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NOTES  
 
Raymond E. Brown, Introduction to the New Testament Notes 
6:1-6 Jesus returns and preaches in Nazareth 
(3:21, 31-35 is the earlier scene with his relatives), and now he is met with skepticism. He is remembered 
as the carpenter and a member of a local family. Both his wisdom and his works have no plausible basis 
for the community. Jesus acknowledges that a prophet is without honor in his own region, among his 
relatives or his own house. This acknowledges that despite everything Jesus has done and said so far in 
Mark, it has not changed the hearts and produced faith among those who know him best. As a result, his 
power is ineffective here. 
 
Markan sandwich: 
6:7-13 and 6:30-32 Jesus sends out the Twelve in twos to proclaim the kingdom, exorcise demons and 
heal people. (The mission may reflect the austerity that the Markan community expected of missionaries.)  
6:14-29 Herod’s activity. (This enables Mark to tell the story of how JohnBap died and to inform the 
reader that Herod worried that Jesus was JohnBap coming back from the dead.) JohnBap death also 
serves as a warning to how prophets are treated. 
 
6:34-52 The feeding of the 5,000 and Jesus walking on water 
These two passages appear in all four gospels. This suggests and old tradition that underwent several 
adaptions in the pre-written period. The feeding represents Jesus divine power and echoes the Elisha in 
the Hebrew Bible. 
 

2 Kings 4:42-44 
42 A man came from Baal-shalishah, bringing food from the first fruits to the man of God: twenty 
loaves of barley and fresh ears of grain in his sack. Elisha said, “Give it to the people and let them 
eat.” 43 But his servant said, “How can I set this before a hundred people?” So, he repeated, 
“Give it to the people and let them eat, for thus says the Lord, ‘They shall eat and have some 
left.’” 44 He set it before them, they ate, and had some left, according to the word of the Lord. 

 
And possibly the manna from heaven in Exodus: 
 

Exodus 16:4 Then the Lord said to Moses, “I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and 
each day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day. 

 
Jesus walking on the water may be a veiled reference to God’s actions saving the Israelites at the Red 
Sea. 
 
The feeding itself may be a reference to the Last Supper: 
 

6:41 Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the 
loaves, and gave them to his disciples to set before the people; and he divided the two fish 
among them all. 

 
14:22-23 While they were eating, he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it 
to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” 23 Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he 
gave it to them, and all of them drank from it. 

 
Either as part of that symbolism or separately, the multiplication may be seen as anticipation of the 
messianic banquet. Like the parables, the miracles of Jesus could take on a parabolic role. 
 
6:45-52 Jesus’ walking on Water. Mark offers a type of theophany or epiphany: for the divine identity of 
Jesus is suggested not only by the extraordinary character of the miracle but also by Jesus’ answer in 
6:50 “I AM”. (In the NRSV it is “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.”)  
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6:52 The disciples do not understand either miracle because their hearts have been hardened. 
 
6:53-56 Markan Summary of the Galilean response to Jesus, and the reader to suspect that such 
enthusiasm is not true understanding or faith. 
 
Harper Collins Study Bible, NRSV Version Notes 
6:1-6 Jesus’ rejection in his hometown concludes the section on epiphanies of Jesus divine power in a 
way that recalls the resistance to him in 2:1-3:6. 
 
6:3 Carpenter – the Greek word translated here can also refer to a worker in stone, metal or wood.  
Son of Mary – interesting that Jewish lineage is traced through the father, and here the mother is 
mentioned. In 3:31 his mother and brothers show up to take him home. 
 
 6:6-8:26 The extension of Jesus mission within Galilee and beyond. The increasing enmity from the 
authorities. The growing blindness of the disciples. 
 
6:7-30 Death of JohnBap is sandwiched with the sending of the Disciples and their return. 
6:11 Shake off the dust – shames those who refuse to offer hospitality and may serve as testimony 
against them at the final judgement. 
 
Herod is portrayed as a weak governor who is manipulated by a woman. 
 
6:31-44 Feeding of the 5,000 
Recalls Israel’s feeding by God in the wilderness (Exodus 16:13-35) and the Jewish expectations of an 
end time feast with God’s elect (Isaiah 25:6-8). 
 
6:40 Companies of hundreds and fifties recalls the Dead Sea Scrolls depiction of community life. 
 
6:41 Blessing and breaking the food is customary for a host at a Jewish meal. 
 
6:45-52 Jesus walking on Water 
6:48 “He intended to pass them by” typical of theophanies – it alludes to God’s veiled self-disclosure to 
Moses: 

Exodus 3:13-15 13 But Moses said to God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God 
of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to 
them?” 14 God said to Moses, “I am who I am.”[a] He said further, “Thus you shall say to the 
Israelites, ‘I am has sent me to you.’” 15 God also said to Moses, “Thus you shall say to the 
Israelites, ‘The Lord,[b] the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 
the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’: 

This is my name forever, 
and this my title for all generations. 

 
Isaiah 41:4 Who has performed and done this, 
    calling the generations from the beginning? 
I, the Lord, am first, 
    and will be with the last. 

 
Isaiah 43:10-11You are my witnesses, says the Lord, 
    and my servant whom I have chosen, 
so that you may know and believe me 
    and understand that I am he. 
Before me no god was formed, 
    nor shall there be any after me. 
11 I, I am the Lord, 



Slow Religion 
Gospel According to Mark 

Chapter 6 
  

Slow Religion, Gospel According to Mark, Chapter 6 Notes 
Joe Jennings Page 12 10/25/21 

    and besides me there is no savior. 
 
6:52 their hearts were hardened – suffering from stubborn obtuseness. 
 
 
James R. Edwards, The Pillar New Testament Commentary, The 
Gospel According to Mark, Notes 
6:1-6 Jesus returns home to Nazareth10 with his disciples.  
 
Galilee is a predominantly gentile region with Jewish settlements. Nazareth is in southern Galilee near 
Samaria. 
 
