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At the beginning of chapter 8, Jesus is still in Gentile territory, in
the region known as the Decapolis.

Introduction to
Mark 8:1-26

Following a confrontation with Pharisees about uncleanness, and
teaching the disciples a new understanding of cleanness versus
uncleanness, he has now spent a significant amount of time in
Gentile lands.
He has healed a Syro-Phoenician woman in the city of Tyre.
He has healed a deaf and mute man in the Decapolis.
He is about to feed 4,000 men and their families in the Decapolis.
Then, he will head back into Jewish territory, leading up to an
important climax at the midpoint of Mark’s Gospel!

Mark 8:1 (NIV)
During those days
another large crowd
gathered. Since they
had nothing to eat,
Jesus called his
disciples to him and
said,

“During those days”
These words place us till in Gentile territory, in the
Decapolis as in the previous story.
“another large crowd gathered”
We now have the setting for a second feeding miracle!
Is this a careless redundancy, or wasteful repetition?
Many commentators consider this a variant of the earlier
story.
HOWEVER … there are strong arguments against this
view:
In antiquity, writing surfaces were fairly
expensive – writers would not write with such carelessness!
More importantly, there is a theological
PURPOSE here!

Mark 8:1 (NIV)
During those days
another large crowd
gathered. Since they
had nothing to eat,
Jesus called his
disciples to him and
said,

Similarities to the Feeding of the 5,000:
The same question about the availability of food
The same remote setting
The same command to recline
The same words and sequence in serving the loaves
The same result of people being satisfied
The same gathering up of leftovers
The same dismissal of crowds followed by a boat journey
Differences:
The number of fish, loaves, baskets, and crowds
There is a separate “fish course” to the meal – the bread
and fish are not served together.
The disciples are passive here, Jesus takes the initiative.
Several Old Testament motifs are missing – sitting in
groups, Jesus looking to heaven.
Numbers are important!
12 baskets remain from the first feeding, 7 from the
second
One possibility is that 12 stands for Jews, 7 for Gentiles
Or, perhaps, both represent fullness and completion.

Mark 8:2 (NIV)
“I have compassion for
these people; they have
already been with me
three days and have
nothing to eat.”

“I have compassion for these people”
Note that in the earlier story, in 6:34, Jesus’ compassion
was because the people were “like sheep without a shepherd”, so
Jesus began to teach them.
Here, the compassion is due to the physical hunger of the
people.
“three days”
We don’t know what they’ve been doing during this time,
or why/how they have come to be traveling together.

Mark 8:3 (NIV)
“If I send them home
hungry, they will
collapse on the way,
because some of them
have come a long
distance.”

“collapse”
The words suggest an emergency situation.
Remember that, in contrast, in the earlier story there
were towns close enough that the disciples wanted to just send the
people to get food.

Mark 8:4 (NIV)
His disciples answered,
“But where in this
remote place can
anyone get enough
bread to feed them?”

“His disciples answered”
The disciples continue to be presented as rather obtuse,
here, especially in light of the earlier feeding miracle!
But there, the issue was not WHERE to get food, it was
how to AFFORD it.
In 8:14-21 ahead, Jesus will refer to this cluelessness!
The disciples’ perplexity contrasts the faith of the SyroPhoenician woman and the faith of the friends of the deaf and
mute man we have just seen.

Mark 8:5-7 (NIV)
“How many loaves do
you have?” Jesus asked.
“Seven,” they replied.
He told the crowd to sit
on the ground. When he
had taken the seven
loaves and given
thanks, he broke them
and gave them to his
disciples to set before
the people, and they did
so. They had a few small
fish as well; he gave
thanks for them also
and told the disciples to
distribute them.

“seven”
As previously seen, the number is likely a reference to
either Gentiles specifically, or to completion generally.
“taken loaves … given thanks … broke them … gave them”
The language has very clear overtones of Jesus’ words at
the sharing of the Last Supper.
“fish”
As discussed earlier, the fish is served AFTER the bread
here.
This serves to heighten the parallels to the Last Supper in
this scene versus the earlier feeding, with the focus in the “first
course” on the bread alone.

“satisfied”
Again, the need of the people has been met.

Mark 8:8-9 (NIV)
The people ate and were
satisfied. Afterward the
disciples picked up
seven basketfuls of
broken pieces that were
left over. About four
thousand men were
present. And having
sent them away,

“seven basketfuls”
And again, with overabundance.
“four thousand men”
Versus 5,000 before, with no clear significance to these
numbers.
“sent them away”
With the starvation risk averted, they can travel home
safely now.
So, in BOTH feeding miracles:
Jesus has done what only God can do.
Jesus has acted with fullness and completeness.
Jesus has brought the needy complete satisfaction.
Jesus has brought abundance.
To the Jews AND the Gentiles … with the Jews being served
FIRST.

