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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 33 — Sermon Notes

Title: “Disputes with the Pharisees”
Scripture: Mark 8:11-21

Date preached: April 23rd 2023

Scripture: Mark 8:11-21

11 Then the Pharisees came out and began to dispute with Him, seeking from Him a sign
from heaven, testing Him. 12 But He sighed deeply in His spirit, and said, “Why does this
generation seek a sign? Assuredly, I say to you, no sign shall be given to this

generation.”13 And He left them, and getting into the boat again, departed to the other side.
14 Now the disciples had forgotten to take bread, and they did not have more than one loaf
with them in the boat. 15 Then He charged them, saying, “Take heed, beware of the leaven of
the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.” 16 And they reasoned among themselves, saying, “I¢
is because we have no bread.”

17 But Jesus, being aware of it, said to them, “Why do you reason because you have no
bread? Do you not yet perceive nor understand? Is your heart still hardened? 18 Having
eyes, do you not see? And having ears, do you not hear? And do you not remember?

19 When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many baskets full of fragments
did you take up?”

They said to Him, “Twelve.”

20 “Also, when I broke the seven for the four thousand, how many large baskets full of
fragments did you take up?”

And they said, “Seven.”

21 So He said to them, “How is it you do not understand?”
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Review

Before we turn to look at today's passage of scripture let us spend a few minutes reviewing what we
looked at last week. We began chapter 8 where Mark presents us with the second feeding miracle in
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his gospel. Back in chapter 6 we read about how Jesus fed a crowd of 5000 men (not including
women and children) in the vicinity of Bethsaida. In chapter 8 The Lord Jesus is again feeding a
crowd, this time of 4000 people. As I said last time many sceptics or critics of the bible assert that
Mark is just repeating himself. Or, some have even suggested it is a copyists error. That someone in
the early church who was copying Mark's gospel made an error and accidentally repeated the earlier
account. This is easy enough to do. I can remember at school being told to copy large sections from
a textbook into my notebook. As your mind wanders and you lose concentration it is easy to write
the same sentence twice, or even miss out a sentence or two. However, I don't believe that that is
what happened here. When we closely examine the two accounts we see that although there are
many similarities we also observe a number of significant differences. I will note some of these
differences in a moment. We should therefore come to the conclusion that we are reading about two
separate and distinct feeding miracles. Let's briefly review what happened.

We find the Lord Jesus somewhere in the region of the Decapolis close to the Sea of Galilee. This
detail is important. It means that unlike with the previous feeding miracle the people here are
mostly Gentiles. This is not to say that no Jews were present, but certainly far fewer than at the
feeding of the 5000. Jesus calls the disciples to Him to point out that the people are hungry, and that
He has compassion for them. For the feeding of the 5000 Jesus did of course have compassion for
the people but this is not vocalised as here. On the last occasion it was the disciples who went to
Jesus and said that He should send the people away. Here He calls them.

The people on this occasion had followed and listened to Him for 3 days. For the feeding of the
5000 they had been with Jesus for just a day. So understandably the Lord Jesus is concerned that in
this weakened state they may collapse on their long journeys home.

The disciples then ask an unbelievable question of Jesus. It is as follows, “How can one satisfy
these people with bread here in the wilderness?” It's unbelievable of course because they already
know the answer. They had directly witnessed Jesus doing it before. How quickly they have
forgotten, or what I think is more likely how lacking in faith they are to think that such a miracle
couldn't be repeated.

For the feeding of the 5000 Jesus sent the disciples out into the crowd to find food. Here He asks
them what they have. I wonder if this is intended to teach them a lesson about sacrifice. To
faithfully serve the Lord Jesus we must be willing to give up all we have. True and proper service
demands that we hold nothing back. All bar one of the disciples would give up all including their
lives to serve Jesus. They produce seven loaves and an unspecified number of small fish. As before
Jesus offers up a prayer of thanks, then breaks the bread and gives it to the disciples to distribute.
Once again the crowd eat until they are full. Then Jesus orders the leftovers to be collected. Seven
large baskets are filled with the scraps. Following this the Lord Jesus and the disciples get into a
boat and head towards Dalmanutha.

