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The Gospel of Mark

It would be hard to imagine a
better introduction to the essence of
Christianity than the Book of Mark.
This book is a concise, vivid, and
moving presentation of “the gospel
about Jesus Christ, the Son of God”
(Mark 1:1).

As a Gospel, Mark belongs in the
same category of Bible books as
Matthew, Luke, and John. Mark is
especially similar to Matthew and
Luke. The first of these three Gos-
pels to have been written may have
served as a source for the other two.
Or perhaps all three had the same
sources.

A popular misconception about
the Gospels is that their main pur-
pose is to tell the life story of Jesus.
In fact, the main purpose of the Gos-
pels is to convey the message that
Jesus brought into the world. That
message is also called the Gospel,

meaning “good news.” But since the
Good News is tied up with the life
of Jesus Christ, His life is what the
Gospels primarily describe. And the
Holy Spirit led each Gospel author
to communicate Jesus’ message in
different ways, emphasizing differ-
ent aspects of it.

In writing the Gospel of Mark,
its author carefully selected and
arranged material he had gathered
from others. It suited his purposes
to ignore all the events of Jesus’ life
prior to His baptism. But the author
described at length many of the later
words and works of Jesus. Remark-
ably, he devoted nearly the entire
second half of his Gospel to Christ’s
last days. Apparently the author
believed that Jesus” ministry, espe-
cially His dying for sinners,

was most important for the com-
munication of his message.

Author

From quite early in church history
the second book of the New Testa-
ment has been called “The Gospel
of Mark.” However, that title is not
a part of the book itself. The book
doesn’t contain the name of its
author, yet nearly all New Testa-
ment scholars agree that most likely
the author was John Mark.

Mark (as he was usually called)
was a cousin of Barnabas and the
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son of a Christian woman named
Mary. When Mark was a youth, his
mother’s home in Jerusalem served
as a meeting place for Christ’s fol-
lowers. It may even have been
where Jesus held the Last Supper.
Some Bible scholars have sug-
gested that Mark’s conversion
came through the ministry of Peter,
since Peter called him “my son”
(I Pet. 5:13). The two men evidently



maintained a close friendship until
Peter’s death.

Mark must have heard Peter tell
about many of his experiences with
Jesus. Around A.D. 175 the church
leader Irenaeus called Mark “the
disciple and interpreter of Peter,”
and said that he “transmitted to us
in writing the things preached by
Peter.” Although Mark had other
sources of information for his Gos-
pel, Peter’s reminiscences appear to
have contributed a great deal.

Peter was not the only apostle
Mark knew. While still young, Mark
accompanied Paul on his first mis-

sionary journey. But for some reason
Mark turned back partway through
the trip. Because of Mark’s lack of
commitment, Paul refused to take
Mark with him on his second mis-
sionary journey. Eventually, how-
ever, Mark became a trusted ally

of Paul’s and an important church
leader.

If you care to read more about
Mark, take a look at these verses:
Mark 14:51, 52; Acts 12:12, 25; 13:5,
13; 15:37-39; Colossians 4:10; IT Tim-
othy 4:11; Philemon 24; and I Peter
5:13.

Not only does the Gospel of Mark
not tell us who wrote it, but also it
neglects to mention when, where,
and why it was written. New Testa-
ment scholars have attempted to fill
in the missing information.

Many dates have been suggested
for the Gospel’s composition. Some
scholars, especially those who think
Matthew and Luke were based on
Mark, believe that Mark was written
between aA.p. 50 and 65. However,
more likely it was written somewhat
later, between A.D. 65 and 70.

If the later time period is the cor-
rect one, then we can be relatively
confident that the Gospel of Mark
was written in Rome for Roman
Christians. From biblical references
we know Mark was with Peter and
Paul in Rome during the A.D. 60s.
Furthermore, several passages in

Date, Place, and Occasion of Composition

the Gospel appear to have been
written with Gentile, and specifi-
cally Roman, readers in mind. For
instance, in some places Latin tech-
nical terms are used (see

Mark 15:16).

Mark may have written his Gos-
pel to encourage Christians fac-
ing persecution after having been
falsely blamed for the A.p. 64 burn-
ing of Rome. Several passages in the
Gospel pointedly show that Jesus
experienced persecution, or warn
that Jesus’ followers will suffer per-
secution.

More specifically, the martyrdom
of Peter (thought to have occurred
in A.D. 67) may have spurred Mark
to write the Gospel. Perhaps after
Peter was gone, Mark felt someone
needed to preserve in writing the
apostle’s memories of Jesus.



racteristics

Mark’s sources were excellent; his
literary skills were fine; and most
importantly, he wrote under the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. We
can trust what Mark wrote.

But despite this reliability, modern
ideas of impartial history writing
have little in common with Mark’s
motivation for writing his Gospel.
He bent all his efforts to the task of

convincing and affecting his readers.

This motivation shows up in a
number of ways. His writing style
(in Greek) was simple and straight-
forward. He used popular language
and explained terms that could have
been misunderstood by his first
readers. He often used the present

tense and applied a word trans-
lated “immediately” to many of the
actions he recorded. He noted the
emotional responses of Jesus and
others in the stories. He used precise
details in his descriptions so that
they would leave an impression in
the readers” minds. Occasionally he
addressed his readers directly or
presented rhetorical questions they
could answer for themselves.

These characteristics of Mark’s
writing enhance the naturally pow-
erful effect the events in the Gospel
have on us. Who can study the Gos-
pel of Mark with an open mind and
not be changed?

How to Use the Study Book

This Study Book is meant to be
used with a Bible opened beside it.
Before studying one of the lettered
sections within a lesson, read the
corresponding Bible passage. Then
refer back and forth between your
Bible and the Study Book until you

understand the meaning of the pas-
sage. Also think about your personal
answer to each of the Ask Yourself
questions. Finally, come to class pre-
pared to discuss the Bible passage
and raise any questions that have
occurred to you.



| Jesus Begins His
Ministry

a John Prepares the
Way (1:1-8)

It is written in Isaiah the prophet:

“I will send my messenger ahead

of you, who will prepare your
way.” —Mark 1:2

Mark stated at the outset that the
Gospel is about Jesus (Mark 1:1).
Yet the first person Mark presented
in his book was not Jesus but John
the Baptist (vss. 2-8). That may
seem odd. However, in Mark’s
view, the Gospel of Jesus had its
beginning in the ministry of John.

God chose John for an important
task. He was to “prepare” the way
for the Lord, as foretold by Malachi

- (Mal. 3:1) and Isaiah (Isa. 40:3).

In Bible times there were no
superhighways. When an impor-
tant dignitary was expected to
travel through the country, a mes-
senger would go out in advance to
tell the people to prepare the way
for the dignitary’s coming. This
meant they had to improve roads
by cutting down trees, leveling
steep hills, and generally clearing
away obstacles.

Lesson 1

Mark 1:1-34

Figuratively speaking, this was
the ministry of John. He was a mes-
senger preparing the hearts of peo-
ple for the coming Messiah.

Ask Yourself . .. How was my heart
prepared to receive Christ? How am I
helping to prepare someone else’s heart?

