
 BEING COURAGEOUS 
 Mark 6:35-52 
 
 Courage is an interesting word.  I’m not sure that everyone would have the same idea of 
what it means.  If you asked “the man on the street” you would get such words as bravery, heart, 
nerve, spunk, audacity, and maybe a few other terms.  The origin of the word is from the Latin 
for heart (cor).  One of the synonyms that I thought was descriptive of courage is the word 
“fearlessness.”  It turns out that the dictionary definition is something like “the ability to do 
something that frightens one or strength in the face of pain or grief.”  One can be very scared and 
still be courageous.  This says to me that ordinary folks have the capability of being courageous.   
 Mark recorded in chapter six, three situations that called for courage that we may run into 
in life.  The first one was about courage needed in dealing with overwhelming need (verses 35-
37), courage needed in obeying God (verses 38-44) and courage needed when in obvious distress 
(verses 45-52).   
 
OVERWHELMING NEED 
35 When it was already quite late, His disciples came to Him and said, “This place is desolate and it is already quite 
late; 36 send them away so that they may go into the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves 
something to eat.” 37 But He answered them, “You give them something to eat!” And they said to Him, “Shall we go 
and spend two hundred denarii on bread and give them something to eat?”  Mark 6:35-37 (NASB95) 
 You’ve heard of having too much month at the end of the money.  Your resources run out 
before all the needs are met.  For a lot of people this is an ongoing experience.  They are like the 
person described in the song Sixteen Tons - you’re “another day older and deeper in debt.”  For 
others, the overwhelming need might be failing health or some dreaded disease.  You could be 
overwhelmed with relationship problems or emotional issues or any number of addictions.  
When you think about, it is overwhelming to think about all the possible overwhelming needs in 
the world.   
 What can we learn from this passage about Jesus feeding the five thousand that speaks to 
what we can do when faced with overwhelming needs?  The first and most obvious lesson is our 
obvious inadequacy to deal with the gamut of needs we have as human beings.  Let’s assume that 
we realize that inadequacy, what do we do about it?   
 What was the initial reaction of the disciples to the need?  “Send them away so they can 
go buy something to eat.”   This is the “everyone fends for himself” approach to the problems of 
life.  Would that have worked in this situation?  While it might be hard to imagine that a crowd 
this large would be able to find enough food in the villages and nearby towns, however, they 
would have been able to survive and return to their homes.  This approach is pretty much like the 
frontier American ideal of being fiercely independent and “making do” with everyone taking 
care of his own needs.  That is a workable approach to most problems we face but it is not 
adequate when the needs are truly overwhelming.  In the “Little House on the Prairie” scenario, 
if the situation for one family became overwhelming, then the neighbors stepped in to help.  
What happens when the neighbors are all in the same situation?   
 What made this situation overwhelming?   It actually started earlier in the day.  Jesus and 
His disciples were attempting to get away for some rest and relaxation.  However, many people 
had needs and others were curious and they showed up wherever He was.  The easy thing would 
have been to have sent them away as soon as they arrived and then Jesus and the disciples could 
have gone about their intentions to have a retreat.   
 That did not happen.  What prevented this from happening?  A simple answer is the 



compassion that Jesus had for the crowd caused a change in their plans.  He saw them as sheep 
without a shepherd.  He taught them and the time slipped away so that something needed to be 
done.  It was still not too late to send them away; however, that was not done and now we see 
this extension of compassion had caused a crisis.  The crisis came about because human 
resources were not sufficient for compassion to really work with such a great need.   
 I wonder if this is why we don’t have more people involved in helping others?  We look 
and see the need and know that those who are hurting need help.  However, we conclude that it is 
too big for us to do anything with our limited resources to really make a difference.  We might 
even go so far as to think that we couldn’t really help if we used all our savings and everything in 
our checking account.  This is what the disciples thought when they asked if they should go and 
spend eight month wages on bread.   
 