Today we see the Lord again confronted by the Pharisees and the the disciples again being slow to
take in learn from all they have seen.
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11 Then the Pharisees came out and began to dispute with Him, seeking from Him a sign from
heaven, testing Him.

i_,

We pick up the story with Jesus probably in the vicinity of Magadan or Magdala on the western
shore of the Sea of Galilee (Matt 15:39). This means of course that He is in the land of the Jews.
Once again, a delegation of Pharisees (Matthew also includes Sadducees) come to confront Jesus. It
does not specify where they came from. So perhaps they had come from Jerusalem, or maybe they
were from that local area. As before they are immediately hostile and challenging towards Jesus.
They were not here to listen and learn. Rather, they were here to dispute and argue. How
reminiscent this is of much of what passes for debate today. Many, do not want to properly hear any
view that opposes their own. They simply want anyone who disagrees with them to be silenced or
cancelled. It's important for us to properly hear views and opinions that oppose our own. After all
how can we make a proper and vigorous defence of the gospel message if we do not know where
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the person we are speaking to is coming from.

What the Pharisees want from Him is interesting. They want Him to demonstrate, or prove His
divine authority by showing them a sign. It's worth taking a moment to consider all that Jesus has
done. He has by this point been openly ministering for some time. During His time of public
ministry He has healed the lame, restored sight to the blind, opened the ears of the deaf, cast out
demons and fed thousands. These things have not been done in isolation or on a limited basis. He
has performed numerous signs and wonders, and there have been many eye witnesses to these
amazing things. These signs and wonders were enough to convince many of who exactly Jesus was.
But apparently these signs were not sufficient to satisfy the Pharisees. They wanted something
extra, something more definitive.

This is something worth considering. You may have heard people say that they would believe in
God if He gave them a dramatic sign. Something that beyond question or doubt proved His
existence. Quite what would convince them is often left unsaid. This is telling. The truth is that in
most cases no sign would sufficiently convince them. They would just find some way to explain it
away, or claim it was not genuine. The fact is that they simply do not want to believe. They are
hanging their unbelief upon this supposed lack of evidence. Their logic is as follows; if God really
existed why wouldn't He make it obvious so that I can believe. The fact that He does not show a
sign is proof that He does not exist.

A similar thought process was what drove the Pharisees. If Jesus really was sent from God and was
the Messiah why didn't He prove it by showing them a sign. So they were coming to Jesus from a
position of unbelief. So, what kind of sign were they seeking? What sign would convince them?
What they want is something really special, not a run of the mill earthly miracle. Healing blind
people or cripples, no that's too easy. They want something “from heaven.” There was a widely held
belief at that time that miracles upon the earth might be fake or deceptive, but signs from heaven
could not be counterfeited. We see a similar thing today. “Faith healers” employ a variety of
techniques to try and fool people into thinking miracles have occurred.

So the Pharisees were perhaps hoping for something like,
m Manna from heaven (Exo 16:4)

m Thunder from a clear sky (1 Sam. 12:18)

m The fire from heaven that came to Elijah (1 Kings 18)

These were the kinds of signs that were expected to accompany the coming of the Messiah. This
then is intended as a test for Jesus, if you really are the Messiah show us a sign from heaven, then,
and only then will we believe that you are what you claim. To their way of thinking why would He
not want to take this opportunity to prove His claims. We know of course, as did Jesus that with
their hard and wicked hearts nothing could convince them. The miracles He had already performed
were sufficient to back up His claims. They just chose to dis-believe. So let us see how Jesus
responds.
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12 But He sighed deeply in His spirit, and said, “Why does this generation seek a sign?
Assuredly, I say to you, no sign shall be given to this generation.”
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Our Lord's response is one of great grief, sadness and disappointment. This sadness came from the
fact that these were supposedly the spiritual leaders of God's chosen people. They were supposed to
be experts in the law and attuned to spiritual things. But here they were showing themselves to be
hard-hearted and spiritually blind. He had shown them ample evidence proving who He was and
under whose authority He acted. It was more than enough to convince someone who was open-
minded or even marginally sceptical. They of course were not open-minded. They were pre-
determined to reject Him and continue on in unbelief. Why should He give them a sign. He himself
was the true Sign from heaven, the living Witness to the present God. Since they demonstrated that
they had no spiritual recognition of Him signs would teach them nothing. They would always
remain blind.