‘Son of God’

The title “Son of God” in verse
1 is the author clearly proclaiming
lesus’ identity and making a

dramatic and controversial
statement about Him. In the
Roman world, coins were
sometimes engraved with the tltle



Mark 1:1-34

John was not the kind of person
one might expect to get the job of
Messiah'’s forerunner. As far as we
know, John never served as a priest
even though he was born into a
priestly family. Neither did he serve
as a scribe, Pharisee, or Sadducee.

John avoided cities, taking his
message instead into the wilderness.
He spent most of his time in the
rugged area near where the Jordan
River empties into the Dead Sea.

John was eccentric in his dress
and behavior. He wore a garment
of camel’s hair, which he tied at his
waist with a leather strap. His diet
included locusts and wild honey.

But despite his peculiarities, John
was tremendously popular with the
masses. People came from Jerusalem
and other parts of Judea to hear him.

John'’s popularity was a mark that
he was doing a real work of God. It
is rare enough for people to flock to
someone who tells them they need
to repent. But these people even
went along with John about their
need for baptism. In those days,
non-Jews who wanted to make
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The arrow marks the likely site where
John baptized.

Judaism their religion were baptized
as a symbol of spiritual cleansing.
But Jews were not used to hearing
that they needed to be baptized.

People in our day have some of
the same hesitations about repen-
tance that John’s contemporaries
must have had. It can seem embar
rassing to admit that we need to
change. Yet it is only the humble
who receive God's forgiveness.

Besides calling people to repen-
tance and baptism, John pointed
them to Jesus. John did not come to
establish a movement or build an
institution of his own. Even with
all his popularity, John knew Christ
was infinitely superior to him in
status and work.

John expressed Christ’s superior
status by declaring his own unwor-
thiness to untie Christ’s sandals.
John shrank from assuming the

. position of even the lowliest servant

Lesson 1



Mark 1:1-34

to Christ. He was Jesus’ forerunner,
not His competitor.

John went on to outline Christ’s
superior work by saying, “I baptize
you with water, but he will baptize
you with the Holy Spirit” (Mark
1:8). John offered a symbol (water)
that held no real power to cleanse
sin. Jesus would baptize with the
Holy Spirit, providing an actual
cleansing from sin.

b Jesus Is Baptized

and Tempted
(1:9-13)

A voice came from heaven: “You
are my Son, whom I love; with you
I am well pleased.”  —Mark 1:11

A great number of people were
coming to John for baptism as a
testimony of repentance. John was
preoccupied with his work. But
when he lifted his eyes, he stood
face-to-face with the Messiah!

Why did one who was already
pure want the symbol of cleansing?
Here are two probable reasons:

First, Jesus wished to identify
with sinners. Others came to John
to confess their sins; Jesus came
because He loves to associate with
those who hunger for righteousness.

This act was typical of His entire life.

The love that put Him in line with

the baptismal candidates is the same

love that led Him to the Cross.
Second, Jesus sought baptism to

Lesson 1

represent sinners. His baptism was
not for His own sake, but for ours.
He was baptized as the representa-
tive of all people, demonstrating
that we all need repentance, we all
need cleansing.

As Jesus came out of the water,
God publicly affirmed Him in
two ways. First, the Holy Spirit
descended upon Him in the form
of a dove. This was a visible anoint-
ing, revealing that Jesus is the Mes-
siah (“Anointed One”). Second,
the Father audibly identified and
endorsed Him. “You are my Son,
whom I love; with you I am well
pleased” (vs. 11).

Thus the entire Trinity became
involved in the mission of Jesus.
The Spirit and the Father identified
themselves with the Son as He iden-
tified Himself with sinners. All three
members of the Trinity are commit-
ted to the redemption of the lost.

Jesus” first public appearance
lasted only until the completion of
His baptism. Afterward, He went
alone into the desert, where “the
Spirit sent him” (vs. 12). One thing
more was necessary before Jesus
could begin His ministry: He had to
endure 40 days of tempting. The Son
of God was not fully equipped to
serve sinners until He had felt—and
triumphed over—the temptations
that lead us astray.

In the desert, Jesus became the
object of Satan’s personal assaults.
This was no task for a lesser demon.
If the Son of God was to be drawn
away from obedience to the Father’s
will, it would require the most dia-
bolical efforts from the Prince of



Mark 1:1-34

' Much o;‘ the land betWeen jerusdlm and the Jordan River is as
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barren today as when Jesus was tempted there.

darkness himself. So Satan assaulted
Jesus with his worst—but without
success. Jesus emerged triumphant.

Afterward, angels ministered to
Him.

Ask Yourself . . . In what ways have per-
sonal testings prepared me for my tasks?

c Jesus Begins His
Ministry (1:14-20)
“The time has come,” he said.
“The kingdom of God has come
near. Repent and believe the good

news!”
—Mark 1:15

John the Baptist was many things,
but a diplomat was not one of them.

10

He boldly confronted evil, no matter
who was involved. For speaking out
against sins committed by the ruler
Herod Antipas, John was cast into
prison.

With John in prison, Jesus
assumed His position as the promi-
nent spiritual leader. In Galilee He
introduced His ministry with the
words “The time has come” (vs. 15).
A new era had begun. And when
that era reaches its completion, the
kingdom of God will have come in
all its fullness.

It is essential to our Christian hope
that we keep a good sense of history.
History is not in the unbroken grip
of evil. Satan is powerful and active
now, but his doom is certain.

Neither is history moving in
pointless circles, with all things
being as they always have been
and always will be. God is moving

Lesson 1



Mark 1:1-34

They knew how it feels to catch
fish—the thrill of haul-

ing in a full net. Now
they were being called
to a task that offered
deeper fulfillment: fish-
ing for people. It was a
call to make a difference
in this world. That’s a
call every person finds
challenging.

Jesus” words went
straight to the hearts of
Peter and Andrew. Here
was what the brothers
had been longing for!

So they immediately
followed Jesus, laying

aside the nets they had

history toward a just conclusion.

Like John, Jesus preached repen-
tance. Yet He took His listeners
beyond repentance to faith in Him-
self. This 1s the distinctively Chris-
tian message.

Ask Yourself . . . Whom should I urge
to “repent and believe the good news”?

After announcing the start of a
new era, Jesus set out to call His dis-
ciples. He did—and does—eternal
work through human hands.

First, He called Simon (Peter) and
Andrew. These brothers certainly
were not perfect. But Jesus did not
call them because of who they were.
He called them because of who they
could become. Such people are the
raw material with which Christ
builds His kingdom.

Jesus spoke to the brothers in
language they could understand.

Lesson 1

used in their daily work
as fishermen.

We must do the same with every-
thing that would keep us from
following Christ. Nets are not evil.
Neither are possessions Or careers.
But we must cast aside anything
that hinders us from following
Christ.

Ask Yourself . .. What “net” should
cast aside to follow Christ better?

Jesus continued walking until He
found James and John at work with
their father, Zebedee. Jesus called
this pair of brothers too. They fol-
lowed Him. Zebedee had the help of
hired servants, and therefore pre-
sumably was able to maintain his
fishing business without his sons.

We should note that in calling
the first disciples, Christ required
radical commitment. He didn’t sug-
gest that they express an occasional

11



Mark 1:1-34

Follow Me

More

From reading only
Mark’s:Gospel, we
might conclude that
Jesus’ first contact with
Peter, Andrew, |James,
and John was when He
said “Follow me” (Mark
1:17). However, John’s
Gospel suggests that
at least some of these
fishermen were part-
time followers of Jesus
already (John 1:35-42).
Therefore, when Jesus
said “Follow me,” He
was asking the men for
full-time commitment.