Jesus reading from the Torah and teaching from it is an honor to a returning son. His prestige causes a 
dilemma for locals. He had not been apprenticed to a famous rabbi. His wisdom could not have come 
from his family. Nazareth is amazed negatively. The locals are skeptical and attempt to discredit Jesus 
and his ministry.  
 

6:2-3 “Where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been given to him? What 
deeds of power are being done by his hands! 3 Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary[a] and 
brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?” 

 
Carpenter – designating Jesus as a carpenter was not complimentary and could have been to discredit 
him. 
 
Son of Mary – Judaism was a patronymic culture – the name of the father was attached to a son – the 
absence of Joseph’s name may indicate that Joseph had died, or that his mother was better known, or 
that he was possibly illegitimate. In any case it is not normal and possibly insulting. 
 

6:3 And they took offense[b] at him. 
 
Offense – Gk skandalon, a stumbling block – put off or repelled by Jesus and his teachings. A stumbling 
block to faith is a key Markan motif and a grave problem. 
 
Jesus is now and outsider to his family – exposure to Jesus and the gospel is no guarantee of faith.  
 
6:5-6 Jesus could not do any miracles here and he is amazed at their unbelief. Jesus’ humanity shows 
through – facing weariness (4:38), disappointment (6:5-6), ignorance (13:32), and fear (14:34) and cannot 
influence his own family. 
 
What amazes God about humanity is not its sinfulness and evil, but its hardness of heart and 
unwillingness to believe. The people of Nazareth only see a local-born carpenter, only the son of Mary, 
and only a working person not a rabbi. They are looking for God to be less ordinary, more unique and 
awesome for them to believe. The servant image of Jesus is too prosaic for credibility with them. 
 
6:6-30 The Cost of Discipleship 
Jesus begins his third preaching tour (1:14, 1:39). On this tour he begins to shift responsibilities to his 
disciples. 
 
Mark also uses his sandwich technique to bracket the disciple’s missionary work (6:6-13, 6:30) with the 
story of the death of JohnBap (6:14-29). This forces readers to consider the potential cost of discipleship. 

 
10 Nazareth is not mentioned in the Hebrew Bible, in Josephus, or in the rabbinic literature of the Mishnah or the Talmud. Julius 
Africanus mentions it in a 2nd century CE writing. The first church was built there by Constantine (325 CE). Archeological 
excavations have uncovered a series of grottos that date from the time of Jesus. They point to an obscure hamlet of earthen 
dwellings chopped in to 60 acres of rocky hillside with a population of 2-500 people. 
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6:7 The defining element of Jesus’ ministry is teaching. Compassion and healing are also important, but 
the dominant purpose in Mark is teaching. 
 
Jesus is doing something new as a Jewish rabbi – he is commissioning his disciples to go out and do 
missionary work. Most did not. And he sends them in his name and bestows powers on them. This is 
despite the fact that the record of the disciples to date has not been very good: 

• 1:36-39 They impeded Jesus’ mission; 
• 4:38 and 5:31 They have become exasperated by him; and 
• 3:21 They have opposed him 
• 8:14-21 And they will misunderstand him 

 
Jewish custom is to send people in pairs – you need two people to swear to something in a court – and it 
gave them someone to support them and uphold them when things did not go well. 
 
Although they are sent to proclaim the gospel, the accent is on subduing evil spirits (3:15) which is a 
preparation for the messianic era. They are empowered to teach, heal and act. Being full representatives 
of the one who sent them. 
 
6:8-9 What to take and 6:10-11 how to act. 
 
6:12-13 Proclamation, repentance, casting out of demons and healing – summary report of disciple’s 
missions. The anointing with oil is unique and special – it is a sign of healing and the inbreaking of the 
good news. 
 
Mark makes clear that a call to ministry is something one is never prepared for. A genuine call always 
calls us to a mission that we are not adequate for. The Christian experience of presence and the promise 
of Jesus Christ teaches one to rely not on our human capabilities – but upon Jesus to be with us. 
 
There are only two passages in the Gospel According to Mark that are not about Jesus, and they are both 
about JohnBap and they serve to foreshadow Jesus. JohnBap as the forerunner of Jesus’ message and 
mission (1:2-8) and JohnBap death as the foreshadowing of the death of Jesus (6:14-29). The similarities 
of their deaths: 

4. Both are executed by political tyrants who fear them; 
5. Both die silently as victims of political intrigue and corruption; and, 
6. Both die as righteous and innocent victims 

 
6:14-17 Herod is paranoid that JohnBap who he imprisoned and killed has returned in Jesus to haunt 
him.  The growing reputation of Jesus was an uneasy reminder to Herod Antipas that he had not silenced 
JohnBap’s message. The mission of the Twelve may have stirred up the network to become aware of 
Jesus. 
 
The three prevailing theories on who Jesus was were: 

1. JohnBap 
2. Elijah as the forerunner of the day of judgement 
3. Or a prophet. 

 
6:15 the glowing estimate of Jesus is not the same as faith. 
 
6:17-18 There is a correlation between JohnBap and Jesus. 
 
6:29 the only decency in the story is that the disciples are permitted to take and bury the body. Parallels 
Joseph of Arithathea (15:42-47) with Jesus’ body. 
 
The sandwich structure draws together mission and martyrdom, discipleship and death, into an 
inseparable relationship. As Jesus will teach in 8:34 “34 He called the crowd with his disciples, and said 
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to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me.” 
 
Feeding the 5,000 (6:31-44) 
Herod’s banquet is followed by a banquet presided over by Jesus. Herod’s self-serving and deadly party 
is contrasted with Jesus where he anticipates and meets the needs of his guests. It and the walking on 
water story are the two miracles recorded in all four gospels. Which means they must have been renown 
in the oral history of the early movement. 
 
6:31-32 Jesus anticipates that his disciples will need a break after their mission, so they withdraw to the 
wilderness to recharge. It is also a requirement of discipleships that they have time alone with Jesus. 
 