Mark 8:10 (NIV)
he got into the boat with
his disciples and went to
the region of
Dalmanutha.

“got into a boat”
Just as after the feeding of the 5,000.
This is the typical mode of travel we have seen Jesus use
to travel around the Sea of Galilee.
“with his disciples”
They accompany Jesus back to Jewish territory.
After the feeding of the 5,000 earlier, Jesus had sent the
disciples on ahead in a boat, but stayed behind himself – leading
to the scene of Jesus walking to them on the water.
“region of Dalmanutha”
This is a place unknown otherwise.
Matthew says they went to the region of “Magadan” – an
important town on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee.
The encounter with the Pharisees in the following verses
places us on the western side of the Sea of Galilee, back in Gentile
territory, for sure – even though we do not know where
“Dalmanutha” was with certainty.

https://bibleatlas.org/dalmanutha.htm

Mark 8:11 (NIV)
The Pharisees came and
began to question Jesus.
To test him, they asked
him for a sign from
heaven.

“Pharisees”
After returning from Gentile territory, Jesus finds the
Pharisees right back in their adversarial role.
Confrontations with them have always been questions
around the Law or the source of Jesus’ authority.
Authority is again the issue here – Jesus must
authenticate himself to the leadership.
But the context here is the aftermath of the debate about
purity laws from chapter 7, and the recent known ministry in
Gentile territory.
It is these events that now lead to this confrontation.
“sign from heaven”
“Signs” in the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and
Luke) does not have the same meaning as in John’s Gospel, where
the word DOES refer to Jesus’ miracles.
Here, it is the miracles and healings that give rise to the
question in the first place.
The “sign” the Pharisees want is outward, compelling
proof of divine authority, not simply a display of power.

Mark 8:11 (NIV)
The Pharisees came and
began to question Jesus.
To test him, they asked
him for a sign from
heaven.

“sign from heaven” (continued)
Sometimes, this phrase meant, literally, something in the
sky (the heavens) – an astronomical, cosmic event. These were
often also associated with the coming of the end times.
2 Kings 20:8-11 – “Hezekiah had asked Isaiah, “What will be the sign that
the LORD will heal me and that I will go up to the temple of the LORD on the third
day from now?” Isaiah answered, “This is the LORD’s sign to you that the LORD will
do what he has promised: Shall the shadow go forward ten steps, or shall it go back
ten steps?” “It is a simple matter for the shadow to go forward ten steps,” said
Hezekiah. “Rather, have it go back ten steps.” Then the prophet Isaiah called upon the
LORD, and the LORD made the shadow go back the ten steps it had gone down on the
stairway of Ahaz.”

Sometimes, this phrase simply meant “from God”, in
order to authenticate a prophet:
Deuteronomy 13:1-3 – “If a prophet, or one who foretells by dreams,
appears among you and announces to you a miraculous sign or wonder, and if the sign
or wonder of which he has spoken takes place, and he says, ‘Let us follow other gods’
(gods you have not known) “and let us worship them,” you must not listen to the
words of that prophet or dreamer. The LORD your God is testing you to find out
whether you love him with all your heart and with all your soul.”

A sign of either of these types is probably what the
Pharisees are demanding.
“to test him”
This lets us know it is not a legitimate inquiry, but
harassment.

Mark 8:12 (NIV)
He sighed deeply and
said, “Why does this
generation ask for a
miraculous sign? I tell
you the truth, no sign
will be given to it.”

“sighed deeply”
As we have just seen him do in 7:34.
This rare verb sometimes expresses a deep emotional
response to pain.
This possibly suggests that the Pharisees’ demand has
elicited a response in Jesus denoting spiritual pain.
But the word could also express the spiritual excitement
experienced by a prophet prior to an utterance or action from God.
“Why does this generation ask for a miraculous sign?”
This is a rhetorical question.
After all, they have already rejected everything Jesus has
said and done.
That is, “You’ve already rejected me, why ask for a sign
now?”
“I tell you the truth”
The Greek is “Amen”
It is a solemn phrase with prophetic overtones.

Mark 8:12 (NIV)
He sighed deeply and
said, “Why does this
generation ask for a
miraculous sign? I tell
you the truth, no sign
will be given to it.”

“no sign will be given to it”
This in the original Greek language is an open-ended “if”
statement, literally:
“If a sign were given to this generation…”
This is an open-ended statement with an inferred followon, implying something along the lines of “hell would freeze over”,
or “pigs would fly”!
The thrust of the statement is an emphatic denial of the
request.
But why does Jesus refuse?
The issue is unbelief.
To force the evidence would make a response of
FAITH impossible.
At the same time, an unbeliever will always find grounds
for unbelief in spite of evidence, especially if it means abandoning
the familiar, or the source of security.
For those with eyes of faith, Jesus’ ministry to this point
was enough to SEE.
The issue is spiritual BLINDNESS.