> > >

interest in Him and His teachings.
He said, “Follow me.”

- Following Christ part-time is
never enough. Some people believe
that Christian faith can be just one
among several interests in life. But
in fact, following Jesus must come
first all the time. Then the other
interests can assume their proper
places in one’s life.
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d Jesus Ministers with
Authority (1:21-34)

The people were all so amazed

that they asked each other, “What
is this? A new teaching—and with
authority!” —Mark 1:27

One Sabbath Jesus entered the
synagogue in Capernaum, His
Galilean headquarters. Since it was
customary for synagogues to invite
visiting teachers to address the wor-
shipers, this synagogue’s leaders
invited Jesus to speak.

We don’t know what He said, but
the people were astonished by it.
Specifically, they were impressed
by the authority with which Jesus
taught. In that day, religious teach-
ers usually tried to validate their
teaching by naming respected schol-
ars who agreed with their position.
But Jesus offered no such validation.
He spoke as though what He said
mattered simply because He said it.
Immediately, it was clear to every-
one that this was not just another
teacher.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I been obeying
Jesus as one who believes in His
authority?

While the worshipers were still
buzzing about Jesus’ teaching, some-
thing happened to astonish them
even more. Jesus demonstrated His
authority in a powerful way.

A man in the synagogue was
possessed by an evil spirit. The evil
spirit recognized Jesus and called
out, identifying Him by name and

Lesson 1



Mark 1:1-34

Partially reconstructed Capernaum synagogue.

Capernaum Reveals Its Past

Archaeologists working in Capernaum have uncovered a large portion
of a second- or third-century synagogue. Beneath it are the remains of an
earlier structure, suspected to be the synagogue jesus visited (Mark 1:27).

Nearby is what's left of an octagonal church building erected about the
fifth century. This building had been constructed on the site of an enlarged
home that held Christian services as early as the first century. Perhaps it

was Peter’s home.

proclaiming Him “the Holy One of
God” (vs. 24). This may seem unac-
countable, coming as it did from a
demon, the Lord’s enemy. But it
was not said to praise Jesus. It was
said to gain control of Him, in keep-
ing with the ancient belief that to
know a person’s name gave one
power over him. But the attempt
was futile.

Jesus ordered the evil spirit to be
quiet. To put it in our language, He

Lesson 1

said, “Shut up!” Then He told the
demon to leave the man. It obeyed;
it had no choice.

This brief incident deepened the
amazement of the spectators.
They were astounded by (1) this
new teaching, which was like
nothing they had heard before;
(2) the authoritative manner in
which Jesus spoke; and (3) Jesus’
ability to demand obedience, even
from demons. As a result of this and

13



Mark 1:1-34

similar events, Jesus’ fame spread
throughout Galilee.

Jesus and His new disciples
walked from the synagogue to
Peter’s home in the same town. Part
of the reason for this visit was the
illness of Peter’s mother-in-law. She
was in bed with a “fever” (vs. 30).
At that time a fever was considered
to be an illness itself, rather than a
symptom of many kinds of illness.

We don’t know precisely what
was wrong with Peter’s mother-in-
law, but Jesus knew what to do. He
went to her, took her by the hand,
and helped her up. In the process,
He healed her.

Later that Saturday evening many
local people came to Jesus, bringing
the sick and the demon possessed.
According to Jewish law, now that
the Sabbath was over (having ended
at sunset) the people could travel.

The crowd was so large that it
looked as though the entire town
had turned out. Jesus healed the sick
and drove out demons. However,
He would not allow the demons to
identify Him. He didn’t need the
testimony of the demonic world to
establish His credibility.

We should not assume from Jesus’
apparent popularity that He was

14

widely received as the Messiah.
Most of those who came to Him at
this stage were not seeking Him
because they appreciated who He

is. Some just wanted to be healed,
while most of the rest were curiosity
seekers. Jesus was calling them to
His eternal kingdom, but they were
chiefly interested in a comfortable
existence within the kingdom of this
world.

We face the same temptation.
Often our goal for ourselves is an
easy life. But Jesus’ goal for us is to
transform us, making us fit for His
kingdom. And usually that trans-
formation involves hardship and
suffering which enables us to grow
spiritually.

Ask Yourself . .. Am [ willing to
follow Jesus regardless of whether my
problems are fixed?

As we continue to study the deeds
of Christ, we must look beyond the
events themselves and ask ourselves
what those events mean in light of
Jesus’ stated mission: “The Son of
Man [came] to serve, and to give his
life as a ransom for many” (10:45).
Jesus” mission was not simply to
provide earthly happiness. He came
to offer eternal life.

Lesson 1



W / Jesus Responds to
— Human Needs

Mark 1:35—3:6

' a Jesus Prays and
Heals (1:35-45)

Very early in the morning, while

it was still dark, Jesus got up, left

the house and went off to a solitary

place, where he prayed.

exclaiming, “Everyone is looking for
you!” (vs. 37). They could not under-
stand why He would ignore the call
of the crowd, even for prayer. They
.assumed the success of His mission
required approval from the masses.
Jesus knew better. The success of
His mission required approval from
the Father.

—Mark 1:35

In the previous lesson we saw that

Jesus was concerned with human
needs, such as demon possession

Ask Yourself . . . Am I more like the
disciples, who sought action at the
expense of prayer, or like Jesus, who was
committed to prayer no matter what?

and-illness. Butas we

continue our study of
Mark’s Gospel, we'll
understand much more
about how Jesus accom-
plished His mission in
the world by identifying
people’s needs and then
meeting those needs.

First, though, we
find Him in prayer. The
demands of His ministry
were already pressing
upon Him, so He rose
early in the day to spend
time alone with the heav-
enly Father.

The disciples inter-
rupted Jesus’ prayer,

Gischala
o

GALILEE

Canag
Asochise
\~Sepphoris®
Nazareth ® Philoteria

Galilee

eNain

Lesson 2
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Mark 1:35—3:6

Jesus insisted on moving to
another place. His mission was
to confront people with the Gos-
pel, and the Gospel could not be
confined to one place. So leaving
the crowds behind, He traveled
throughout Galilee, preaching and
casting out demons.

Before long Jesus’ popularity
began limiting His access to the
towns of Galilee. The main reason
for His popularity was the testimo-
ny of a former leper.

This man had heard of Jesus’
power, but evidently knew little
about His compassion. That seems
likely from the way he phrased his
request: “If you are willing, you can
make me clean” (vs. 40). He knew
Jesus could heal him, but was not
sure Jesus would want to.

Jesus did want to. He had seen
many lepers, yet He was concerned
about each one.

The man probably had not been
touched by a non-leper in months or
even years. The Law declared that a
person became “unclean” by touch-
ing a leper. Jesus could have healed
the leper without touching him, but

. He did touch him, instantly healing
Modern skin specialists . him.
who have studied
Leviticus 13 and 14
believe Jews applied the
term “leprosy” to many
chronic skin diseases.
One of these was the
disease that today is

Leprosy

Ask Yourself . .. What kinds of people
do I tend to avoid? How can I overcome
my reluctance to be with them?