6:31 For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. 
 

6:31 is an unusual phrase, for many were coming and going. There is no preparation for it in the 
narrative. Who is coming and going? Why are they coming and going? The usual Markan word would be 
crowd (Gk ochlos) but here he uses the word meaning many people (Gk. polloi) which could mean many 
men. Because of this commotion Jesus and the disciples go by boat to a remote spot. But 5,000 men 
follow and meet them there. 
 
6:34 Jesus looks at them with compassion and begins “teaching them many things”. They were to Jesus 
“like sheep without a shepherd”. The shepherd metaphor is not pastoral in Jewish tradition – it is often a 
leader like Moses or Joshua, political and military who could muster Israel’s forces and lead them, out of 
Egypt or into battle. 
 
Jesus may have seen people without direction, without purpose, without a leader. He teaches them – but 
he himself is the item of interest. 
 
6:35-36 It starts to grow dark, and the disciples are nervous that there are no provisions for the people. 
They are in a deserted place a significant distance from anywhere. They recommend sending everyone 
home or out to the villages to but their own food. 
 
6:37 Jesus intensives the crisis by telling the disciples to feed the crowd. 
 
6:38-40 The problem will be solved by Jesus and what he sees as the potential for God in the situation. 
Arranging the crowd in 1,000, 500, 100s and 50s is similar to what Moses did (Exodus 18:25) and was 
used by the Quanran community in the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
 
6:41 We do not know what Jesus prayed. The early Christian movement saw a parallel with the Last 
Supper: taking bread, blessing, breaking and giving to the disciples. The disciples do not understand, but 
they mediate between Jesus and the crowd and delivers the blessed food to them. 
 
6:42-44 “They all ate and were satisfied.” “All” is significant. This event is outside the Torah’s Kosher laws 
and traditions. The ritual hierarchy and practices of kosher are abandoned in favor of an open invitation 
and inclusion of all people. Moreover, this is not a ritual meal where morsels are handed out and eaten. 
This is a feast of human basic food, bread and fish, and it feeds all. 
 
The facts of the story are clear. There are thousands of hungry people, in a deserted remote place, 
without sufficient food to feed them. If the crowd had had provisions, they would have already broken 
them out. Help is either non-existent or far away. The hour is growing late. It is Jesus, not the disciples or 
the crowd, who meets the needs of the people. 
 
What else is going on? 
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Something less bucolic and more revolutionary may have been stirring in the story. Rural Galilee was a 
stronghold of the Zealot movement (Acts 5:3711). Sepphoris had rebelled against Herod the Great’s sons 
in 4 BCE.  In 66-67 CE Josephus led Jewish resistance against Vespasian in Galilee. It was called the 
spearhead of resistance and freedom movements against Rome. 
 
There are clues of a resistance element to the story: 
6:31 “many people who were coming and going” is this a clandestine movement gathering? many (gk 
polloi) is to be understood as men? 
6:33 “arrived ahead of them” is this a preplanned gathering of forces to anoint a leader and set strategy 
for an uprising? 
6:34 “sheep without a shepherd” is a military/political image. 
 
Was there a flame of messianism in Galilee that had gathered men together to meet with Jesus and 
“make him king by force.” (John 6:15 When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by 
force to make him king, he withdrew again to the mountain by himself.) 
 
What is clear from the account is that Jesus will not march to a populist and militaristic beat. His model for 
being the host of a banquet in the wilderness is Moses. 
 
The “I AM” in the Midst of a Storm (6:45-52) 
 
This story represents a huge challenge for the faithful and the non-believers alike. Rationalist interpreters 
have come up with many rational explanations for the story. This preoccupation limits the possibility of the 
story and eclipses its meaning. 
 
6:45-46 Why does Jesus send his disciples ahead to Bethsaida so urgently? Is it so he can dismiss the 
crowds alone? Is he trying to limit the messianic contagion in the crowd from his disciples? The inference 
from John 14-15 is that there is a revolutionary groundswell that Jesus is trying to head off and he does 
not want the disciples involved. 
 
6:46 Once the crowd is dismissed, Jesus stays to pray.  (Mark 1:35; 6:46; 14:35-39 are the similar 
passages about Jesus praying in Mark.) Each prayer is at night, in a lonely place, with the disciples 
removed from him, and when Jesus faces a formative decision regarding his mission and life. One can 
conjecture that Jesus must reaffirm his divine servanthood rather than messiahship as his mission.  
 
6:47-50 The disciples are at sea alone, without Jesus, and a storm is battering them. In their distress 
Jesus appears walking on the water at 3 AM. Jesus comes to his people in need, just as YHWH has 
done, and to deliver them through his self-revelation. 
 
The centerpiece of the story is: 6:48 “He… walking on the sea. He intended to pass them by.” 
 
Jesus is walking on the top of the sea where only God can walk. As in forgiveness of sins (2:10) and his 
power over nature (4:39) walking on the sea unmistakably identifies Jesus as God. 
 
6:50 “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.” “It is I” (Gk ego eimi) is identified with God’s self-disclosure to 
Moses (Exodus 3:14) and  refers to Job 9:8 and 11. God is doing what humanity cannot do in Job and in 
Mark. This points to the futility of trying to understand a natural explanation for Jesus walking on the 
water. There is not natural explanation. He is God. 
 
Jesus’ walking on water is a self-disclosure to his disciples of the glory that he shares with the Father and 
the compassion he has for his followers. 
 

 
11 Acts 5:37 After him Judas the Galilean rose up at the time of the census and got people to follow him; he also perished, and all 
who followed him were scattered. 
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Mark’s Christology is no less sublime than John’s. John has Jesus declaring that he is the Son of God 
(John 10:36). Whereas Mark has Jesus showing that he is the Son of God. In Mark, one must like the 
disciples, be in the boat with Jesus, and enter into the drama in order to behold who Jesus is. The one 
who calmed the storm earlier now appears in the storm, the “I Am” of God. 
 
