Bible Study of Mark’s Gospel

Mark 8:14-21 Jesus warns the Disciples

Discussion: Do you have any habits or ways or thinking, probably from childhood, that

would be difficult to change? There’s no right or wrong answer here, just preference.

Mark 8

Matthew 16

The yeast of the Pharisees and Herod

14 The disciples had forgotten to bring
bread, except for one loaf they had with
them in the boat. 15 ‘Be careful,” Jesus
warned them. ‘Watch out for the yeast of
the Pharisees and that of Herod.’

The yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees
5 When they went across the lake, the
disciples forgot to take bread. 6 ‘Be careful,
Jesus said to them. ‘Be on your guard
against the yeast of the Pharisees and
Sadducees.’

16 They discussed this with one another
and said, ‘It is because we have no bread.’

7 They discussed this among themselves
and said, ‘It is because we didn’t bring any
bread.’

17 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?

8 Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked,
‘You of little faith, why are you talking
among yourselves about having no bread?

18 Do you have eyes but fail to see, and
ears but fail to hear? And don’t you
remember? 19 When | broke the five loaves
for the five thousand, how many basketfuls
of pieces did you pick up?’ ‘Twelve,” they
replied. 20 ‘And when | broke the seven
loaves for the four thousand, how many
basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?’ They
answered, ‘Seven.’

9 Do you still not understand? Don’t you
remember the five loaves for the five
thousand, and how many basketfuls you
gathered? 10 Or the seven loaves for the
four thousand, and how many basketfuls
you gathered? 11 How is it you don’t
understand that | was not talking to you
about bread? But be on your guard against
the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.’

21 He said to them, ‘Do you still not
understand?’

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.

Comparison

e Both Mark and Matthew open this scene with the Disciples forgetting to bring enough

bread for their journey, plus Jesus’ warning about the yeast of the Pharisees (adding

Herod in Mark, and the Sadducees in Matthew).

e The parallel verse from Luke 12:1b does not include any dialogue about the loaves,

with just the short statement: Jesus began to speak first to his disciples, saying: “Be on

your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy”’.
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Context

Only a single instance exists in the NT where yeast is used as a metaphor in a positive
sense (Matt 13:33, Luke 13:21). In the dozen or so other references, yeast carries a
negative connotation, typically of corruption, unholiness or danger.3* When worked
into the dough, the yeast gets everywhere causing the whole batch to rise, with no part
of the dough unaffected by it. In that metaphor, unleavened bread starts as pure, but
even the smallest amount of yeast pollutes the whole mix.3

In Mark, Jesus left the meaning of the metaphor unexplained but in Matthew
elaborates that he is referring to the teaching of the Pharisees, and in Luke described
them as hypocritical.3® There was no particular affiliation between Herod, the Pharisees

or the Sadducees, other than their common opposition to Jesus, but this reference

points to the yeast encompassing a broad religious
and political resistance to the ministry of Jesus.3’
All of them lacked faith and had asked for a sign
from him.3® They would only believe if a sign were
given to them as proof.3°

Two Greek terms are used to distinguish the types
of baskets. Kophinoi is a large basket (40 litres) was
used at the feeding of the 5000, while the even

larger spyridas (at the 4000).%° The latter was large

enough for the apostle Paul to escape by

being lowered in a Spyridas basket (Acts 9:25). Figure 36: Kophinoi Basket **

Key Points

Jesus intervened in the discussion between the Disciples, who were becoming confused
between the metaphor used by Jesus (yeast) and their own failure to bring sufficient
bread.*> They wondered what they would do about the lack of bread, forgetting that
God will always provide (for example, Exod. 16:1-36, the manna in the desert).*® Jesus
had already demonstrated he could provide in the same fashion. He rebuked the
Disciples for their lack of faith (Matthew) and hardened hearts (Mark), reminding them
of the details from the feeding of the 5000 and 4000.
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e From even the insufficient provision and the smallest of resources, Jesus had previously
demonstrated that not only can he fully provide to everyone’s satisfaction, but that
there would also be an abundance of leftovers. There is no significance or symbolic
meaning attached to the actual number, beyond this abundance.**

e C(learly, chastising the Disciples for a lack of faith was quite valid as they should have
known by then that God always provides.*

e |t goes beyond lack of faith, but given these were the companions closest to him, it also
demonstrates a lack of understanding.*® As insiders, the Disciples are usually contrasted
with those who were considered outsiders, but here they appear no better than the
crowds who profited from Jesus’ miracles without further reflection.*” These miracles
pointed to the true identity of Jesus as Messiah and Lord.*® The Disciples are failing to
take the extra step and answer the question they asked of themselves earlier: “Who,
then, is this man?” (Mark 4:41).4%-50

e The exasperation within Jesus’ rebuke of the Disciples was quite clear:

“Do you still not see?”

“Do you still not understand?”
“Are your hearts hardened?”
“Can you not see?”

“Can you not hear?”

“Don’t you remember?”

“Do you still not understand?”

O O O O O O O

e Jesus pointed back to his earlier remark as two topics were being discussed and the
Disciples had confused them. Their worries about having insufficient bread simply
pointed to their lack of faith. They should have known in their hearts that Jesus would
simply provide. The Greek term used by Jesus warned that they must always be on their
guard about the yeast of the Pharisees. It could “get into their thinking”. If they had
insufficient faith to guard against it, their thinking would become polluted and even
corrupted by the yeast of the Pharisees. Jesus remained frustrated that even where

divine enlightenment had been given, it had not produced understanding.>?

Discussion: Continuing our opening question, but now applying it to our Christian
journey, are there aspects of the teaching from Jesus and our scriptures which you find

difficult to allow a transformational impact on your life? Do you hold back in some areas?
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