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The Compassionate Shepherd 

Mark 6:30-34 

Trinity Lutheran – Kearney, Missouri 

July 18, 2021 – Eighth Sunday After Pentecost 

† † † † † † † 

In the name of the Father and of the † Son and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. In this morning’s Gospel lesson, St. 

Mark, under inspiration of the Holy Spirit, makes the ob-

servation that Jesus “had compassion on the people be-

cause they were like sheep without a shepherd.” There are, 

course, any number of conclusions one might reach after 

reading these words, but I think you’d have to agree that 

before a person can arrive at any conclusion they first have 

to understand what St. Mark meant by his use of the word, 

“compassion.” What does it mean to say that a person has 

compassion? This word is heavy with all sorts of baggage. 

To some it means showing “love.” For others  it expresses 

the notion of looking out for those who are in need. While 

still others understand it as hospitality, self-sacrifice, or 

empathy toward the plight of others. But do any of these 

meanings really reflect what Mark had in mind when he 

wrote that Jesus “had compassion on the multitudes, be-

cause they were like sheep without a shepherd?” 

In order to have compassion on someone you first have 

to know what that person’s needs are. So, when Mark 

writes that Jesus had compassion on the multitudes, it was 

because Mark knew that Jesus is able to intimately know 

our needs. Looking again at this text, you might also no-

tice how the disciples – having just returned from a 

teaching and preaching trip – were urged by Jesus to get 

some rest. Maybe that was why Mark pointed to the 

crowds, who – having followed Jesus for days – were 

exhausted, spent, and in need of nourishment. So, it 

shouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone that what imme-

diately follows this text is the account of the feeding of the 

5,000 – that is, the feeding of 5,000 men – plus at least the 

same number of women and children. Jesus had compas-

sion on these people because He knew their plight – their 

physical as well as their spiritual needs. He saw them 

rightly as sheep without a shepherd – so ignorant they 

didn’t even know the height, breadth or depth of their 

spiritual poverty! 

And isn’t that how it is with you? Are we all not like 

the crowds and the disciples following our Lord in this 

text? What I mean is – no matter how hard you might 

protest – the fact is you and I have no real grasp of what’s 

really good for us. And if you don’t believe me, just take a 

stroll down the “self-help” section of just about any 

bookstore – including especially Christian bookstores – 

which have an almost endless supply of these kinds of 

books lining their shelves – books that purport infinite 

ways a person might fix this or that part of their life – more 

books than you ever thought possible. But that’s our na-

ture. We always want to fix everything ourselves. Indeed, 

the image of the self-made man is the epitome of the 

American dream. When you think about it, is there any 

more offensive a picture than the one in which you and I 

are portrayed as nothing more than helpless sheep? And 

yet the sad reality is that by nature this is exactly what we 

are like. We are woefully ignorant of our spiritual poverty 

and our great need for a Savior! 

But Jesus’ words weren’t intended just for everyday, 

ordinary people. Christ’s words also dealt a serious blow 

to the religious leadership of Israel – the priests, rabbis, 

and teachers of the Law. The implication of these words 

was that even though there were, in fact, “enough” 

so-called “pastors” to go around, the people still had no 

one to lead them! Although there was no lack of religious 

“leadership” in Israel – these were no better than blind 

men. The teachers of Israel needed to be taught them-

selves, because for the most part they were only tending 

their flocks to shear their wool and later use them for food. 

That was what Ezekiel meant when he wrote his rebuke of 

the faithless shepherds of every age, saying: 

“Woe to the shepherds of Israel who only take care of 

themselves! Should not shepherds take care of the flock? 

You eat the curds, clothe yourselves with the wool and 

slaughter the choice animals, but you don’t take care of the 

flock. You haven’t strengthened the weak, healed the sick, 

or bound up the injured. You haven’t brought back the 

stray ones or searched for the lost. Indeed, you’ve ruled 

them harshly and brutally. So they were scattered because 

there was no shepherd, and when they were scattered they 

became food for all the wild animals.” 

You see, the shepherds of Israel tended their flocks 

only to serve themselves. And Jesus, as the omnipotent 

Son of God, was able to look upon these shepherdless 

sheep of Israel – and seeing their plight, had compassion 

on them. Seeing that they had no shepherd, He immedi-

ately began to shepherd them and tend to their needs – for 

like us, they were indeed needy. Listen again to what else 

Ezekiel wrote concerning their plight: 

“…This is what the Sovereign Lord says: ‘I Myself 

will search for My sheep and look after them … I Myself 

will tend My sheep and have them lie down,’ declares the 

Sovereign Lord. ‘I will search for the lost and bring back 
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the strays. I will bind up the injured and strengthen the 

weak, but the sleek and the strong I will destroy. I will 

shepherd the flock with justice.’” 