6:51-52 Only when Jesus joins the disciples in the boat does the storm abate. Being with Jesus (3:14) is 
not simply a theoretical truth. It has practical and existential consequences. One of which is the safety 
and peace of the disciples. If separation from Jesus brings distress, Jesus’ presence with them 
overcomes storms in their lives. 
 

6:51 And they were utterly astounded, 52 for they did not understand about the loaves, but their 
hearts were hardened. 

 
The response of the disciples is that they are astounded, do not understand and their hearts are 
hardened. Hardened hearts had referred to outsider’s response to Jesus. Now it includes the disciples. 
Faith is not something that happens automatically or inevitably; it is a personal choice. In Mark, it is more 
often than not a decision made in the middle of a struggle – discipleship is more endangered by lack of 
faith and hardness of heart than external dangers.  
 

6:56 And wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the marketplaces, 
and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were 
healed. 

 
The urge to be healed dominates the response of people to Jesus – not the teaching. The final line shows 
how distant Israel was from Jesus the teacher. 
 
William L. Lane, The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, The Gospel of Mark Notes 
6:1-6 Rejection in Nazareth 
Jesus returns to Nazareth as would a rabbi accompanied by his students. The congregation is astonished 
by his teaching, questions the source of his doctrine, wisdom and powers that had been exhibited 
elsewhere. As a former manual laborer, whose immediate family is well known, there is nothing 
extraordinary about Jesus from his past. 
 
His authority is from God. And the reaction of the community is resentment.   
 
6:3 “3 Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary[a](?)” 
 
The Markan text as it stands is derogatory. They are asking why isn’t he like the rest of us who work with 
our hands? In the Jewish and the Roman worlds such people were looked down on by the elites. The 
“son of Mary” is also disparaging. Who is Jesus’ father? There are rumors in the 1st and 2nd Century CE 
that Jesus was illegitimate. In either case, the people’s response show that they do not accept him as 
having any special relationship with God. 
 
6:4 is an aphorism which has parallels in Jewish and Greek literature. It signals that Jesus will be rejected 
by Israel. 
 

6:5-6 5 And he could do no deed of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick 
people and cured them. 6 And he was amazed at their unbelief. 

 
Mark’s purpose is to indicate that Jesus is not free to exercise his power in these circumstances. Unbelief 
excludes people from the dynamic disclosure of God’s grace that other people had experienced. 
 
Apparently, Jesus had not anticipated this response. “Marveled” is only used this once in Mark in regard 
to Jesus’ disappointment. It is that unbelief that leads to loss of experience, healing, teaching. 
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6:6-13 Disciples Mission 
The first story and this Mission story have a tension between belief and disbelief. The Christian 
missionary must be prepared for rejection. 
 
6:7-9 The commissioning of the disciples has been carefully prepared for: 
1:16-20 Being called 
2:14 Levi is added 
3:13-19 Special promise 
 4:11, 34 Private instruction 
Chapter 5 Exposure to Jesus power over demonic possession, sickness and death 
Apostles means to be sent in someone’s name and with their authority. 
 
6:11 removing the dust from your feet belongs to a category of symbolic realism – it is a prophetic act 
designed to provoke thought on the part of the rejecting villagers. 
 
6:14-8:30 Withdrawal beyond Galilee 
Focusses on when Jesus is frequently outside Galilee: 
He is responding possibly to becoming on Herod Antipas radar 
He withdraws to the wilderness after the return of the disciples form their mission 
Twice he provides bread in the wilderness to people (5,000 and 4,000 feeding stories) 
This all leads to a startling insight by Peter on Jesus identity in Chapter 8 
 
 6:14-29 Herod’s Speculations on Jesus identity and JohnBap’s Death 
The mission activity of Jesus’ disciples may have been what put Jesus on Herod Antipas’ radar. The 
three popular estimates of Jesus constitute one of the earliest attempts to explain the enigma of his 
person and work. 

4. JohnBap – shows Herod has not direct experience or knowledge of Jesus – Jesus is a 
contemporary of JohnBap and had been baptized by him. He may have been seen as a 
successor, but JohnBap did not perform miracles, heal people or exorcise demon and their 
teaching is different. 

5. Elijah – identifies Jesus with “the Coming One” announced by JohnBap (1:7) and core to 
JohnBap message about the one to follow was greater than he. 

6. Ordinary prophet – an ancient prophet who has returned for a new and final phase of ministry. 
 
6:17-29 is the first passion narrative in Mark. The two are of JohnBap and then Jesus. It may reflect a 
special source from among JohnBap followers. It is used to do two things: explain the cost of discipleship; 
and point forward to the suffering and death of Jesus. 
 
The historical integrity of the story is challenged by Josephus. The objections from an historical 
standpoint should be set aside because they are not substantial. There was no disciple of JohnBap 
present when he was killed.  
 
6:29 The death of JohnBap did not bring his movement to an end. It seemed to kickoff Jesus’ own 
ministry. What the passage does is remind the readers that the two suffered similar fates. 
 
6:30-34 Rest in the Wilderness 
Designating the disciples as apostles only occurs in Mark.  
6:31 The mission activity of the Twelve caught the attention of many people and may have served to 
bring them back to Jesus “many were coming and going”. Jesus withdraws to a wilderness place is 
significant. That God provides rest for his people in the wilderness is a repeating theme in the Hebrew 
Bible (Moses, Joshua and Jeremiah are examples). 
 
6:33-34 If the mission of the Twelve drew the people to Jesus in the wilderness, what they experienced 
there was Jesus’ compassion.  
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6:34 “because they were like sheep without a shepherd;” alludes to: 
 

Numbers 27:17 who shall go out before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out 
and bring them in, so that the congregation of the Lord may not be like sheep without a 
shepherd.” 
 