Jesus commanded the former
leper to tell no one about the heal-
_ ing, but to report to a priest for

called leprosy: Hansen’s
disease.

Whatever his precise
illness, the man Jesus met
deserved pity. Besides
enduring the disease
itself, he was required
by the law to wear torn
clothing, to let his hair
hang loose, and to warn
anyone who came near
by calling out “Unclean,
unclean.” He was
isolated as well as ill.

verification. Not only would such
verification fulfill a requirement of
the law, but also it would testify to
the religious establishment of Jesus’
authority.

The man may have obeyed the
priestly verification part of Jesus’
orders, but he did not obey the
Lord’s command to remain silent.
He spread the news far and wide.
Consequently, Jesus” ministry in
the synagogues was hampered by
His popularity with miracle seek-
ers. This incident ended His early
preaching tour of Galilee.

Lesson 2



Mark 1:35—3:6

“Which is easier: to say to this para-
lyzed man, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’
or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat

and walk’ ”? —Mark 2:9

Soon after healing the leper, Jesus
returned to Capernaum. The home
where He was staying (possibly
Peter’s) quickly overflowed with
people. Jesus took advantage of the
occasion to preach the Word.

As Jesus was preaching, four men
carried a paralyzed friend to the
home using a mat as a stretcher.
They hoped Jesus would heal their
friend. Not discouraged by the
crowd blocking their way, the men

Lesson 2

dismantled a part of the roof and
lowered their friend into the house.

Jesus was impressed by the faith
the four men had shown. And Jesus
responded to their faith, but not (at
first) as the men expected. Jesus saw
that the greatest problem faced by
the man on the cot was not physi-
cal paralysis but spiritual paralysis.
So instead of immediately healing
the man, Jesus forgave his sins. Evi-
dently this man had faith, too.

Jesus’ pronouncement of forgive-
ness angered the religious leaders.
They lacked the courage to confront
Jesus openly, but in their hearts they
accused Him of blasphemy. They
understood that anyone who claims
to forgive sins also claims to be
divine, and they would not accept
the truth that Jesus is God.

Most Jews in
jesus’ day-lived
in simple homes
made of stone
or brick. Inside
were plain
furnishings and
utensils. Often
the family shared
the home with
their animals.
Outside, a
narrow stairway
led to the roof,
which was made
of branches and
dried clay laid over
wooden beams. The
- roof frequently was used
for working or sleeping.

17



Mark 1:35—3:6

Jesus responded to the teachers’
thoughts by asking, “Which is easier:
to say to the paralyzed man, “Your
sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up,
take your mat and walk’?” (Mark
2:9). Answer: It is easier to say “Your
sins are forgiven,” since no one can
disprove this statement. Forgiveness
takes place invisibly. On the other
hand, a false claim of miraculous
healing can be disproved on the
basis of visible evidence.

Miraculous healing and the for-
giveness of sins both require divine
authority. Jesus healed the paralytic
in part to lend credibility to His pro-
nouncement of forgiveness.

This event offers two applications
for those who want to serve Christ
by serving others. First, sometimes
we will have to look beyond peo-
ple’s secondary needs to their pri-
mary need. Second, sometimes we
must do good even when it opens us
up to criticism.

Ask Yourself . . . Who among my
acquaintances has a need I can meet?

Jesus Calls Levi
(2:13-17)

Jesus said to them, “It is not the
healthy who need a doctor, but the
sick. I have not come to call the
righteous, but sinners.”

—Mark 2:17

Until this time Jesus had selected
only four disciples. They were not
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especially impressive men, yet they
were at least respectable in the eyes
of religious leaders.

Jesus’ next choice was bound to
raise questions. As far as we know,
Levi (Matthew) was an honest man.
But as a tax collector he was a mem-
ber of a profession notorious for
attracting thieves. As long as the
taxes came in, government officials
didn’t ask many questions. So tax
collectors often grossly overcharged
people, pocketing the extra. It’s not
surprising that tax collectors were
despised.

Matthew was even more unpopu-
lar than some other tax collectors
because he was Jewish. His coopera-
tion with the Romans made him an
outcast among his own people. He
was probably not permitted to wor-
ship in the synagogue. He would
not have been allowed to serve as a
judge or witness in court. His whole
family would have been viewed as
disgraced.

Jesus looked beyond Matthew’s
reputation, recognizing his potential
as a member of the apostolic band.
Jesus said, “Follow me” (vs. 14).
And Matthew did.

Then Matthew invited Jesus to
a dinner at his home. Luke 5:29
describes this as a “great banquet.”
Probably Matthew wanted to cele-
brate joining Jesus” disciples.

Matthew invited many of his
friends to share the joy of the occa-
sion. “Friends” to Matthew meant
“tax collectors and sinners ” (Mark
2:15). The “sinners” were people
who did not have the time or incli-
nation to follow the traditions of the

Lesson 2



Mark 1:35—3:6

Pharisees and religious teachers.

Jesus’ presence at the banquet
troubled the religious leaders. They
asked, “Why does he eat with tax
collectors and sinners?” (vs. 16). The
Pharisees were implying that Jesus
must be of questionable character
Himself; otherwise, He would not
be seen in such company.

Jesus justified His presence at the
banquet with a medical analogy:

~ fast. He predicted that His
followers would fast when
He was taken from them
(Mark 2:20).
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“It is not the healthy who need a
doctor, but the sick” (vs. 17). The
“doctor” was Jesus; the spiritually
“sick” were the “tax collectors and
sinners.” Jesus was at the banquet
because He was needed there.

The spiritually “healthy” in Jesus’
analogy were the Pharisees. They
were not actually righteous, but they
saw themselves that way. Jesus was
not ministering to them because
they, unlike the “tax collectors and
sinners,” had not admitted their
infection with sin.

Ask Yourself . . . Am [willing to risk
my reputation by associating with out-
casts who need Jesus?

Jesus Is Asked about
Fasting (2:18-22)

Some people came and asked Jesus,
“How is it that John’s disciples and
the disciples of the Pharisees are
fasting, but yours are not?”

—Mark 2:18

The coincidence of two religious
groups holding fasts at the same
time led to a question by some peo-
ple, probably followers of John the
Baptist (Matt. 9:14). “How is it that
John's disciples and the disciples of
the Pharisees are fasting, but yours
are not?” they asked Jesus (Mark
2:18b). To them, the omission cast
doubt on Jesus’ piety.

Jesus responded by saying
His disciples should no more be
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expected to fast when He was with
them than a man’s friends should be
expected to fast at his wedding cele-
bration. The Bible records a number
of reasons why people fasted, such
as to express sorrow or a need for
God'’s help. Jesus’ immediate pres-
ence with His disciples during His
earthly ministry removed these
needs for fasting, since He gave
them joy and supplied all they need-
ed. Later Jesus would be taken from
His disciples by death, however,
and then they would fast.

Fasting was part of the larger issue
of religious forms. When Jesus came
on the scene, He found a Jewish
community that was more interested
in preserving their religion than in
having an obedient relationship with
God. Jesus hadn’t come to earth to be
a part of that kind of religion.

Speaking in parables, Jesus said
new cloth cannot safely be attached
to old material, since the old cloth
will be damaged when the new
cloth shrinks. Likewise, new wine
would burst old wineskins that had
been stretched to the limit by the fer-
menting of their previous contents.
Jesus meant that old religious prac-
tices could not be modified to fit His
purposes. New life would require
new forms.

