
southside  
FELLOWSHIP

Mark 8:1-21        April 5, 2009

Where we start . . . 
Sometimes a small thing can spoil something great. A pebble in a shoe 
can ruin a good hike. A little too much of some spice can undo a great 
recipe. Where have you experienced some small thing turning out 
major bad results? 

What we read . . . 
It only takes a little leaven to cause a whole bunch of flour to rise or a 
large quantity of fruit juice to ferment. In the Old Testament, leaven 
was often used as a picture of that which corrupts; it sometimes 
symbolized sin. And Jesus appears to be picking up on that kind of 
metaphor in talking with His disciples after the feeding we read about 
in Mark 8:1-21. 

What would it have been like to be part of the notable miracle 
described here? 

Having seen this miracle, what would you be thinking about Jesus? 

What is the attitude of the Pharisees as they meet up with Jesus after 
this feeding? 

What do you think they want in asking for a “sign from heaven”? 

After the Pharisees depart, Jesus cautions His own followers about 
the “leaven” of the Pharisees. Why are the disciples at risk? Why does 
Jesus have to caution them? 

Why this matters . . . 
Jesus wouldn’t have cautioned His followers if there was not 
potential risk to them. Apparently, they could have become 
tainted by the “leaven” of the Pharisees. Do you think Jesus 
might caution you in a similar fashion? If so, why? 
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Diving in . . .

Jesus is teaching the disciples in the doing; that is, what He is doing is 
also part of their instruction. This is clear from what happened in the first 
feeding (Mark 6:30-44, 51-52). In the second feeding, He is picking up on 
the lesson they apparently missed. But part of His follow up to this lesson 
is to warn the disciples about the “leaven” (the corrupting influence) of the 
Pharisees. Apparently, they are at risk of responding to Jesus the way the 
Pharisees had! That’s startling . . . but a caution we need to take to heart. 

Discussing . . . 

Jesus is going to draw on the image of leaven to speak about the corrupting 
influence of the Pharisees. Leaven is what causes bread to rise and fruit 
juice to ferment. Although both of those things are, in themselves, naturally 
pleasant, in the Old Testament both of those processes were pictures of 
corruption. Fermentation, by way of leaven, was used to draw attention to 
corrupting influences and, thus, leaven, was often used to picture sin. (See, 
for example, Exodus 12:8, 15-20; Lev. 10:12; 1 Cor. 5:6-8; Gal. 5:9.)

By opening up the discussion about the little things that can bring spoilage 
to something grander, you can get the thinking moving in the right 
direction. When you get to the discussion of leaven, the image will carry 
some weight. 

As you read through the passage, feel free to discuss what it must have been 
like for the disciples to participate, for a second time, in the feeding of a 
large crowd of people. Although we are going to focus on what Jesus has to 
tell the disciples after the feeding is over, it will be of some benefit to enter 
into the experience of the disciples in the feeding. You want your people to 
get some sense of what the disciples would have been “taking away” (not in 
terms of the left-overs but in terms of what they were seeing in Jesus). 

After the feeding, the Pharisees come to Jesus. Mark tells us that they began 
to argue with Him. They insisted that He give them a sign from heaven. 
And this was part of their intention to “test” Him. What is going on here? 

Jesus has clearly been doing miraculous things. Are not healings and 
deliverance and feedings substantial enough signs for the Pharisees? 
Apparently not. The “sign from heaven” language tells us that the Pharisees 
were looking for a particular kind of “heavenly display” that would confirm 
for them that this Jesus who was doing so many startling things was, in 

fact, from God. This is why they felt no compulsion in charging Jesus with 
casting out demons by being in league with the demonic (Mark 3:22). That 
Jesus did such things didn’t meet their standard of proof. In a sense, they 
were insisting that Jesus measure up to what they felt was necessary. 

Although the same kind of language about a “sign from heaven” doesn’t 
come into play after the first feeding, we do get a similar feel for the 
Pharisees there. Back in 7:1-5, the Pharisees noticed that the disciples didn’t 
follow their particular practices when it came to eating food. (The Pharisees 
may, in fact, have been talking about what happened when the crowd 
was fed in the wilderness the first time where there would not have been 
sufficient provision of water for the expected ceremonially cleansing.) What 
they wanted to know was why Jesus and His disciples weren’t jumping 
through the hoop the Pharisees thought they should jump through. 

This is the idea that is captured by the Pharisees’ demand for a special sign. 
It is as if they are saying: “Well, we are somewhat impressed with what 
you are doing Jesus, but we really think that the only way we can endorse 
you is if you provide the kind of demonstrative proof we think warrants our 
support.” They want Jesus to jump through their hoop. 

In response Jesus makes it clear that He will not jump through their hoop. 
It might sound strange to hear Jesus say that He will not give any sign to 
them (8:12) and then notice that He keeps on healing and delivering people! 
Clearly, the things Jesus was doing were not the kind of sign that the 
Pharisees deemed necessary. But Jesus will not bend to their will; He will do 
what He has come to do not what they insist that He do. In that sense, they 
will get no sign from Him. 

Why this matters so much is that Jesus goes on to caution His own disciples 
about the “leaven” of the Pharisees. He warns them against being tainted 
by what is corrupting the Pharisees. If we miss what the Pharisees’ problem 
was, we might overlook how Jesus’ caution applied to the disciples . . . and 
to us! Jesus is cautioning them about thinking that He will have to measure 
up to what they think He should be like, what they think He should do. (By 
the way, this seems to be consistent with the “leaven of Herod” as well; he 
appeared to want John the Baptist’s ministry . . . but only on his own terms. 
See Mark 6:14-28.) 

Now not intending to jump ahead in the story too much, we will see in just 
a few short verses that Peter, as the disciples’ “spokesman,” falls head long 
into this very problem. Jesus begins to explain what He is all about, and 
Peter has the audacity to try and correct Him! There was, indeed, a need to 
caution the disciples. 

How will this come home to us? Well, if we are honest, we all can be at risk 
of assessing Jesus and evaluating Him and approving Him upon the basis of 
our own criteria of how we think He should act, what He should do, etc. The 
word of caution is a needed one. Jesus tells us, as He did the twelve: “Guard 
yourself against that corrupting influence! Don’t fall prey to thinking that 
you are in the role of assessing Me!” 