Ezekiel 34:5 So they were scattered, because there was no shepherd; and scattered, they 
became food for all the wild animals. 

 
In Numbers when Moses prayed to God for a leader for the tribes of Israel, God appointed the shepherd 
Joshua, whose name in the Septuagint is “Jesus” in Ezekiel the promised shepherd will be David. 
 

6:34 As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they 
were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things. 

 
Mark is signaling through the background of these references that: 

• Jesus is the one appointed by God to be the leader of the people in their exodus into the 
wilderness. 

• He is God’s servant David who provides rest for his people in the wilderness 
 
This leads you to the feeding in the wilderness story that follows. 
 
6:35-44 Feeding the 5,000 in the Wilderness 
Mark considers this event crucial to understanding the dignity of Jesus: 

6:30-34 Elaborate introduction 
6:35-38 Extended dialogue with the disciples 
6:52, 8:17-21 Subsequent references to the event  
8:1-10 Feeding of the 4,000 

 
Mark also juxtaposes Herod’s banquet with Jesus’: drunken debauchery is matched against God’s glory 
unveiled through an abundant provision of bread in the wilderness; and the people, even though they 
have a king, are leaderless sheep. 
 
6:35-38 The disciples call attention to Jesus of the late hour and the lack of provisions for the crowd. They 
are totally unprepared for Jesus’ instruction to provide for the crowd. Jesus’ refusal to let the matter rest 
by insisting on an inventory of resources forces the recognition that the situation was beyond human 
resourcefulness. 
 
Unlike previous miracles, this is a situation of Jesus’ own creation. Jesus knows from the beginning what 
he is going to do. His instructions to the disciples perplex them and are intended to lead them to 
understanding. They are disrespectful because Jesus’ actions are beyond their comprehension. The 
disciples do not understand because their hearts are hardened. 
 
6:39-40 Wilderness motif in Mark: the grass is green where they are meeting – likely spring, Passover 
time – and a place where a shepherd might bring their flock; and the arrangement of the crowd into field 
groups of 100s and 50s recalls the order of the Mosaic camp in the wilderness. Through these wilderness 
elements, Mark portrays Jesus as the eschatological Saviour, the second Moses, who transforms a 
leaderless flock into the people of God. 
 
6:41 Jewish custom and Torah require blessing the food and giving thanks to God. Jesus takes the 
bread, blesses it, breaks it and distributes it to his guests through the disciples. What is unique is that 
Jesus looks upward toward heaven rather than downward as was custom. Jesus is relying on God’s 
power to meet the people’s need – here the kingdom of God was functioning. The same God who gave 
manna in the wilderness and provisions for Elijah and Elisha is now visibly feeding the multitude in the 
wilderness. 
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6:42-44 The text is emphatic that the blessed loaves and fish were miraculously increased. “All” who” eat 
are filled” with food left over. Mark emphasizes that their hunger was satisfied. 
 
The miracle takes place before the multitude, but there is no indication in Mark that the people realized 
what was taking place. It is revelatory to the disciples only.  
 
In the eyes of the people Jesus is the enigmatic prophetic teacher (6:14) but he should have been 
recognized by his disciples as the Son of God with all the resources of God available to him. 
 
It is an eschatological story: the men are gathered in the wilderness; they are leaderless; the meal is 
austere but similar to what Moses provided through God in the wilderness; and as a result, the people 
experienced rest in the wilderness and were refreshed. In the center of the story is Jesus, who creates 
the situation, orders the crowd, takes, blesses, breaks and distributes the bread and fish and miraculously 
feeds everyone, for people who have eyes to see. 
 
6:45-52 Lord of the Sea 
6:45-46 The abruptness of Jesus ordering the disciples to leave by boat, before the crowd has been 
dispersed, suggests a crisis that is unexplained in Mark. The wilderness played a significant role in 
messianic uprising in the 1st century CE. John 6:14-1512 states that the people want to recognize Jesus 
as an eschatological prophet and proclaim him as king. 
 
The tension of the crowd messianic vision was in the air after the meal. Removing the disciples form the 
scene allows Jesus to shield them from that influence and to then focus on dismissing the crowd and 
tamping down the expectations. Jesus’ retreat to pray afterwards is to reinforce his rejection of the 
Messiah-Warrior role of the crowd and reaffirm his Suffering Servant mission. (1:35-39; 14:26-42 other 
retreats to pray under stress. 
 
6:47 Whenever the disciples are away from Jesus, they find themselves in distress and anguish because 
they lack faith. 
 
6:48-50 Jesus comes to the disciples at 3 AM across the water because he can see that they are exerting 
themselves against a strong wind. The explanation that “he meant to pass them by” seems enigmatic. 3 
possible explanations: 

4. The words record the impression the disciples had at the time that the spectral figure indeed 
intended to pass them by. 

5. Some modern translations have changed the language to say “for he intended to pass their way”.  
6. For Mark the event is a theophany a manifestation of the transcendent Lord who will pass by as 

God did in Sinai before Moses (Exodus 33:19, 22) or on Horeb with Elijah (1 Kings 19:11). 
 
6:50 I AM statement is ambiguous, it can be identified as a normal way of speaking or it could be a 
reference to YHWH. Because he is walking on water, a theophanic event, I interpret it to mean the 
YWHW reference. Connects to take heart and have no fear then you have a Hebrew Bible traditional 
statement by God to mortals. 
 
6:51-52 The disciples are utterly astonished, have no category of understanding to put Jesus actions in, 
and fail to make the connection between the loaves and fishes and the walking on water events. Their 
hearts are hardened to the secret of Jesus identity. 
 
Mark conclusion is important for three reasons: 

1. It indicates that some events in Jesus’ ministry are parabolic in that they provide a key to 
understanding other events; 

2. The problem of understanding is not intellectual but existential; it is a matter of faith; and, 

 
12 John 6:14-15 14 When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, “This is indeed the prophet who is to come 
into the world.” 15 When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king, he withdrew again to 
the mountain by himself. 
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3. The disciple’s reaction to Jesus’ actions, as well as his teachings, throughout Mark’s gospel are 
characterized by non-understanding. 

