread. We have seen that here. Last month God provided for mothers in need through you with the 
coin drive. He will do so again through you at the Life Team’s event next Sunday afternoon. He provides for His pastors 
here and for those serving throughout the world through you. When there is someone here in need, whether because of 
some health crisis or loss of a job, the hands of God’s care are your hands. And when it is you in need, you are bid to have 
confidence and faith in your Father’s care for you because He has given you this, your true family, to be His means of 
provision for you. 
 
 
   
 
  