Not all traditions and rituals are
bad. But traditions and rituals must
always reflect, and never restrict,
our relationship with Jesus Christ.

Ask Yourself . . . Which rituals, tradi-
tions, or forms have I found distracting?
Which have I found helpful in my walk
with Jesus?
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Two Sabbath
Conflicts (2:23—3:6)

He said to them, “The Sabbath was
made for man, not man for the Sab-
bath. So the Son of Man is Lord
even of the Sabbath.” :
—Mark 2:27, 28

God designed the Sabbath to give
people an opportunity for resting
and reflecting on His goodness. But
the Jewish teachers, in their attempts
to standardize religion, had lost
sight of this purpose. Under their
interpretations, the Sabbath had
become more a burden to the people
than a help.

The disciples violated the reli-
gious leaders’ regulations when they
picked some grain to eat. To the
legalistic religious leaders, this was
reaping—a forbidden activity on the
Sabbath.

Jesus defended the actions of His
disciples by citing an Old Testament
precedent (see I Sam. 21:1-6). Dur-
ing a flight from Saul, David and
his men had eaten bread that was
forbidden under normal circum-
stances (Lev. 24:8, 9). Jesus’ point
was that in the case of His disciples,
as in David’s case, human well-being
came before strict obedience to a
regulation. That’s why Jesus said,
“The Sabbath was made for man, not
man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).

If anyone doubted Jesus’ right to
make pronouncements about Sab-
bath observance, He declared that He
is “Lord even of the Sabbath” (vs. 28).

Lesson 2



Mark 1:35—3:6

Ask Yourself . .. Are there any
human laws that tend to keep me
from meeting people’s needs?

Undoubtedly the religious
leaders were not pleased with
Jesus’ comments on the occa-
sion of the first Sabbath con-
flict. But in the second Sabbath
conflict (3:1-6) we see their
hatred coming to the surface. It
appears first in verse 2, where
we are told they were seek-
ing some means of tripping up
Jesus.

Jesus was in a synagogue,
and one of those present was a
man with a shriveled hand—
perhaps the result of a birth
defect or injury. The religious
leaders knew Jesus healed the
sick. They hoped the unfortu-
nate man would provide them
with a reason for condemning
Jesus.

The religious traditions pro-
hibited any healing on the Sab-
bath, except when there was
an immediate threat to life.
This was based on the teachers’
understanding that healing is
work, and all work was prohib-
ited on the Sabbath.

Jesus knew their thoughts,
but was determined to heal the
man anyway. In the process He
challenged the leaders openly.
The implication of His question
in verse 4 is that to fail to do the
good you can do is to do evil.
To refuse to save a life when
you can save it is to kill.

The religious leaders
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The Sabbath

When God had finished
Creation, “on the seventh day he
rested from all his work” (Gen.
2:2). That rest was the model for
the Sabbath.

It is not known when the
Hebrews began keeping the
Sabbath. From Exodus 16:27,
however, we know that they
began before God gave the
fourth commandment to require
Sabbath observance.

In the four or five centuries
before Christ, Jewish religious
teachers debated at length what
actions should and should not be
permitted on the Sabbath. They
formulated 39 articles prohibiting
all kinds of agricultural, industrial,
and.domesticwork.

But the teachers also developed
ways of getting around their own
rules. For example, they taught
that no one should travel more
than two thousand cubits (about
three thousand feet) on the
Sabbath. But if people were to
deposit food two thousand cubits
from home before the Sabbath,
then on the Sabbath they could
declare the spot a temporary
residence and act as though they
had not traveled up to that point.

It’s no wonder Christ felt He
had to put the Sabbath back into
perspective.
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remained silent, saying nothing

to His question, not wanting to
acknowledge that even good could
be done on the Sabbath. In their con-
cern for the details of the law they
had forgotten mercy. They didn’t
understand the kind of grace that
prompted God to provide a Sabbath
in the first place.

Jesus could have waited until the
next day to heal the man, but He
didn’t. He could have healed the
man secretly, but He didn’t. Instead,
He focused everyone’s attention on
the man by asking him to stand up
in front. Then Jesus healed him.
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Once this was done, the Pharisees
began to plot with the Herodians,
who were supporters of Herod Anti-
pas, the Roman-appointed ruler of
Galilee. Both the Pharisees and the
Herodians were determined that
Jesus must die. The only questions
were when and how. '

Jesus did good on the Sabbath: He
healed a man. But the Pharisees and
Herodians did evil on the Sabbath:
they plotted to kill a man.
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Jesus Selects and
Trains His Disciples

Jesus Withdraws
to the Sea and a
Mountain (3:7-19)

He appointed twelve that they
might be with him and that he
might send them out to preach
and to have authority to drive out
demons.

—Mark 3:14, 15

Jesus was operating on a divine
agenda thathad as its goal the
Cross. But before He reached that
point, He wanted to help people
with His words and deeds.

The deeds created a dramatic
increase in Jesus’ popularity. People
came to Him from all over the area.
They wouldn’t leave Him alone.
When He withdrew to the shore
of the Sea of Galilee, they followed
Him there. The crush was so great
that Jesus told the disciples to have
a small boat ready so that, if neces-
sary, He could move away from the
people.

Jesus constantly had to struggle
to conduct His ministry on His
own terms. He had to avoid get-
ting entangled with people who
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sought Him for His miracles, not for
Himself. And He had to silence evil
spirits because the time had not yet
come for the full glory of His iden-
tity to be revealed.

Despite the difficulties, Jesus
continued doing what He knew He
had to do. His first priority was to
equip a group of devoted followers
who would represent Him after He
returned to the Father.

With that task on His heart, Jesus
withdrew to the hills. There He
appointed twelve men to serve Him.
Inparallel passages, Matthew and
Luke call them apostles (Matt. 10:2-
4; Luke 6:13-15). The Greek word
translated “apostle” is composed of
two words, meaning “to send” and
“from.” The apostles were sent out
from Jesus to carry His message.

Jesus set aside the apostles for
three important tasks. First, they
were to “be with” Jesus, getting to
know Him (Mark 3:14). Second,
they were to preach the Good News.
And third, they were to demonstrate
authority over demons.

Jesus had a unique strategy for
winning people to Himself. He
would not do it by capitalizing on
the sensation of His miracles. He
would do it by pouring His life into
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the lives of a few, who in
turn could pour their lives
into others. Then as that cycle
repeated, the Gospel would
reach to the ends of the earth.
This gives us a clue about
how we should continue the
Lord’s work today. Our first
. priority should be spending
time with Jesus. But beyond
that we must devote our-
selves to others, showing
them the love of God.

Ask Yourself . .. Are there
sonte people into whom I can be
pouring my life now to the glory
of Christ?

Great Sea
(Mediterranean)

SAMARIA

-

JUDEA

Y [
- Jerusalem

IDUMEA

Jesus Responds

to Hate and
Misunderstanding
(3:20-35)

He looked at those seated in a circle
around him and said, “Here are my
mother and my brothers! Whoever
does God’s will is my brother and
sister and mother.” —Mark 3:34, 35

Jesus’” popularity was overwhelm-
ing. The demands of the multitudes,
along with His own zeal for minis-
try, kept Him from enjoying regular
meals and sleep. Hearing reports
about this, His family concluded
that He was deranged. They came
from Nazareth hoping to take Him
back home with them and care for
Him.

