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INTO THE WILD
(Mark 6:35-44)

SUBJECT:  Following Christ
F.C.F.: What should we expect when we follow Jesus?
PROPOSITION: When we follow Jesus we seek his teaching, trust his provision, and enjoy his people.
INTRODUCTION

A. The best book on marriage I have read is by Paul David Tripp, originally titled by the question: “What Did You Expect?” It points to the often alarming, awakening experience that many couples discover after they have been married for a short time. They may have approached marriage deep in the infatuation of affection. Perhaps longing to be married, they rightly rejoice in God’s provision of a spouse, and the promise of a home and family, all very good things. But then the reality of two sinners living in close quarters in a fallen world sets in. And they quickly learn that God intends marriage to be a powerful tool for sanctification, exposing our sinful motives and desires, but also providing a partner to help us, to pray for us and encourage us. Still, the trials and difficulties of adjustment can be taxing. So, the great life change of becoming one flesh for life can be made more endurable if one approaches it with realistic expectations. Hence the question: “What did you expect?” 

B. And the same is even more true when it comes to following Christ. That’s an apt, thoroughly biblical image: “following Christ.” It implies an active pursuit of and submission to Jesus. As a shepherd wisely leads his sheep to green pastures and beside still waters, so Jesus leads us. When we follow Jesus, we cannot stay where we once were and we cannot go wherever we want. We accept him as our leader and are willing to go with him, imitating him. As Peter, one of the first to hear his call to “follow me,” writes, “For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps.” (1 P. 2:21)

Peter mentions suffering. So what does it mean to follow Jesus? What exactly does it involve? What is the cost? What will be the payoff? Or, in Paul Tripp’s words: “What did you expect?” What can we expect when we follow Jesus?

C. And Mark the evangelist lays this out for us in terms that should sound familiar to those who know the Old Testament story line. After their exhilarating but exhausting preaching ministry tour, Jesus calls them to “Come away…to a desolate place and rest awhile.” (6:31) But a large crowd anticipates their move and arrives there before them. Later, the disciples use the same terms in describing the area, “this is a desolate place.” They have all followed Jesus, and this is where he has led them, into the wild, the wilderness. Ring any bells? 

Here’s the analogy. God sent Moses to lead his people out of slavery and certain extermination in Egypt. Their road led them through the “wilderness” and on to the Promised Land. And now God sent one greater than Moses, Jesus his Son to lead his new people out of slavery and death to sin and on to the Promised Land of heaven. But, first, Jesus led them out into “a desolate place,” into the wild, into the “wilderness.” 


D. What did you expect when you answered the call to follow Jesus? What was the promise you heard when you responded to the invitation to commit your life to Christ? Was it the forgiveness of sins? All true. Was it heaven rather than hell? Also true. Was it purpose and meaning, instead of wasting your one life on sin and self, on nothing? Right again. Was it riches, success, prosperity at every turn? Oops, you were misled. Oh, there is the Promised Land of heaven that far surpasses any of that. But first, when we follow Jesus on the second exodus, he will lead us through a “desolate place,” into the wild, the wilderness, just as Moses led Israel through the wilderness. And, Beloved, this is what we must expect. This is not the Promised Land, not yet. This is the wilderness. All of this life is the wilderness, and that explains so much. 


E. The most significant factor in all of this is that God goes with us into the wilderness. In the Old Testament, God went with Israel, symbolized by the pillar of cloud by day and of fire by night. God was right in their midst. When the cloud moved, they moved. When it rested, they rested. And here in Mark’s gospel, God the Son was with them in that desolate place, right in their midst.    

And if we would gain a strong dose of reality, if we would know what to expect, we must understand that Jesus is leading us through the wilderness of this world. Our race started in a garden. Because of sin, the garden became a jungle, a desolate place, a wilderness. The whole world today is wilderness. There is no choice but to live all of life in the wilderness. Out in the wilderness there is hardship and danger, little food and not a lot of water. But Jesus, the Son of God is there with us, and he makes all the difference. 

Following Jesus in the wilderness…

I. WE HEAR AND HEED HIS TEACHING.


A. To “follow” implies submission. We are often invited to “follow” this or that podcaster or “influencer.” And some people may have some insight, some good things to say. But Jesus is our teacher. In fact, that’s what attracted the crowds. After the multitude met Jesus and his disciples on the shoreline, Mark tells us that Jesus “had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. And he began to teach them many things.” And they listened to him. They did not grow bored, restless, or impatient. They didn’t demand further displays of power. No, this is what Jesus knew they needed most of all. And they instinctively knew the same. This is why they followed him. 

Here in the wilderness of this world we have only two choices. We can pursue worldly wisdom. We can seek the world’s empty philosophies, empty promises, and false hopes. Or we can hear and heed the Son of God. What is not optional is life in the wilderness and our need for guidance. 

B. People have been asking questions and seeking answers from the very beginning. After losing the knowledge of God through sin, they still craved some kind of explanation. The ancient philosopher, Socrates, famously stated: “The unexamined life is not worth living.” I wonder, though, if there is such a thing? God has made us in his own image, with minds, affections, and wills. Everybody asks questions. R.C. Sproul titled one of his books, Everyone’s a Theologian. Everybody has a worldview, some kind of perspective on life.

C. Though the sinner naturally rejects the truth about God and his world, they still crave some kind of explanation, some kind of meaning. What’s not widely admitted (but is not surprising either) is that every proposed explanation of how life may have some kind of true meaning or purpose, every one that leaves out God as our purposeful Creator, has utterly failed. And likewise, every proposal for some enduring, universal moral standard that rejects God as Lawgiver and Judge has also failed. It is either some relativistic “we have decided” or some “might makes right” imposition from those in power. 