 
6:53-56 A summary of Jesus ministry before leaving for Tyre and Sidon. Note that the works of Jesus 
appear to be the epiphany of divine power and the people trat him like a miracle worker or divine man 
whose power is released through touch.  In this connection the absence of any reference to preaching or 
teaching activity is significant. The people are not prepared for Jesus’ proclamation of the word, and the 
public ministry interrupted in Chapter 6:31 has not been resumed. They understand only that power is 
channeled through his person. Jesus patiently bears with their limited insight and graciously heals those 
who reach out to him. 
 
Levine, Amy-Jill, and Marc Zvi Brettler Editors, The Jewish Annotated 
Bible, Second Edition, New Revised Standard Version, Notes 
 
6:1-13 The Nativity stories are not mentioned in Mark. The family listed document a traditional large family 
in 1st Century CE. The point of the story is that Jesus’ family and hometown neighbors reject him as a 
prophet. Their lack of faith limits his power. 
 
6:14-29 Beheading of JohnBap: The Jewish historian Josephus documented that JohnBap was a well-
known and respected religious figure. Mark presents JohnBap as a prophet who confronts Herod Anti[as 
over marrying his brother’s wife.  Herod thinking Jesus was possibly JohnBap resurrected is unusual 
because resurrection was understood to be for all the righteous some day in the future.  
 
6:33-44 Mark presents two miraculous feedings, the 5,000 in Jewish territory and the 4,000 in Gentile 
territory. The narratives evoke Exodus 16-18 and Elisha’s 2 Kings 4:42-44 miracles.  
 
6:45-52 Jesus Walking on the Water: Each of Mark’s feeding miracles is followed with a water miracle 
evoking Exodus. The disciples not understanding is akin to Pharaoh’s hardened heart. 
 
Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels Notes 
6:1-6 Jesus has gone home with his students and his teaching is received with questioning about how 
such astonishing insights could come from a tradesman. His response is seriously insulting to the local 
community. He states that strangers are better at judging a prophet than family or hometown community 
members.  The conclusion is that Jesus’ ability to perform mighty works requires faith. This requires 
trustful loyalty toward God and acceptance of what God is trying to accomplish through and for his 
people. The local community does not display such loyalty. 
 
6:7-13 Sending out the missionaries. Travelling in twos is a safer way to travel than alone. They are to 
proclaim what JohnBap started, and Jesus has continued – the kingdom of God is at hand. 
 
6:14-29 Herodias may have sensed the threat JohnBap represents to her and Herod Antipas. She 
manipulates Herod to have JohnBap to remove the threat and secure her and her children’s position. 
 
6:30-44 Feeding 5,000 
By feeding the 5000 Jesus becomes a patron to all in the crowd. 
 
6:45-52 Jesus often goes off by himself in the gospel. Doing so was considered dangerous – specifically 
in the wilderness or on the sea. In both cases he has gone into regions beyond human control. The fact 
that he does so without being harmed is evidence of his being a holy person with special cosmic powers.  
 

6:19 When they had rowed about three or four miles, [d] they saw Jesus walking on the sea 
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Walking on the sea is important. This is different than walking on water. The sea is an unknown that can 
consume people and boats. It is filled with dangerous living things. Sailors often sailed along coastlines to 
stay in sight of land. Jesus’ ability to walk on the sea and tame the sea is the mark of a serious holy man 
with cosmic powers. 
 
Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man Notes 
6:1-13 and 30-32 Mark’s second generative seam – he is rejected at his hometown synagogue, and he 
withdraws and commissions his disciples as missionaries.   
 
Mark’s Structure 

Discipleship – consolidation 
story 

Synagogue/Sabbath 
conflict/rejection 

Withdrawal and ministry 

1:16-20 (calling) 1:12-28 1:29 ff –home 
3:13-19 (naming) 3:1-6 3:77ff – sea 
6:7-13 (sending) 6:2-6 6:6b -- villages 

 
6:1-2 Jesus makes his last public appearance in the symbolic space of a synagogue on the Sabbath. 
6:3 To the local community Jesus is a local carpenter and the son of Mary – and it could mean that they 
are accusing Jesus of abandoning his family. Also listing him by his maternal side could imply illegitimacy. 
 
Jesus’ honor receives a major put down by his own hometown. Jesus’ retort shows that he has 
acknowledged a programmatic break with his hometown and family. He is disowned and Jesus withdraws 
to resume his circuit of rural villages. 
 
6:7-13 Mission of the Twelve is proclamation, healing and exorcism. It could also reveal the early 
Christian movement missionary strategy of establishing safe houses and travelling in twos. 
 
6:14-29 JohnBap is abruptly brought back up in the context of the disciples’ mission work and Herod’s 
growing awareness of Jesus. JohnBap’s charge against Herod is political on two counts: intermarriage 
among royals is highly political; the relationship between the political authority and the Jewish law is very 
volatile. 
 
6:30 Mark is not all that interested in what happened to the disciples on their mission trip. 
 
6:33-44 Wilderness Feeding 

31 He said to them, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” For 
many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.  

 
Jesus wants his disciples to rest and regroup after their missionary experiences. He takes them to the 
wilderness. 
 
6:31 they had no leisure even to eat – the image is that there is no where Jesus and his disciples can rest 
– the crowds follow them everywhere.  
 
6:34 Sheep without a shepherd – this is a reference to Joshua (Numbers 27:16) which took place in the 
wilderness, referenced people coming and going, and the name Joshua which is Jesus in Latin. In John 6 
the gospel says that the wilderness gathering climaxed tin the people’s desire to declare Jesus messiah 
and King for a revolutionary movement against Rome.  
 