Therefore Jesus declares that this particular generation of Jews would not be given the sign they
asked for. We would do well to remember that Jesus never performed his miracles with the intention
of convincing hardened unbelievers. Instead, Jesus performed miracles to point people to the truth
of who He was, to provide evidence of divine authority and to demonstrate the power of God in the
context of mercy.

Before moving on I want to highlight something Mark omits but which Matthew includes. Mark
remember was writing primarily for Gentile readers, so he did not include our Lord’s words
concerning the only sign this wicked generation will be given.

A wicked and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and no sign shall be given to it except
the sign of the prophet Jonah.” (Matt 16:4)

What is “the sign of Jonah™? It is of course a typological metaphor for Jesus' future death, burial,
and resurrection. This is the ultimate proof or sign that Jesus is what He claimed to be. If the
Pharisees wanted genuine proof of Jesus power then it would be given when Jesus rose from the
dead. Let us read on.
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13 And He left them, and getting into the boat again, departed to the other side.

No doubt greatly saddened and disheartened by the attitude of the Pharisees Jesus turns around and
gets back into the boat. Whatever purpose or mission He had for this area of Dalmanutha is now
forgotten or postponed. He will take Himself and His disciples away from those with hard hearts
who had determined to reject Him. They will head back presumably to the eastern, or north eastern
shore of the sea. It is during this sea crossing that Jesus will take the opportunity to teach His
disciples an important spiritual lesson. Let us discover this lesson for ourselves.
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14 Now the disciples had forgotten to take bread, and they did not have more than one loaf
with them in the boat.

If you've ever lived in a shared house, dormitory or hostel you've probably had a similar experience
to the disciples. Perhaps you lived in student accommodation at university, or shared a house or
apartment with friends when you were younger. Usually in such a setting the work or chores are
equally divided up. Person A cleans the bathroom this week, person B gets the shopping, person C
tidies the kitchen. When people do their jobs things run smoothly. However when someone does not
do what is expected problems arise. The bathroom is dirty and smelly, the refrigerator is empty, the
washing up does not get done.

Let us picture the disciples in the boat. There's a nice wind blowing them along. The sun is shining,
the sea glistening. It's the perfect time for a little snack. To relax and watch the water whilst
munching on a slice of bread. Peter leans over to John and asks for some of the bread he has
brought. John shakes his head, he didn't buy bread, it was Andrew's turn to go shopping. Andrew
disagrees, it was his turn last week, it was Bartholomew's turn this week. Eventually after much
debate they discover that no one went shopping. All they have is one slightly stale loaf left over
from yesterday. They are all annoyed, frustrated and angry.

Now the reality is that they had left in some haste at Jesus request. So really it was no ones fault that
they had not brought supplies with them. But the natural instinct always seems to be to want to find

someone else to blame. It's a smallish boat, the Lord Jesus is fully aware of what has been going on.
What will He say? Let's find out.
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15 Then He charged them, saying, “Take heed, beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the
leaven of Herod.” 16 And they reasoned among themselves, saying, “It is because we have no
bread.”

The Lord Jesus issues the disciples with a warning. As with many of Jesus' sayings it's not instantly
plain and clear, it needs to be thought over carefully. They are to beware of the leaven of the
Pharisees and Herod. Or to put it another way, Jesus is saying beware of the evil way the Pharisees
and Herod think of me and the Kingdom I represent.

In the Bible, leaven is often used as a symbol of evil. Evil, just like leaven, is typically small and
hidden. We are not wholly or completely evil, or as you sometimes read in theology books we are
not as evil as we might be. That of course is a good thing. We should thank God that He restrain us.
Imagine how truly depraved and wicked this world could be. However, because of our inherited sin
nature evil dwells within each of us, it has the power and potential to spread and infect the whole of
us. Sin also if left unchecked has the tendency to multiply or magnify. Men, for example who rape
women have almost certainly progressed along an incremental scale. At first they simply thought
about committing such a heinous act. Later they may have sought out images or videos depicting
their fantasies. It is only after the sinful desires have built to a certain level inside of them that they
finally act upon their desires.