But Jesus IS the Creator. He is the true Lawgiver and Judge. His Word is the Word of God. He is the only faithful guide out in the wild.

Following Jesus in the wilderness…

II. WE ACCEPT AND ENJOY HIS PROVISION.


A. Jesus knows that we humans are body-soul composites. In the Lord’s Prayer he taught us to pray for both the forgiveness of sins and our daily bread. And after Jesus fed their hungry souls with the Word of God, he fed their hungry bodies with bread and fish. It was the simple fare of the peasant. But it was more than enough, feeding thousands with even some to spare. “35 And when it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, “This is a desolate place, and the hour is now late. 36 Send them away to 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 buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?” 38 And he said to them, “How many loaves do you have? Go and see.” And when they had found out, they said, “Five, and two fish.”

B. According to Jewish custom, Jesus gave thanks for God’s provision and then began to divide the bread and fish, filling baskets for distribution. In a crowd of that size, those in the back probably did not understand at first the miracle before them. But the disciples surely did, and those who sat closest to the front. There have been some valiant attempts by scoffers to try to explain away the miracle. Most popular is to suggest that it was only a miracle of generosity, that everyone was hiding their supper in secret. But Jesus’ teaching led to them sharing with one another. It doesn’t explain the leftovers, though. 

C. And what we must remember is that all of life in this fallen world is wilderness, for everyone. Nothing in this world will satisfy. No amount will be sufficient. John D. Rockefeller, the world’s first billionaire, answered the question, “How much is enough?” with “Just a little bit more!” Unbelieving billionaires and the unbelieving destitute alike try to survive and find satisfaction in the wilderness of this world by eating pine cones, tree bark, and straw. And it will never be enough. Meanwhile, Jesus, the Good Shepherd feeds his flock on simple, nourishing bread, and it is enough. The worried wealthy remain empty, while the faithful poor are satisfied, in a desolate place, in the wild, in the wilderness of this world.

Following Jesus, we hear and heed his teaching, we accept and enjoy his provision. 


And following Jesus in the wilderness, 

III. WE EMBRACE AND EDIFY HIS FAMILY.


A. There was quite a crowd there that day. 
 “39 Then he commanded them all to sit down in groups on the green grass. 40 So they sat down in groups, by hundreds and by fifties. 41 And taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and said a blessing and broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the people. And he divided the two fish among them all. 42 And they all ate and were satisfied. 43 And they took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces and of the fish. 44 And those who ate the loaves were five thousand men.

Jesus organized these people into smaller companies. His plan, all along, was to form a people, the new covenant people of God, the church. There is a social dimension to salvation also. Jesus is with us in the wilderness. But we are also surrounded by many brothers and sisters in Christ. 

B. And we do not find this among unbelievers. One of the sobering dynamics of life in the wilderness is the scarcity of supplies. People fight over these resources: lands and territories, precious commodities, forms of wealth and money that can purchase the universally coveted treasures of possessions, power, and pleasure. This is business as usual in a fallen, dog-eat-dog world, in the garden that has become the jungle, the barren wilderness: people living in fear, hating and being hated, knowing only a false peace, one always trying to gain the advantage over the other. 


C. And then there are those who are following Jesus. And he straightens us by his teaching and he satisfies us with his provision. He then places us in the context of people who are likewise being straightened and satisfied, and suddenly we have hope for real peace. This is one of the fruits of regeneration. Before Christ, cut off from the life of God, the flow of our life can only be inward. We are empty and craving something to satisfy us. And nothing ever does. And so we assess everything around us in terms of what it can provide to us. The flow of life is inward. 


But for the one who has been born again and indwelt by the infinite Holy Spirit of God, even in the wilderness, being straightened by Christ and satisfied in Christ, now the direction of the flow is increasingly outward. Streams of living water are flowing in us and through us. In our interactions with others, we are moved by mercy, compassion, love. We become like those baskets of leftovers. 

And that’s what makes the Christian church so unique in the world. Now, yes, we are still sinners living together in a fallen world. But here is the real possibility of grace. When Jesus gathers together several diverse people for whom the flow of life is outward instead of only inward, there will be more than enough. Oh, we are still in the wilderness. But can we say that the church is an oasis, perhaps? Jesus himself is the Living Water and the Bread of Life. And his people, filled to the brim, leak and overflow. 

Not long ago I was walking with someone through the hallway at church on a Sunday morning. We passed by several groups happily chatting with one another. And my companion said to me, “I just want to sing, ‘I’m so glad I’m a part of the family of God!’”

CONCLUSION


Mark intends for us to see this “feast” of the five thousand in the desolate place in stark contrast to another feast he had described earlier. While our Lord’s feast in the wilderness was open to all who would follow him, King Herod held a feast in his palace open only to the influential movers and shakers he sought to impress. Jesus’ feast was on the simple peasant’s diet of bread and fish, while Herod’s banquet featured the richest of food and drink. Jesus instructed his guests with the wisdom of the Word of God, while Herod entertained his guests with erotic dancing. Jesus’ feast was bathed in the compassion of the Son of God, while Herod’s feast was characterized by manipulation and treachery and ended with the murder of a man of God. 

I guess you can follow the “Herods” of our day if you want to. But be sure of where it will lead. And I urge you instead to hear and heed the voice of Jesus calling, “Come, follow me out into the wild.” (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


