Encounter overview three. Mark 6:30 – 7:30 -- ‘The Mystery of the one loaf’

As a gospel writer, one of Mark’s aims is to take his readers on the same challenging journey which Jesus took his original disciples. One technique Mark uses to accomplish this goal is to place before us some of the same puzzling questions and situations that Jesus presented to his first disciples (often with no clear answers, but a few helpful clues). Some Bible scholars refer to this mysterious segment of Mark’s gospel as ‘The Bread Section’ because, surrounding the two accounts in which Jesus feeds crowds of thousands with only a few loaves of bread (6:30-44 and 8:1-8), he also records a number of other cryptic references that Jesus has made to bread. At the end of this section, Jesus puts to his disciples this one final bread-riddle, “When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many baskets full of pieces did you pick up? [Twelve] And when I broke the seven loaves for the four thousand, how many baskets full of pieces did you pick up? [Seven] Do you still not understand?” (Mark 8:19 – 21). Do YOU understand? The best way to unravel Jesus’ great bread-riddle is to go back and chew over some of the details of Jesus’ miracles and parables found in Mark’s ‘bread section’. 

1. Beside the resurrection, Jesus’ feeding miracle is the only miracle recorded by all four gospel writers; and Matthew and Mark record two such feeding miracles. Obviously Jesus’ multiplying of the loaves is especially significant, but why?
2. Mark is a fast paced writer who has little time for trivial details. So why does he begin to tell us that the disciples had forgotten to take bread for their boat trip, but then qualify this statement by informing us that they did in fact have one loaf with them in the boat? ( Mark 8:14)

3. When the Greek woman asks Jesus to help her daughter, why does Jesus speak about not giving the children’s bread to the dogs? What bread is he talking about? (7:24-30)
4. What are we to make of Mark’s strange explanation that the reason Jesus’ disciples were so terrified when they saw him walking on the water is because they had failed to understand about the loaves? (6:50 – 51) Mark makes it clear that the disciples did know that Jesus had twice performed this miracle, so what didn’t they understand? 
If these riddles have you stumped then you can be thankful that John’s gospel gives us some very straightforward answers to these intriguing questions. John records that, shortly after the account of Jesus feeding the five thousand (John 6:1 – 14), Jesus said to the crowd, “You are looking for me because … you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life… I am the bread of life.” (John 6:26 – 35) In other words, Jesus is the one loaf that Mark tells us the disciples had with them in the boat; and he is the bread given to satisfy the needs of the children of Israel, and beyond. Mark himself finally reveals this mystery to us at the end of his gospel where he records that Jesus took bread, gave thanks, broke it, and gave it to his disciples saying, “Take it, this is my body” (Compare Mark 14:22 with 6:41 and 8:6).
Before performing these feeding miracles Jesus first taught his people because he knew that people don’t live by bread alone but by every word the proceeds from the mouth of God (Matthew 4:4). Jesus has also taught us that even though God provided miraculous bread from heaven (manna) for Israel’s twelve tribes, Moses’ generation still perished in the wilderness. However, Jesus has promised that those who eat of the true Bread of Heaven will be satisfied and never die; and we’ll even have leftovers to share with others. How wrong it would be to keep this Bread to ourselves while others are longing for even the crumbs from our table. Jesus is our ‘Bread of Life’ because we have received eternal life by taking his life into ours by faith, the Word, and the Holy Spirit.  But what are we doing with the 12 extra full baskets of bread that Christ has left with his disciples?
