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

the Holy Spirit. Amen. In the Gospel text just read, 

St. Mark, under inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 

makes the observation that Jesus “had compassion 

on the people because they were like sheep without 

a shepherd.” Reading these words there are any 

number of conclusions one might reach, but I think 

you’d agree that before you can arrive at any con-

clusion you first have to understand what St. Mark 

meant by his use of the word, “compassion.” What 

does it mean that a person has compassion? For 

some it means showing “love.” For others  it ex-

presses the notion of looking out for those in need. 

While still others might understand it as hospitality, 

self-sacrifice, empathy toward, or the ability to un-

derstand the plight of someone else. But do any of 

these reflect what Mark meant when he wrote that 

Jesus had compassion on the multitudes because 

they were like sheep without a shepherd? 

In order to have compassion on someone you 

first have to know what they need. So, when Mark 

wrote that Jesus had compassion on the multitudes, 

it was because Mark knew that Jesus is able to in-

timately know our needs. Looking again at this text, 

you might also notice how the disciples – having 

just returned from a trip – were urged by Jesus to 

rest. Maybe that was why Mark pointed to the 

crowds, who – having followed Jesus for days – 

were exhausted, spent, and in need of food. Hence, 

it should come as no surprise that what immediately 

follows is the account of the feeding of the 5,000. 

Jesus had compassion on the people because He 

knew their plight – their physical and spiritual need. 

He saw them rightly as sheep without a shepherd – 

not knowing the height, breadth or depth of their 

spiritual poverty! 

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

the crowds and the disciples following our Lord? 

What I mean is that no matter how hard you might 

protest, the fact is you and I have no real grasp of 

what’s really good for us. If you don’t believe me, 

just look through the “self-help” section of just 

about any bookstore – especially Christian 

bookstores – and you’ll find an almost endless 

supply of “self-help” books – books that lay out an 

infinite number of ways a person might fix this or 

that part of their life. That’s our nature. We always 

want to fix everything ourselves. Indeed, the image 

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

dream. 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 that’s exactly what we are. We are 

woefully ignorant of our spiritual poverty and of our 

great need for the Savior! 

But Jesus’ words weren’t intended just for the 

sheep. His words also dealt a serious blow to the 

religious leadership of Israel. For 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 – it turns out that these were no better than 

blind men who needed to be taught themselves. For 

the most part these were only tending their flocks so 

they could shear their wool and later use the sheep 

for food. That was what Ezekiel was talking about 

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. You’ve ruled them 

harshly and brutally. So they were scattered 

because there was no shepherds, and when 

they were scattered they became food for all 

the wild animals.” 

 “…This is what the 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 Lord. ‘I will search for 

the lost and bring back 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 did – and yes, as many in our own day have 

done! And while personal motives should never 

have anything to do with the carrying out this work, 

yet, when the disciples returned from this tiring 

journey, all they seemed to care about was what was 

going to happen to them. Has there ever been a time 

in your life – perhaps when your family was gath-

ered together around the dinner table – when all 

anyone wanted to talk about was what had happened 

to them that day? That’s a perfect picture of Jesus’ 

disciples here in this text – and the crowds were no 

better. All anyone wanted was to have their own 

needs met in a king able and willing to feed and care 

for them. They didn’t want a teacher. They only 

wanted to be served. Yet Jesus still had compassion 

on them. And what was true for them is also true for 

you. Jesus’ compassion for sinners isn’t based on 

whether you do this or that task well – whether you 

fulfill this or that law. God demands perfection, yet 

because He also knows we can never deliver on it, 

He determined to have compassion. He decided 

from eternity that He would send His Son to save us. 

Jesus has compassion on us for no other than that 

we are His sheep. We are His children. You are not 

your own person. You are God’s person – bought 

with the price of His own dear Son’s lifeblood. The 

life of God’s Son – that’s how valuable you are to 

God. And what that means is that God is never go-

ing to forsake you. He will never allow you to go by 

the wayside without trying to bring you back. Jesus 

is the Good Shepherd. He knows His sheep, and His 

sheep know Him, and He lays down His life for the 

sheep! He is going live up to His promise to shep-

herd and save those who belong to Him – you and 

me. When the Scriptures speak about Jesus’ work of 

shepherding His people, it means He’s going to lead 

and guide you to that place where you need to be – 

that He will accomplish this by teaching you eve-

rything you need to know – even as He taught these 

shepherdless sheep of Israel and fed them with His 

Word. 

And what is it Jesus teaches, first and foremost? 

He teaches that we are all sinners through and 

through – sinners who, on our own, are condemned 

to die and live a lifetime in hell. But then comes the 

Good News – that in His own suffering, death and 

resurrection He has redeemed and set us free from 

our bondage to sin, death and the devil – that by the 

shedding of His own lifeblood He has set us aside 

for eternal life and given us the gift of the for-

giveness of sins. The world we live in, you see, is a 

dying world, and without faith and trust in all Christ 

has done to save us, no one would have any hope at 

all of escaping. 

Dear Christian, Jesus’ compassion is what moves 

Him to shepherd His sheep – what moves Him to 

save sinners such as ourselves. Solely out of this 

great compassion for sinners Jesus died on a cross of 

wood to save you from your sin, rose again, and is 

now seated at the right hand of the Father. And it’s 

out of this great compassion that He now forgives 

you all your sins. That’s why you come here each 

week to God’s house – that you might once again 

receive Christ’s shepherding and care in His gift of 

the forgiveness of sins and eternal life. The Divine 

Service, for us, is very much like what Jesus did for 

the people in this text – when He taught and fed 

them from God’s Word. Here in His Church Jesus 

teaches and feeds you with heavenly food, His own 

precious body and blood in the Holy Communion. 

He freely bestows on you His compassion – and all 

this He does purely out of His great love for you. In 

Christ you are not longer sheep without a shepherd, 

for you have Jesus – who will never leave nor for-

sake you. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all 

understanding, will keep your hearts and minds in 

that one true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life ever-

lasting. Amen. 

 