Ched Myers rejects this thesis: Jesus is an organizer, but his goal is to feed people not stage an 
uprising; he is launching a critical response to JohnBap death after a royal banquet, but this is a symbolic 
protest not a confrontation to lead to uprising. 
 
6:36-38 exchange between Jesus and his disciples is the crux of the story. The disciples are concerned 
that the day is ending, there is no food for the crowd, and they want them dispersed to find their own 
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ways. Jesus has compassion for the crowd and tells the disciples to feed the crowd. And the disciples 
push back saying that they don’t have the money to buy enough bread and they are too far from any town 
to purchased it. 
 
Oddly the disciples are just back from their mission, but they have bread and fish with them.  
 
Jesus has no intention of using the economic order to feed the people. He organizes them into groups; 
blesses what food he has; breaks the food and hands it to his disciples to give out to the people in 
groups. Please note there is no reference to anything supernatural occurring – only they ate and were 
satisfied. (6:42) 
 
6:45-53 is a parallel of 4:35-41. In both cases the disciples are at sea and a storm arises, they turn to 
Jesus, and he calms the storms.  
 
Jesu makes the disciples leave the wilderness feeding and start sailing home in the evening. He watches 
and waits until they are far from shore and in a heavy storm to rejoin them.  
 
6:48 he was going to pass them by should not be interpreted as Jesus desired to ignore them. The 
disciples are terrified, and Jesus reassures them – a standard Hebrew Bible set up of a divine 
experience/encounter. Jesus quells the storm, but the disciple’s apprehension remains – their hearts are 
hardened – they do not understand the wilderness of on the sea experiences with Jesus. 
 
Oxford Bible Commentary Notes 
6:1-6 The themes of faith and the growing opposition to Jesus are continued in the story of Jesus’ 
reception in his own town. Mark seems more interested in the negative reaction to Jesus’ teaching, than 
the contents of Jesus’ actual teaching. The community’s rejection is articulated in the rhetorical questions 
about Jesus’ origins and family. The ordinariness of Jesus is profound.  
 
It is unusual that he is identified by his mother rather than his father (as would be expected). This may 
hint to questions about his legitimacy, or that he does not have a human father because he is the Son of 
God. But Mark does not see any significance in these words. Jesus’ brothers and sisters seem to be 
taken at face value. 
 
The prophet saying may be historical – Mark does not develop the prophet theme regarding Jesus. The 
fact that Jesus can do miracles where there is faith now is shown to have another side which is that he 
cannot where there is none. 
 
6:6-13 Mission of the Twelve 
The widespread nature of the tradition suggests that it is old (pre-Markan), though whether it goes back to 
Jesus is uncertain. 
 
For Mark the story further develops the story of the disciples. Mark presents both sides of the disciples – 
they follow Jesus’ directions; but they do not understand what is going on. 
 
Mark seems to know, or record, virtually nothing about what happened to the disciples on their missions.  
 
6:14-29 Herod and the death of JohnBap 
Mark inserts a note on Herod’s views of Jesus which leads to a retrospective view of JohnBap death. 
(See Josephus account13.) The insertion serves to build the theme of the fate that awaits Jesus – 

 
13 Josephus: Antiquities 18.116-119 
But to some of the Jews the destruction of Herod’s defeat is attributed to his murder of John the Baptist. Herod’s army seemed to be 
divine vengeance, and certainly a just vengeance, for his treatment of John, surnamed the Baptist. For Herod had put him to death, 
though he was a good man and had exhorted the Jews to lead righteous lives, to practice justice towards their fellows and piety 
towards God, and so doing to join in baptism. In his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism was to be acceptable to God. 
They must not employ it to gain pardon for whatever sins they committed, but as a consecration of the body implying that the soul 
was already thoroughly cleansed by right behavior. When others too joined the crowds about him, because they were aroused to the 
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JohnBap is the forerunner of Jesus, and his fate is recalled. The story of JohnBap death is very different 
from Josephus’ account. Mark makes it clear with the disciples burying JohnBap at the end that the 
shadow of the cross has fallen on Jesus. 
 
6:31-44 Feeding the 5,000 
This story has a doublet with the feeding of the 4,000 in chapter 8. The sequence may be part of an older 
tradition where the feeding story is followed by the walking on the water story, i.e., John and Mark may 
have shared the same oral tradition. 
 
What happened is impossible to say. There is no report of an acclamation from the crowd that a miracle 
had occurred in their presence. Mark regarded the event as a miracle. Mark presents the story in 
language that looks backward into the Hebrew Bible and forward into his own Gospel: 
 

2 Kings 4:42-44 42 A man came from Baal-shalishah, bringing food from the first fruits to the man 
of God: twenty loaves of barley and fresh ears of grain in his sack. Elisha said, “Give it to the 
people and let them eat.” 43 But his servant said, “How can I set this before a hundred people?” 
So he repeated, “Give it to the people and let them eat, for thus says the Lord, ‘They shall eat and 
have some left.’” 44 He set it before them, they ate, and had some left, according to the word of 
the Lord. 
 
Mark 14:22-25 22 While they were eating, he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, 
gave it to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” 23 Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks 
he gave it to them, and all of them drank from it. 24 He said to them, “This is my blood of the[g] 
covenant, which is poured out for many. 25 Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the fruit of 
the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.” 

 
Breaking the bread, offering thanks and blessing it is the gesture Jesus used at the Last Supper to remind 
his disciples of him. Bread and fish soon become eucharistic symbols in the early Christian movement. 
 
The grass being green in the miracle points to a spring event which is when Passover occurs, and the 
Last Supper occurred, and the Eucharist was instituted. 
 
6:45-52 The Jesus walking on Water story is likely already connected to the feeding story in the pre-
Markan tradition. The historical basis of the account is unrecoverable. Mark views the story as a genuine 
miracle. God’s power to subdue the sea and its forces (Mark 4:35-41) is well attested in the Hebrew Bible:  
 

Exodus 14: 21 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The Lord drove the sea back by 
a strong east wind all night and turned the sea into dry land; and the waters were divided. 
 