24

The teachers of the law inter-
preted Jesus’ actions in a different
and more sinister way. They didn’t
pity him for being deranged. They
accused Him of being possessed,
and not by a common demon but by
the “prince of demons” (vs. 22). This
was “Beelzebul”—probably mean-
ing Satan himself. As evidence of
this charge, the teachers of the law
cited Jesus” well-known power over
demons.

Jesus responded to the teachers’
accusation by offering a rebuttal,
making a pronouncement, and issu-
ing a warning.

His rebuttal came in the form of
equivalent proverbs. “If a kingdom
is divided against itself, that king-
dom cannot stand. If a house is
divided against itself, that house
cannot stand” (vss. 24, 25). In other
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words, the accusation of
the teachers was absurd. If
Satan were using Jesus to
cast out demons, he would
be weakening his own
cause. It would be like a
coach removing his own
players from a game.

In His pronouncement
(vs. 27), Jesus spoke of bind-
ing and robbing a strong
man. The strong man was
Satan, and the one who
robbed him was Jesus.
Everyone knew Jesus had
cast out demons, but they
didn’t understand what it
meant. So Jesus spelled it
. out. He had overpowered
Satan: that’s why He could
take back the soul of the
demon-possessed man. Far
from being in league with
Satan, Jesus would conquer
him on the Cross.

Finally, Jesus warned His
accusers that they were in
peril because they attributed
holy deeds to evil powers
(vss. 28, 29). Because of their
long exposure to divine
truth, the teachers should
have known better than to
accuse Jesus of cooperating
with Satan.

We can learn from this
that the human heart never

remains the same. Either the wnllfully hardened by remalnmg in
heart becomes more tender the darkness of unbelief while being
by receiving the truth, or it exposed to so much light of truth.
becomes increasingly hard

by resisting the truth.
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Ask Yourself . .. Lately, has it seemed
that my heart has been growing harder
or more tender?

Earlier, we saw that Jesus’ family
was concerned about Him. When
they arrived at the house where
Jesus was teaching, they sent some-
one in to call Him. Probably they
wanted to question Him and con-
vince Him to go home with them.

The crowd transmitted the mes-
sage to Jesus, but He did not obey
the summons (at least not right
away). Instead, He took the oppor-
tunity to explain about membership
in His spiritual family.

When Jesus pointed to His dis-
ciples (Matt. 12:49) and declared
“Here are my mother and my
brothers!” (Mark 3:34), He was not
disregarding proper family relation-
ships. He honored His mother and
respected His brothers. Yet here He
indicated that there is another level
of fellowship that is deeper and
more lasting than kinship by birth.
That is the kinship of faith. Because
obedience is evidence of saving faith
(see I John 2:3-6), those who obey
God are the family of Jesus.

This fact is easily forgotten in
a world where Christianity often
becomes synonymous with certain
forms and institutions. It would be a
mistake to assume that we can enjoy
fellowship with God simply because
we were baptized or because we
attend church. Religious practices
can play an important part in our
walk with God. But in the final
analysis those who are members of
God’s family demonstrate that rela-
tionship by doing His will.
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Ask Yourself . . . Is it clear from the
way I live that I am related to Jesus?

A Parable of the
Kingdom (4:1-20)

He told them, “The secret of the

kingdom of God has been given

to you. But to those on the outside

everything is said in parables.”
—Mark 4:11

Those who want to do God'’s will
must understand the principles of
His kingdom. It was necessary, then,
that Jesus speak with the greatest
clarity. That is why He made exten-
sive use of parables, such as the one
about a farmer sowing seed.

Even those who have never farmed
can understand the experience of the
man in this story. Not all the seed
produces a full harvest. No matter
how faithfully the farmer sows, and
no matter how good his seed is, the
results of the harvest still depend in
part on the response of the soil.

Jesus used parables because He
wanted to make the truth clear to
those who were ready to learn. But
He had another reason for using
this method of instruction. Verse 11
states the simple facts: His follow-
ers were given an understanding of
the mysteries of the Kingdom, while
those who were not following Him
were left in the dark. Then verse 12
(quoting Isaiah 6:9, 10) says why this
approach was necessary.

At first glance it may appear that
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Jesus did not want unbelievers to
believe. But that cannot be. Jesus had
just told a parable in which seed (the
Gospel) is scattered indiscriminately,
without regard to the character of
the soil (the hearts of people). It is
clear that God wants everyone to
come to repentance (II Pet. 3:9).

Jesus told the parable of the sower
in a company of both believers and
unbelievers. His disciples were
devoted to Him and anxious to learn
about Him. But His enemies
hated Him. Parables were a
way of revealing informa-
tion to those whose eyes
had been opened by faith,
while concealing some of
it from those blind to
the truth.

Why would Jesus
want to conceal
truth from those
people? Because
they didn't
believe the truth
they had already
heard. Only by
believing would
they qualify to
know the mean-
ing of the parables.

Ask Yourself ... s
there truth that I have
heard but have not
believed or obeyed?

Jesus contin-
ued giving His ST 05
disciplespri- * - .0
vatednstruc-i &« 5T S
tion by ik
interpreting' =~ e
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His story about the sower and the
soils.

This actually is four stories in
one, with each story presenting the
same message in a little different
way. The seed is the Word of God.
The soils are the people who hear
that Word. Each category of hearer
is characterized by a response to the
Word.

First are those who hear the
Word, but never let it into their
hearts. So Satan comes and
takes it away. The seed does
not even begin to take root.
Second are those
who are quick to
receive the Word.
But they are so
shallow that the
seed is not able to
put down roots,
and their appar-
ent commitment

doesn’t last.

At the first

pressure they

stop even pre-
tending to be
disciples.

Third are those
who receive the
Word, but also

allow the love

of money and
worry about
material items free
rein in their hearts.

These distrac-

tions prevent

them from devel-
oping spiritually.
Then there are

s
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Jesus’ Favorite
Teaching

Technique

A parable is essentially
a comparison. It uses a
brief story or illustration to
help people understand
a concept. Parables are
effective because they
appeal to the entire person,
touching the emotions,
challenging the mind, and
igniting the imagination.

The Gospels of Matthew,
Mark, and Luke record 40
parables told by Jesus. Mark
contains nine parables.

" Ask Yourself . . . What has happened

to the seed that has been scattered in my
life?

More Parables
of the Kingdom
(4:21-34)

" He did not say anything to them

without using a parable. But when
he was alone with his own dis-

| ciples, he explained everything.

—Mark 4:34

The parable of the sower and the
soils implied that those who hear the
Word of God have a responsibility
to use it. Those who have received
become responsible to give to others.

= The secret of the Kingdom, which

those who hear the Word, accept it,
and obey it, allowing it to produce a
rich harvest in their lives. The farm-
ers in Jesus” audience would have
known that a thirtyfold harvest was
good, a sixty-fold harvest was very
good, and a hundredfold harvest
was extraordinarily good. God is
able to produce extraordinary fruit-
fulness through those who accept
His Word and obey it.