OBEYING GOD 
38 And He said to them, “How many loaves do you have? Go look!” And when they found out, they said, “Five, and 
two fish.” 39 And He commanded them all to sit down by groups on the green grass. 40 They sat down in groups of 
hundreds and of fifties. 41 And He took the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up toward heaven, He blessed 
the food and broke the loaves and He kept giving them to the disciples to set before them; and He divided up the two 
fish among them all. 42 They all ate and were satisfied, 43 and they picked up twelve full baskets of the broken pieces, 
and also of the fish. 44 There were five thousand men who ate the loaves.   Mark 6:38-44 (NASB95) 
 Notice a key difference in the emphasis of the disciples versus that of Jesus.  The 
disciples were focused on what they did NOT have and Jesus directed them to look at what they 
did have.  You could argue that what was about to happen is somewhat of the same message that 
Jesus had communicated in the parable of the mustard seed.  Start with what you have 
(regardless of how small it is) and commit it to God and it will produce much.  D. A. Carson 
observed: “In multiplying the loaves and fish God did in one moment of time what he does every 
day with the corn (grain) in the fields and the fish in the sea. To us, it is a miracle; to him, it is 
natural.”   
 While this is a great comparison, we would be amiss if we did not acknowledge that there 
is a definite difference in fish in the sea and fried fish in a lunch box and there is a difference in 
grain growing in a field and grain that has been ground and baked into bread.  The mustard seed, 
the live fish and the grain in the field have life in them and that miracle of reproduction is a result 
of the way they were created.  The cooked fish and the bread had no life in them that would 
result in reproduction, yet in the hands of the Creator who is the giver of life, multiplication 
happened.   
 There are some obvious lessons here.  When we are dead in trespasses and sins, then we 
are like the loaves and fish and we need new life in us to enable growth and to share this life with 
others.  That new life is available only from the Creator of life and is what the new birth gives 
each person who has become part of the family of God.  One might be tempted to ask the 
question, have we been “multiplied” since we presented our loaf and fish to the Master?  If the 
answer is “No,” then might we assume that the reason is because we haven’t been broken?  It 
was when the loaves were broken and when the fish were divided that the miracle happened.    
 What happens when the compassion is limited to a humanistic world view or mind set?  
People may genuinely want to help others and because God is left out, they set out to do it in 
their own strength.  It doesn’t take long when dealing with material wealth and/or material 
resources that our limitations are soon reached.  If people or organizations reach their limits, they 
may seek outside help.  For those who have rejected God, then the usual place to which they turn 
is the government.  One of the problems with Humanism is that the proponents of this world 
view believe that man is his own god OR that the “state” is god.  The Romans had this problem 



in that they blatantly claimed that Caesar was (a) god.  The USSR was an example of the state 
setting itself up as god.  If the state is to act as if it is god, then those in control might try to do 
what Jesus did in multiplying the loaves and fish.  However, they do not have the power of God 
to actually create or to infuse life, therefore, the best that can be done is to produce what would 
be the equivalent of photo copies of the loaves and fish.  In actual practice, the government 
winds up just printing money to meet the overwhelming needs.  Since there is no creative power 
for those who do not rely or trust in God, then the outcome is not sustainable.         
 Can you think of any present day life examples of a successful outcome that resulted 
because a group that had compassion did not leave God out of the equation?  Just recently, I 
received an email from Samaritan’s Purse about their ministry during the past year.  This is an 
example of someone with compassion who relied upon God and the results have touched 
millions of people.  
 This miracle Jesus did can also be interpreted to show us that He will provide the spiritual 
food needed for the purpose of feeding the spiritually hungry.  We should look to him and not be 
eager to send people off to the “marketplace” (worldly philosophy, psychologists, etc.) for help 
but rather submit the little we have to Jesus and in His hands the meager means become much. 
 What about all the leftovers or the scraps that were collected after the multitude had 
eaten.  There was a basket for each of the disciples.  One possible meaning is that when we are 
involved in meeting the needs of others in obedience to the Lord, then He will provide in an 
overabundant fashion for our own personal needs.   
 