Mark 8:13 (NIV)
Then he left them, got
back into the boat and
crossed to the other
side.

“he left them”
Jesus is in control, departing from them rather than
allowing the debate to continue.
“crossed to the other side”
We will see in 8:22 ahead that the destination is
Bethsaida, on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee.

https://bibleatlas.org/bethsaida.htm

But first, there is a discussion with the disciples while in the boat.
The discussion warns the disciples that they, too, could be in
danger of similar ways of thinking (spiritual blindness) –
especially in light of their continuing failure to understand.

Mark 8:14 (NIV)
The disciples had
forgotten to bring
bread, except for one
loaf they had with them
in the boat.

“forgotten to bring bread”
This places the disciples in the same situation of need as
the crowds in the two previous feeding miracles!
The discussion implies that they still needed to learn the
lessons of the feedings!
“except for one loaf”
Like in the feeding miracles, there are limited resources.
In fact, it feels like maybe another feeding miracle is
about to occur – one loaf would not be sufficient to feed Jesus and
the disciples!

Mark 8:15 (NIV)
“Be careful,” Jesus
warned them. “Watch
out for the yeast of the
Pharisees and that of
Herod.”

“Be careful … Watch out”
These words emphasize the serious nature of the warning
to come.
“yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod”
Yeast, of course, is associated with bread.
It pervades the bread, making the image of “yeast”
capable of being both a positive AND a negative metaphor!
Remember, the kingdom is “like yeast”, but we are to
“watch out” for THIS yeast of the Pharisees and Herod!

Mark 8:15 (NIV)
“Be careful,” Jesus
warned them. “Watch
out for the yeast of the
Pharisees and that of
Herod.”

“yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod” (continued)
The statement refers us back to the stories of both Herod,
who thinks Jesus is John the Baptist whom he killed, and the
Pharisees, who have just asked for a sign from Jesus.
In the parallels, Matthew identifies the yeast as
“teaching”, and Luke identifies it as “hypocrisy”:
Matthew 16:12 – “Then they understood that he was not telling them to
guard against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the Pharisees and
Sadducees.”
Luke 12:1 – “Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees, which is
hypocrisy”

Mark, though, leaves it to the reader to identify.
In Mark’s context, it seems to refer to an inability to
recognize Jesus’ importance or identity in spite of his words and
teachings … that is, UNBELIEF in regard to Jesus.
Herod is misled by Jesus’ words and actions, while the
Pharisees find them inadequate.
Are the disciples dangerously close to similar unbelief?
Jesus seems to think so, since they are worried about not
having enough bread when they have just witnessed two
miraculous feedings!

Mark 8:16-17
(NIV)

“They discussed this
with one another and
said, “It is because we
have no bread.” Aware
of their discussion,
Jesus asked them,
“Why are you talking
about having no bread?
Do you still not see or
understand? Are your
hearts hardened?”

“they discussed this”
This demonstrates their continued misunderstanding.
“Jesus asked them”
Jesus finds their discussion disturbing.
It reflects a deeper problem than simply not having
provisions.
“still not see or understand? Are your hearts hardened?”
See both 6:52 after the first feeding, and in 7:18 at the
teaching about uncleanness:
Mark 6:52 – “for they had not understood about the loaves; their hearts
were hardened.”
Mark 7:18 – “’Are you so dull?’ he asked.”

And, 3:5, where Jesus is angered by hardened hearts:
Mark 3:5 – “He looked around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at
their stubborn hearts, said …”

Jesus is getting at this question:
Where DO the disciples stand at this point?

Mark 8:18 (NIV)
“Do you have eyes but
fail to see, and ears but
fail to hear? And don’t
you remember?”

“eyes … ears”
These are rhetorical questions, using prophetic language.
The disciples are acting more like the outsiders who do
NOT have eyes to see or ears to hear, in comparison to all the
people who have responded by faith in Jesus throughout the story!

Mark 8:18 (NIV)
“Do you have eyes but
fail to see, and ears but
fail to hear? And don’t
you remember?”

“Don’t you remember?”
This is the KEY question!
Jesus calls upon the disciples to REMEMBER what they
have witnessed and been part of.
He is calling upon memory as an antidote to fear, panic,
and confusion.
Sometimes, forgetfulness is involuntary, but sometimes,
forgetfulness is a choice.
We can even be hardened until it becomes a part of our
character or even a state of our hearts, revealing what we REALLY
want.
Active remembrance can be a deliberate discipline.
Remember all that God has done
Engrain in our hearts and minds what God has
done.
Understand that we WILL remember what we
actively CHOOSE to remember!
The disciples have failed to hold in their active memories
not only that Jesus had just fed two large crowds (and can
therefore provide for THEM), but also the broader significance of
the feedings (that Jesus brings fullness and abundance).