This parable brings a warning to
all of us: the bounty of the harvest is
related to the receptivity of the soil.
We must be careful to respond to

God’s Word correctly. “Whoever has

ears to hear, let them hear” (vs. 9).
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- Christ privately made known to His

disciples, must be proclaimed openly
by all His followers. We should no
more conceal the radiance of the
Gospel than we should hide the illu-
mination of a lamp (vss. 21-25).

The Gospel becomes richer in
those who share it with others. But
those who keep it to themselves find
less and less fulfillment in their walk
with Christ. What they have is “taken
from” (vs. 25) them because they did
not share it. If you want to enjoy the
riches of Christ, you must give those
riches generously to others.

Ask Yourself . . . In what ways am
I making the light of Christ visible to
others?
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The influence of Jesus’ followers
upon the world might not always
seem impressive. We often feel like
the sower in the parable: we scatter
a lot of seed, but not much of it falls
on good soil. There seems to be little
fruit for our labor.

Every Christian has experienced
that feeling. So to us Jesus gave the *
encouraging parable of the seed
(vss. 26-29).

The growth of the Kingdom is
like that of a seed. After the seed
is planted, the farmer might forget
it is there. But more happens than
is seen, because the seed has life
within itself. It will germinate and
grow even while the farmer sleeps.
Eventually it will produce the plant
and fruit for which it was created.
This process is as mysterious as it is
predictable.

Compared with the countries
and corporations of this world, the
kingdom of God does not always
make an impressive appearance. We
may sometimes feel discouraged
by how little Christians seem to be
accomplishing. But things are not
as they appear. The seeds we plant
for the Kingdom are growing. In
their own time they will produce a
full harvest. The Kingdom'’s growth
may be inconspicuous, but it is also
inevitable.

The extent of Kingdom growth is
illustrated in the parable of the mus-
tard seed (vss. 30-32). The mustard
tree to which Jesus referred began as
a tiny seed, and had to grow several
years before it could bear fruit. But
eventually this small seed devel-
oped into a plant over twelve feet
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tall—large enough for birds to build
nests in its branches.

God has given us the privilege of
being coworkers with Him. Some-
times we may feel that the work we
do for Him is about as formidable
as a mustard seed. But we can be
encouraged through knowing that

A lamp and stand like those made by
first-century Palestinian potters.
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God has destined the triumph of His
kingdom.

Ask Yourself . .. Have I ever done a
work for God that seemed fruitless? If
s0, how can I be encouraged by the par-
able of the mustard seed?

This section on parables closes
with a reminder that Jesus made
extensive use of this teaching device
(vss. 33, 34). Parables were a way of
tailoring His teaching to the needs
and understanding of the people.

Though the disciples heard the
secrets of the Kingdom, they too
were sometimes slow to

understand. For that reason Jesus
explained everything to them when
they were alone with Him.

We are in much the same position.
We learn much and try to under-
stand, but our understanding will
never be complete until we come
into the presence of Jesus, who
makes all things plain.
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" Jesus Demonstrates
- His Power

Jesus Calms a Storm
at Sea (4:35-41)

[The disciples] were terrified and
asked each other, “Who is this?
Even the wind and the waves obey
him!” —Mark 4:41

Jesus’ miracles did more than meet
obvious needs. They proved the truth
of His teachings and revealed the
glory of His identity. Those people
who looked beyond the miracles to
the person who performed those
miracles became convinced that here
was a man with divine authority.
Here was God’s own Son, the Mes-
siah they’d been waiting for!

The passages for this lesson re-
cord four miracles, each of which
demonstrated Jesus’ power. We'll
learn how Jesus liberated a man
from demons, healed a woman who
had long been sick, and raised a girl
from the dead. But first we’ll learn
how He calmed a storm at sea.

It was evening when Jesus gave
the order to sail eastward across the
Sea of Galilee. Ordinarily this was
about a two-hour trip. But on this
occasion it must have taken longer.
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After a long day of ministry, Jesus
was exhausted. No doubt He was
grateful for the custom of keeping a
cushion in the stern of sailing ships
for anyone who did not have to man
the sails or nets. He may have curled
up to sleep beneath the platform
on which fishermen would kneel
to work with their nets. This would
explain why a change in the weather
did not disturb Him.

Sudden and violent storms have
always been common on the Sea of
Galilee because of its location in a
land basin. One such squall devel-
oped as the disciples tried to navi-
gate their boat. This must have been
an especially severe storm, since it
terrified even the experienced fish-
ermen among the disciples. Jesus,
however, remained asleep.

After struggling on their own for
a while, the disciples woke Jesus
and asked, “Teacher, don’t you care
if we drown?” (vs. 38). This was
more an accusation than a question.
The disciples were not challenging
Jesus’ knowledge or power. They
were doubting His compassion.

Ask Yourself . . . Has a problem in
my life ever caused me to doubt God'’s
compassion?
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The Sea of

three other names: the Sea of Kmnereth\ ;
(Josh. 11:2), the Lake of Gennesaret (Luke
5:1), and the Sea of Tiberias (John 6:1).

Jesus commanded the storm to
cease. Then He turned His attention
to a more serious problem: the dis-
ciples” weak faith. Their fear was
unreasonable, and He used a couple
of questions to try to help them real-
ize that. “Why are you so afraid? Do
you still have no faith?” He asked
them (vs. 40).

The disciples ignored these ques-
tions. They could not see their own
fault in the matter because they
were too stunned by what Jesus had
done to the weather. He who had
healed the sick and cast out demons
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was also able to rule
the elements.

No longer were
the disciples afraid
of the storm. Now
they were afraid of
Jesus. He was more
than they had reck-
oned Him to be. In
wonder they asked
themselves, “Who is
this?” (vs. 41).

Their first ques-
tion was a question
of doubt: “Don’t you
care?” Their second
question was one of
amazement: “Who
is this?” This was
the kind of ques-
tion Jesus wanted
them to ask, because
it meant they were
open to learning
more about Him.

When our circum-
stances lead us to
doubt God'’s com-
passion, it is plain we are facing
more than a “storm” on the outside.
We are dealing with a tempest in
our hearts. It is a struggle between
faith and fear.

Yet hard times are necessary
because faith grows little when
“smooth sailing” describes our lives.
We begin to understand the grace
and power of God better as we fight
fear with faith.

Ask Yourself . . . How might my pres-
ent experiences lead to the growth of my
faith?

Lesson 4



Mark 4:35—5:43

This slope near the present-day town of Khersa may be the one
down which two thousand pigs stampeded to their deaths. A
couple of miles away are cavern tombs that appear to have been
used as dwellings in ancient times.

Jesus Casts Out
' Demons (5:1-20)

Jesus asked him, “What is your
name?”

“My name is Legion,” he replied,
“for we are many.” —Mark 5:9

Jesus had already demonstrated
His power over one demon at a
time. But after reaching the east-
ern shore of the Sea of Galilee, He
encountered a man possessed by
many demons. We don’t know
exactly how many, but the word by
which the demons called themselves
(vs.9) gives us a hint. A legion, the
principal unit of the Roman army,
consisted of about six thousand
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soldiers. However, the word legion
had come t0 be associated with a
great multitude of unspecified num-
bers.

With so many demons inhabiting
him, it's no wonder the man was in
terrible distress. His actions were
mournful and self-destructive.