The Bible also on occasion uses leaven as a picture of false doctrine, un-judged sin in the church
and hypocrisy. So leaven and its effect upon bread was a common metaphor used by writers and
thinkers in both Jewish and Greek culture to represent an invisible, pervasive, corrupting influence.

To properly understand the warning Jesus gives here I need to tell you a little about bread making in
the ancient world. If you have ever made bread you will know that the “secret ingredient” is yeast.
Without yeast you can still make bread, but it won't rise well. However in the ancient world they
used leaven instead of yeast.

Leaven was actually a little pinch of dough left over from the last batch of bread. You would keep a
little left over for the next time you baked. Since baking bread was a daily chore in the first century
the leaven remained fresh. This little pinch of old dough was added to the new lump of dough
before baking. Just this small amount was enough to make the new bread rise. This is the key point
about leaven. It doesn't take much to bring about a transformation.

So Jesus is likening the effect leaven has on bread to the corrupting influence of the Pharisees
teaching, and Herod's belief about who Jesus was. Just a small amount of wrong thinking is enough
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to corrupt and distort. Let us consider what the Pharisees and Herod were thinking.

The Pharisees held the idea and were teaching people that Jesus was not the Messiah and that His
authority did not come from God. He in fact received His authority from Satan.

Herod also believed that Jesus was not the Messiah. He was in fact John the baptist come back to
life. We should also remember that Herod and those who followed him (the Herodians) embraced
the Roman way of life, and saw in Herod and his rule the promised kingdom for the Jewish nation.
They had no desire to see the Messiah in Jesus.

So Jesus warning is that if this leaven (false teaching) gets into the hearts and minds of the
disciples, it might infect them and pollute the truth Jesus had given them to proclaim about Himself
and His kingdom. They after all were tasked to take the gospel message to the world. We often see
churches today that once were sound and othodox going astray due to the leaven of some unbiblical
teaching or doctrine.

We can think of contemporary examples today of “leaven” infecting and corrupting. The education
system provides a good example. Schools and universities teach their students many good and
worthwhile things. However there is always the leaven of Darwinian evolution, critical race theory
and an open and permissive view of all forms of human sexuality that corrupts our young people.
Just a little pinch of these wicked lies are enough to bring about change. This is why those eager to
bring about societal decay and collapse in the west target schools.

The response of the disciples to Jesus warning is rather typical of where they are in their spiritual
journey. The Lord Jesus is talking about an important spiritual truth whilst they are focused on the
material or earthly issue of bread. How true this so often is of us. We are long in the faith and yet
we are still drinking milk not chewing on meat. The disciples are quite rightly about to be harshly
rebuked. Let's continue.
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17 But Jesus, being aware of it, said to them, “Why do you reason because you have no bread?
Do you not yet perceive nor understand? Is your heart still hardened? 18 Having eyes, do you
not see? And having ears, do you not hear? And do you not remember? 19 When I broke the
five loaves for the five thousand, how many baskets full of fragments did you take up?”

They said to Him, “Twelve.”

20 “Also, when I broke the seven for the four thousand, how many large baskets full of
fragments did you take up?”

And they said, “Seven.”

21 So He said to them, “How is it you do not understand?”
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As in other places in Mark's gospel Jesus is “aware” (ginosko) of what the disciples were discussing
(Mark 2:8; 5:30, 6:2-4). This may refer to a supernatural ability to perceive what is going on, or it
may simply be that Lord Jesus was an astute reader of body language.

On this occasion He responds directly to their immediate concern; that they had no bread. The Lord
Jesus is incredulous that after all they have witnessed they are still worrying about where they will
find bread. To help them see the foolishness of their thinking He asks them a series of questions.

He encourages them to think deeply about all they have recently seen and heard. Hasn't it been
obvious, why He wonders have they not properly understood. What is it that leads to them still
being overwhelmed by unbelief. He asks them to consider the two recent feeding miracles. As an
aside this is further evidence that there were indeed two separate feeding miracles.