Mark 8:19-20
(NIV)

“When I broke the five
loaves for the five
thousand, how many
basketfuls of pieces did
you pick up? “Twelve,”
they replied. “And when
I broke the seven loaves
for the four thousand,
how many basketfuls of
pieces did you pick up?”
They answered,
“Seven.”

“When I broke”
Jesus asks specifically about the leftovers.
The disciples answer correctly, so they remember
SOMETHING about the events!
If the numbers are indeed symbolic, it could suggest that
Jesus wants the disciples to be open to the mission to both Jews
AND Gentiles.
But the overarching issue has been the question of faith –
of BELIEF in Jesus.
The disciples did not trust Jesus during the storm.
The did not understand his presence when he walked on
water.
They do not trust his ability to provide for them NOW,
with a single loaf, when he had just fed thousands, twice, with
minimal provisions!

Mark 8:21 (NIV)
He said to them, “Do
you still not
understand?”

“Do you still not understand?”
That is, understand who Jesus is, and that he will provide
for THEM just as he has done for the thousands?
Do they YET trust Jesus completely?
Remember that Jesus refused to grant a sign to the
Pharisees, who say:
WE will set the requirements! WE will dictate
how you must prove yourself! YOU must satisfy OUR demands!
But Jesus will never surrender to OUR terms, or agree to
become enslaved or indebted to US.
We, like all disciples, face the temptations of forgetting
what God has done for us, and putting God to inappropriate tests.
It all boils down to FAITH and TRUST in Jesus to
provide, because he is the Son of God.

Mark 8:22 (NIV)
They came to Bethsaida,
and some people
brought a blind man
and begged Jesus to
touch him.

“Bethsaida”
As we have seen, on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee.
It is just outside the eastern border of the region of
Galilee, an area under the domain of Herod Philip, not Herod
Antipas. This is an area on the Jewish Galilean border, with more
Gentile population than Galilee itself.
“brought a blind man and begged Jesus to touch him”
The story parallels the story of the deaf and mute man in
7:32 – people want Jesus to heal their friend.
At first glance, it is again “just another healing story”.
But this miracle comes just before the heart of Mark’s
Gospel, and sets up the great turning point – Peter’s confession of
Christ in 8:29.
It is a unique miracle – requiring TWO steps! It is also
the only miracle where Jesus inquires about the results.
It is one of only TWO miracles in Mark’s Gospel having to
do with restoration of SIGHT.
The theme of spiritual BLINDNESS has dominated the
previous sections.
The two-stage healing suggests that spiritual sight may
require several steps before a person “sees” clearly.
The disciples, Peter especially, embody exactly this in the
next two scenes!

Mark 8:23 (NIV)
He took the blind man
by the hand and led him
outside the village.
When he had spit on the
man’s eyes and put his
hands on him, Jesus
asked, “Do you see
anything?”

“led him outside the village”
Similar to the deaf-mute man in 7:33, Jesus seeks privacy
for this healing.
“spit on the man’s eyes”
Again, as with the deaf-mute man, we see the therapeutic
use of saliva.
“Do you see anything?”
This is the only such question in all of Jesus’ miracles!

Mark 8:24 (NIV)
He looked up and said,
“I see people; they look
like trees walking
around.”

“He looked up”
Remember – he was blind!
This Greek verb translated “looked” implies some
restoration of sight.
It does NOT simply mean, “he turned his head upward”.
“I see people; they look like trees”
PARTIAL sight restoration has been accomplished.
Some commentators suggest that knowing what trees
looked like implies he was not BORN blind.

Mark 8:25 (NIV)
Once more Jesus put his
hands on the man’s
eyes. Then his eyes were
opened, his sight was
restored, and he saw
everything clearly.

“Once more”
Jesus repeats his healing actions.
This is symbolic of the fact that spiritual sight comes
gradually, requiring steps, stages, and increments.
“saw everything clearly”
But total sight IS possible through Jesus!
Contrary to some Christian teaching, the story
demonstrates that conversion is not always a radical event in
which everything in one’s life is changed completely, all at once.
The disciples have been struggling to comprehend – to
see clearly – what God is doing in and through Jesus.
This is a struggle most of us can identify with!

Mark 8:26 (NIV)
Jesus sent him home,
saying, “Don’t go into
the village.”

“Don’t go into the village”
Since Jesus sent him “home”, but says not to enter the
village, he must not have lived in the village.
This command allows Jesus to travel on without a mob
from the village coming to see him.
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