Psalm 77:19 Your way was through the sea, 
    your path, through the mighty waters; 
    yet your footprints were unseen. 
 
Isaiah 43:16 Thus says the Lord, 
    who makes a way in the sea, 
    a path in the mighty waters, 

 
Job 9:8 who alone stretched out the heavens 
    and trampled the waves of the Sea;[a] 

Footnotes 
 

highest degree by his sermons, Herod became alarmed. Eloquence that had so great an effect on mankind might lead to some form 
of sedition, for it looked as if they would be guided by John in everything that they did. Herod decided therefore that it would be 
much better to strike first and be rid of him before his work led to an uprising, than to wait for an upheaval, get involved in a difficult 
situation and see his mistake. Though John, because of Herod’s suspicions, was brought in chains to Machaerus, the stronghold 
that we have previously mentioned, and there put to death, yet the verdict of the Jews was that the destruction visited upon Herod’s 
army was a vindication of John, since God saw fit to inflict such a blow on Herod. 
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Job 9:8 Or trampled the back of the sea dragon 
 
The feeding story and the walking on water story may present Jesus as Moses. But this is likely a pre-
Markan tradition – because Mark does not develop the theme of Jesus as the new Moses. For Mark the 
story may reinforce the theme of Jesus’ power over nature. 
 
6:51 It is I, or I AM – (Gk ego eimi) – it is possible that this is an allusion to the divine name of God 
YHWH, or because the Greek is ambiguous, and Mark does not use it to make a claim for Jesus’ divinity. 
 
6:52-3 The disciples are astonished, unable to understand and have hardened hearts. Mark also sees the 
two stories as closely linked showing Jesus’ authority and power to act. 
 
N.T. (Tom) Wright, Mark for Everyone Notes 
6:1-6 A Prophet in His Own Town 
Jesus’s message in his own town is different than they expect – he is saying, apparently on his own 
authority, that the kingdom of God was coming, and where he as the kingdom was. And he was doing 
things to make that a reality. 
 
The problem is that is confronted by doubt and skepticism. They challenged him to do in Nazareth what 
they heard he had done in Capernaum. And the kingdom he was declaring was not what they wanted the 
coming kingdom to be. (Mark is pointing to the passion and the cross.) 
 
In addition, Jesus’ notoriety was not something his family wanted.  Of his family, James his brother would 
rise to prominence in the early Christian movement in Jerusalem. But that was after the resurrection. 
 
6:7-13 The Twelve Sent Out 
The mission of the Twelve is to proclaim, heal and exorcise demons in Jesus’ name and authority. They 
are expanding the confrontation between Jesus and the forces of evil. Jesus also anticipates that there 
will be places and people who reject them. He teaches his disciples how to handle rejection. 
 
This action is a highly symbolic action of being a witness to Israel of where we are on God’s timetable – 
the confrontation and climax is rushing forward. 
 
6:14-29 Herod and JohnBap 
Herod like everyone else is becoming aware of Jesus and having a difficult time putting him into a known 
box or category. He is preaching and doing extraordinary things. He might be JohnBap returned; Elijah; or 
some new prophet. The kingdom of the world has taken notice. 
 
The death of JohnBap is public knowledge at the time and Mark now recalls it to make several points: 
Herod Antipas wants to be King of the Jews; JohnBap confronts the Temple by offering baptism for 
forgiveness of sins at the River Jordan not the Temple. JohnBap confronts Herod Antipas on his marrying 
his brother’s wife. And Herod’s wife maneuvers Herod into killing JohnBap. 
 
Mark is clear: JohnBap was a righteous holy person; the kingdom of which he spoke and forgiveness he 
offered were the reality that would win the day. He is brutally murdered, a prophet and martyr, and he 
points to what is coming for Jesus. 
 
6:30-44 Feeding the 5000 
Sheep without a shepherd – Hebrew Bible way of saying leaderless people of Israel. 
The grass is green – this is spring – near Passover 
The men sit down in groups of 50 and 100 – this is a hint of formal organization if not a military view 
 
What is Jesus doing? 
This is new creation. Something very new is occurring in Jesus public career which is unleashing 
explosive force into the world. The kingdom of God is breaking into the world. 



Slow Religion 
Gospel According to Mark 

Chapter 6 
  

Slow Religion, Gospel According to Mark, Chapter 6 Notes 
Joe Jennings Page 25 10/25/21 

 
What are Jesus’ miracles? 
They are not acts of supernatural power. That show that God has powers, and they can be delivered 
through Jesus if he so chooses. Jesus could solve all of the problems of the world with a snap of his 
fingers if he so chose. 
 
They were about the in-breaking of God’s kingdom into the world, in and through Jesus. In a complex 
event which would reach its full climax in his death and resurrection. From that point it would go out into 
the world as the power of the new creation. But it is always a struggle between good and evil. 
 
6:45-56 Jesus Walks on the Sea 
Mark is inviting the reader to ask the questions: What is going on here and Who and What is Jesus? He is 
heading to Chapter 8 where he will conclude that Jesus is the Messiah but not divine. Mark seems to be 
saying that Jesus is the truly human one, the true Lord of Israel and the, who has rule over the earth and 
sea, the wind and wave, bread and fish. The sovereignty that Israel believed the Messiah would have 
over the world.  
 
Laws of nature and the last 2000 years have rendered us unable to process what has happened in 
Chapter 6. Jesus cannot have fed 5,000 people with a couple of loaves of bread and fish. Jesus cannot 
have walked on the sea. People looking for scientific or cultural answers to how this happened miss the 
theological point. 
 
Chapter 6 invites us to see something very mysterious. A dimension of our world that remains hidden in 
plain sight. He is Mark’s new king of all the world, Paul’s last Adam. And Mark says that if we cannot see 
this we are in good company. Even the disciples did not understand it and they are standing right there 
when it happened. 
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