For the first miracle, the feeding of the 5000 Jesus turned five loaves and two fish into a feast for
perhaps as many as 10,000 people. When everyone had eaten their fill 12 baskets of leftovers were
collected. The second feeding miracle saw Jesus take 7 loaves and a few small fish and feed 4000
people. Once again everyone present ate till full, and then seven large baskets of leftovers were
collected. Jesus point should be obvious. Why are you worrying and arguing about having enough
bread for the 12 of you when you have seen me provide a feast for thousands?

It's interesting to note that the disciples know all the answers to Jesus questions. They did not need
time to pause and think. This is because they were participating in the two feeding miracles. This is
the reason why their attitude and lack of insight frustrates Jesus. You have seen these miracles with
your own eyes and yet you have failed to properly understand their significance.

Next time Lord willing we will join the Lord in the town of Bethsaida.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make on today's passage of scripture.

1 Are we worrying about bread?

I want to tell you about an incident from the life of George Mueller. He is probably best known for
establishing orphanages in Bristol England in the 1830's. Mueller was a man who relied totally on
God to provide all that was necessary. On one occasion he asked one of the orphanage workers to
take the 300 children into the dining room and sit them down. The orphanage worker was a little
surprised as there was no food to give the children. Mueller however was unconcerned, when
everyone was seated he thanked God for the food and sat down to wait with the children. Within a
few minutes there was a knock on the door. A local baker was standing outside. He told Mueller that
he had been unable to sleep, he just knew that the orphanage would need bread in the morning. He
had brought them three batches of bread. A little while later there came another knock on the door.
This time it was a local milkman. His cart had just broken down in front of the orphanage. Since his
milk would spoil before the cart wheel could be fixed he asked Mueller if he wanted the milk. He
brought in 10 large cans of milk. It was just enough for 300 thirsty children. This apparently was
how Mueller operated. He always trusted and relied upon God to provide what was needed when it
was needed. God never let him down.

George Mueller knew what seemed to escape the 12 disciples. It is that God cares and provides for
those who have faith in Him. When we think about our own lives I wonder who we most resemble;
the disciples worrying about bread or George Mueller trusting in God. It is not easy to have faith
like George Mueller. It runs contrary to our prideful and self reliant natures. We find it difficult to
put ourselves completely in God's mighty hands. Let us then strive to know God and trust Him
more completely in our lives. Let us remember that He delights in blessing and providing for the
needs of those who love Him.
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2 Focusing on what is reallv important

What is your relationship to food? Some people have what we describe as a healthy relationship to
food. They eat sensibly and wisely. They try to control the amount they eat and get the appropriate
nutritional balance. Other people have an unhealthy relationship with food. They eat poorly and use
food to help regulate their emotions. Some people become fixated on food. It's all they seem to
think about. People living in the first century did not have the kinds of conveniences we rely upon
today. There were no refrigerators and it was hard to store and keep foods for long periods. This
meant that they were very dependent upon good bountiful harvests. If it rained too much, or too
little you went hungry in the ancient world.

So in some respects we can understand the disciples fixation on bread. One of them had foolishly
forgotten to pack the bread. Now they would all be hungry. The problem was that their undivided
attention on food, or their empty stomachs had drawn them away from what was really important.
What was really important lay in understanding who Jesus was and more importantly that He would
always provide for them.

The issue of focus remains equally important for us today. It's very easy for us to take our eyes off
Jesus and become fixated on something else. This “something else” might in and of itself be a good
and positive thing. For example helping the poor and providing for the needy in our world is a good
thing. When we give of our time or money to help the poor we are representing God's Kingdom in a
positive way. However, sometimes in our desire to do one thing we neglect what is really important.
In helping the needy we forget what they really need. That is to hear and be transformed by the
gospel message.

In our own lives we also face the danger of losing focus. How easy it is to be all consumed by work,
the family, hobbies, pastimes or other issues. How easy it is to begin to prioritise these things over
and above cultivating our relationship with Jesus. So I exhort you today to take a moment to
examine yourself. Have you in one way or another become like one of the disciples. So single-
mindedly focused on “bread” that you have taken your eyes off Christ. If you have now is the time
to come back and focus on what is really important.
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