OBVIOUS DISTRESS 
45 Immediately Jesus made His disciples get into the boat and go ahead of Him to the other side to Bethsaida, while 
He Himself was sending the crowd away. 46 After bidding them farewell, He left for the mountain to pray. 47 When it 
was evening, the boat was in the middle of the sea, and He was alone on the land. 48 Seeing them straining at the 
oars, for the wind was against them, at about the fourth watch of the night He came to them, walking on the sea; and 
He intended to pass by them. 49 But when they saw Him walking on the sea, they supposed that it was a ghost, and 
cried out; 50 for they all saw Him and were terrified. But immediately He spoke with them and said to them, “Take 
courage; it is I, do not be afraid.” 51 Then He got into the boat with them, and the wind stopped; and they were 
utterly astonished, 52 for they had not gained any insight from the incident of the loaves, but their heart was 
hardened.  Mark 6:45-52 (NASB95) 
 There seems to have been a sense of urgency in getting the disciples on the boat and 
sending the crowd away.  We get some insight into why there was urgency when we look at 
John’s account of this incident.  The people were not oblivious to what Jesus had just done.  
Wouldn’t it be great to have a leader or king who could solve the hunger problems of the world 
and who could heal the sick!  Jesus knew their thoughts and He separated Himself from them.  
We must be careful in our own thinking to not get caught up in following Jesus because of 
“what’s in it for me.”  Do we declare Him Lord of our life because of what He can do for us or 
because He IS the Lord of Glory?   
 Jesus needed time alone to pray.  Surely this is a need in the life of every one of us.  Was 
there a temptation to become a popular Messiah and be accepted by the people for the wrong 
reason?  John tells us He came unto His own and His own received Him not.  At this point Jesus 
could have ridden the crest of a feel-good, hot-tub religiosity that most would have followed and 
people would have hailed Him as the Messiah.  Was this not why He came?  Yes and No.  He 
did come as the Messiah and the course of history would have been different if the Jews had 
been living in holiness since the time of the captivity and been prepared to anoint Jesus as the 
Messiah.  However, they had failed to accomplish this and Christ came to die, a perfect 
atonement for sin.  He did not come as a survivor but as a sacrificer.  When we are tempted to 



take the “easy” way, we need time alone in prayer.   
 Sometimes when you are praying you “miss the boat.”  If we are in the center of God’s 
will, then there are many boats we need to miss.  If we miss the world’s boat, we can be assured 
that God will get us to where we need to be by His miraculous methods.  Our problem is that we 
stop praying so that we won’t miss the boat and, consequently, we don’t “walk on water” very 
much. 
 Mark told us that when the disciples saw Jesus walking on the sea, they were terrified.  
We are frightened of those things with which we are not familiar.  Most people are afraid of 
anything that is supernatural happening in our churches.  People are uncomfortable with talk of 
the Holy Spirit and manifestations of His power.  When unusual things occur, then we need a 
word of reassurance from God that He is in what is happening.   
 Mark made the point of noting that the disciples were “utterly astonished” when Jesus 
came into the boat and the wind stopped.  The reason for their astonishment was that they had 
not learned anything from the feeding of the five thousand.   
 What did they miss?  By association from what they knew from history about feeding 
masses of people in the middle of nowhere they could have made a connection with the giving of 
manna during the time Moses was leading the Israelites through the wilderness.  The manna was 
provided by God and what Jesus had done should have been seen as an obvious declaration that 
He was God in the flesh.  The just did not “get it!”   
 Sometimes things happen around us and, quite frankly, we are not sensitive enough to 
what is going on and, consequently, we do not see the significance of the event.  Mark described 
this condition as it applied to the disciples as having their “hearts hardened.”  This did not mean 
that they were opposed to what Jesus was doing, but simply that they were “dull” in their 
understanding.  We’ve all experienced this kind of dullness in that we might not realize what was 
happening until it was too late to properly respond.   
 Why is this miracle so important?  First we can see the compassion of Jesus for the 
hungry and for all who are in need.  It also shows us the responsibility we have as followers of 
Jesus to have this same compassion and to do something about it (“you give them something to 
eat”).  We should also see that however limited our resources, Christ can multiply them if we 
commit what we have to His service and that of others.  (Richards, L. O. Bible Readers 
Companion) 
 Jesus looked at the situation, not as a problem, but as an opportunity to trust the Father 
and glorify His name. An effective leader is someone who sees potential in problems and is 
willing to act by faith. Acting on the basis of human wisdom, His disciples saw the problem but 
not the potential. How many times have God’s people complained, “If we only had enough 
money, we could do something?”  The first step is not to measure our resources, but to determine 
God’s will and trust Him to meet the need.    
 John tells us that Jesus used this miracle as the basis for a sermon on “the bread of life.”  
His miracles did meet human needs.  Beyond that, each miracle was a revelation of Himself and 
it was a sermon in action. For the most part, the people were amazed at the miracles, appreciated 
the help He gave them, but failed to get the spiritual message. They wanted the gift but not the 
Giver, the enjoyment of physical blessings but not the enrichment of spiritual blessings. 
 Is there a lesson here for us as we attempt to meet the physical needs of people with 
Thanksgiving and Christmas baskets?  Is the help we are giving also a revelation of Who Jesus 
is?   