God’s promise is that He will take care of His people 

and never abandon them as the teachers of Israel had done 

– and yes, as many in our own day have done! Notice also 

that personal motives never have anything to do with this 

work – either for the people of Christ’s day or ours. Yet, 

when the disciples returned after this tiring journey, all 

they cared about was what had happened to them. Has 

there ever been a time in your life – perhaps when you and 

your family were gathered together around the dinner 

table at night – when all anyone wanted to talk about was 

had happened to them that day – and it was obvious that 

they couldn’t have cared less about anyone else? That’s a 

perfect picture of Jesus’ disciples here in this text – and the 

crowds were no better. All anyone wanted that day was a 

king able and willing to feed and take care of them. They 

didn’t want a teacher. They only wanted someone to serve 

them and their selfish desires. But notice how Jesus still 

had compassion on them. And what was true for them is 

also true for us. Jesus’ compassion for sinners isn’t based 

on whether we do this or that task well – or if we somehow 

– on the surface, at least – fulfill this or that law. God 

demands perfection – yet because He also knows we can 

never hope to deliver it, He determined to have compas-

sion on us. He decided from eternity that He would send 

His Son to care for us. 

But there’s one more aspect of all this we all need to 

consider – and that’s Jesus ownership of us. The reason 

Jesus is able to have compassion on us is because we are 

His sheep. We are His children. And this is really im-

portant for you to understand. No matter what you might 

think, you are not your own person. You are God’s person 

– bought by the price of His own dear Son’s lifeblood. The 

life of God’s Son is how valuable you are to God. And 

what that means is that God is never going to forget you. 

He will never allow you to go by the wayside without a 

heroic effort to bring you back. Jesus is the Good Shep-

herd. He knows His sheep, and His sheep know Him. And 

He lays down His life for the sheep! 

And that brings us to the heart of what compassion re-

ally is – namely, love moving in action. This morning’s 

text reports that Jesus had compassion on the people. But 

He also has compassion on you. And what does that 

mean? What are the implications of this for your life? 

What it means is that God is going live up to His ancient 

promise to shepherd and save those who belong to Him – 

meaning – of first importance for our consideration today 

– you and me. When the Scriptures speak about Jesus’ 

work of shepherding His people, it doesn’t mean He’s 

going to rule with an iron fist, or force His will upon an-

yone. It means He’s going to lead and guide His people to 

that place where they need to be – and that He will ac-

complish this not by pulling them along by the ears, but 

rather by teaching them everything they need to know – 

even as St. Mark notes in this Gospel when He reports that 

Jesus’ compassion found its expression first of all as He 

began to teach them “many things.” He invited the shep-

herdless sheep of Israel to come into His presence, to en-

joy His company, and to recline in green pastures while 

He fed them with His Word and taught them the things of 

God, the things of life, and the things of heaven – kingdom 

things that will never pass away. 

Someone once told me that the “job” of a pastor was to 

help his people interpret reality. And isn’t that exactly 

what Jesus is always doing? Jesus teaches us many things, 

but first and foremost, He teaches that apart from Him 

each and every one of us are sinners – sinners condemned 

to die a lifetime in hell. Then comes the Good News – that 

in Jesus’ suffering, death and resurrection all mankind has 

already been redeemed and bought back from the old, evil 

foe, Satan – set aside for eternal life and the forgiveness of 

sins in the Crucified One. In other words, Jesus always 

teaches by means of Law and Gospel. He teaches that the 

world we live in is a dying world, and that without faith 

and trust in all He has done to save us, we have no hope at 

all. That’s the content of the “many things” Jesus teaches. 

Jesus’ compassion is what moves Him to shepherd His 

sheep – what moved, and what continues to move Him – 

to save sinners such as ourselves. It is solely out of His 

great compassion that He died on the cross for your sins, 

rose again, and is now seated at the right hand of the Fa-

ther. And it’s out of His great compassion that He now 

forgives you of all your many sins. That’s why we gather 

here in God’s house each week – to receive Christ’s 

shepherding and care in His giftn of the forgiveness of sins 

and eternal life. Indeed, when you think about it, the Di-

vine Service is to be, for us, very much like what Jesus did 

that day for His people so many long years ago – when He 

taught and fed them from God’s Word. Here in His 

Church He continues to teach and feed you with food that 

never decays, namely His own precious body and blood in 

the Holy Communion. He gives you freely of His com-

passion – and all of this purely out of His great love for 

you. May it always be so for His name’s sake. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-

standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one true 

faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