The demon-possessed man
inspired fear in all who came near

" him. People had tried to restrain

him, but to no avail. Under the influ-
ence of the evil spirits, the man pos-
sessed almost superhuman strength.
The demon-possessed man hardly
seemed a candidate for conversion.
Yet while Jesus was still a long way
off, the man ran to meet Him; then
knelt before Him. The demons iden-
tified the Lord precisely—"Jesus,
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Son of the Most High God” (vs. 7)—
when they begged Jesus for mercy.

In His turn, Jesus demanded the
name of the demons, and then sent
them into a herd of pigs. To Jews,
swine were ritually unclean animals.
But the eastern shore of the Sea of
Galilee was populated mostly by
Gentiles, who would keep pigs.

There is much about this story we
don’t understand fully. We don’t
understand why the Gerasene was
possessed by demons. We don’t
understand why so many demons
took up residence in him. We don’t
understand why the demons want-
ed to enter the pigs, or why Jesus
let them. However, the understand-
able parts of this incident are more
important than the obscure parts,
and we should keep our focus on
the understandable parts.

Of first importance is Jesus’
authority over the demons. The evil
spirits recognized Him instantly and
knew they were at His mercy. We
have seen how Jesus demonstrated
His power over sickness and nature.
Now He showed Himself superior
to all spirits, even evil spirits gath-
ered in great numbers.

The Gerasene demoniac, after
being freed by Christ, was found
sitting peacefully, properly clothed,
and in his right mind.

One would expect the people of
that region to have honored Jesus
because of the changes in the former
demoniac. Instead, they responded
with fear. Curiosity drew them
to the scene, but once they real-
ized all that had happened, they
became frightened and asked Jesus
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to leave. They saw in Him a power
more staggering than the power in
demons, yet they didn’t understand
that Jesus” power is the power of
goodness and not of evil.

Ask Yourself . .. Lately, have |
responded with gratitude for the good
things God has done in my life?

Compared with the response of
the others, the response of the for-
mer demoniac was admirable. He
pleaded to stay with Christ as His
disciple. Instead, Christ sent him
home to tell his family the story.

The grateful man did more. He
spread the news of Jesus abroad
in his homeland. This was the
Decapolis (literally, “Ten Cities”), a
region containing ten independent
cities that followed the Greek way
of life.

Jesus Heals a
Bleeding Woman
(5:21-34)

He said to her, “Daughter, your

faith has healed you. Go in peace

and be freed from your suffering.”
—Mark 5:34

The problem of the demoniac was
rare. Few if any of us have encoun-
tered such a situation. Our greatest
problems are common ones such as
sickness and death.

Jesus faced those two problems
after He returned to the western
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shore of the Sea of Galilee. The first,
death, is described in verses 21-24
and verses 35-43. The other, sick-
ness, is covered in verses 25-34.

The anxious father of a twelve-
year-old girl introduced the prob-
lem of death. This was Jairus, a man
of influence among the Jews in his
area. He was a ruler of a local syna-
gogue, perhaps the one in Caper-
naum. Each synagogue had one or
more rulers, who looked after the
building and supervised worship.

Jairus knew his daughter’s con-
dition was grave and that if things
took their normal course, she might
die. So he came to Jesus and pleaded
for help.

kR

for Bleeding Cases

Below are some of the
remedies that doctors may
have prescribed for the
bleeding woman:

e carrying the ashes of
an ostrich egg in different
cloths, depending on the
season;

e eating Persian onions
boiled in wine;

e carrying a barleycorn
that had been found in the
dung of a white female
donkey.

e swallowing a mixture of
gum, alum, and crocuses.

These remedies are !
contained in the Talmud, a 5
Jewish commentary on the i
law.

Jesus listened to the man’s request
and started walking with him. That
may not have been an easy task,
because He was surrounded by
people who wanted to see Him and
talk to Him. Nevertheless, Jesus
moved gradually in the direction of
the man’s home.

This was when He encountered
the problem of illness (vss. 25-34).
He met a woman who had suffered
for twelve years from a bleeding
ailment, the precise diagnosis of
which is now impossible to deter-
mine.

Her condition must have been
a heavy burden on her in several
respects. Obviously, she suffered
physical discomfort. But on top of
that, she must have felt a sense of
rejection, since by law her sickness
excluded her from religious cere-
monies and social events. Added to
these problems, most likely, was the
financial drain of medical bills.

The woman must have heard
of Jesus’ miracles. In desperation,
she sought Him out. But she did
so secretly, perhaps fearing that
her condition would bring shame
upon herself or upon Jesus. If she
was aware that Jesus was going on
a lifesaving mission to the home of
an important synagogue official, this
might have added to her reluctance.

But she approached Jesus any-
way. She came up from behind Him
and touched the edge of His cloak,
thinking no one would notice. But
someone did.

Ask Yourself . .. What need of mine
should I take to Jesus today?
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Jesus knew immediately that pressed on every side by people. But
someone had touched Him. He Jesus knew that the woman’s touch
asked who, although He already - was unique because it expressed
knew the answer to that question. both great need and great faith.

. The woman could see that there

was no way out short of a confes-
sion. So she came forward, fell at
Jesus’ feet, and told the whole story.

Far from delivering the rebuke
she anticipated, Jesus put her fears
to rest by addressing her as “daugh-
ter.” Then He praised her faith and
urged her to go in peace, enjoying
her newfound wholeness.

Not all who were close to Christ
that day enjoyed the benefits of His
ministry. Similarly, many today
have great opportunities for access
to Jesus. They can read the Scrip-
tures, listen to Christian teach-
ers, and pray at their leisure. But
because they see neither their own
need nor Jesus’ power, they remain
indifferent.

Ask Yourself . . . In whom can I try to
arouse an interest in Jesus?

" Jesus Restores Life
to a Young Girl
(5:35-43)

He took her by the hand and said
to her, “Talitha koum!” (which
means, “Little girl, I say to you, get

He wanted the woman to admit to up!”). —Mark 5:41b
Him what she had done. ;

The question of who had touched Jesus was concluding His con-
Jesus seemed ridiculous to the versation with the woman He had
disciples, since they were all being healed when some men came to
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say that Jairus’s daughter had died.
They could see no reason to trouble
Jesus further. They had hoped for
help from Jesus if He had arrived
while the girl was still alive, but
now that she was dead, the case
appeared hopeless.

Jesus was not discouraged by the
report. He reassured Jairus, and then
continued toward the home with
Peter, James, and John. These three
seem to have been an inner circle
within the band of disciples. Jesus
chose them to witness the miracle
He was about to perform.

When they arrived at the home,
mourners were providing a great
deal of noise and ritual signs of
grief. They may have been chanting
and clapping, or pulling their hair,
tearing their clothes, and beating
their chests.

These were hired mourners. We
know their grief was not real by

Lesson 4

their response to Jesus” announce-
ment that the girl was asleep. They
laughed. Jesus did not deny that the
girl was dead, but only wanted them
to understand that her condition
was not final. The mourners thought
they knew better.

Jesus, after sending the mourners
out, took the girl’s hand and told her
to get up. The phrase “Talitha koum!”
(vs. 41) is Aramaic, rather than Greek
like most of the rest of the Gospel.

By Jesus” day Aramaic had replaced
Hebrew as the common language of
the people in Palestine. Its appear-
ance here in the Gospel may be due
to Peter’s being especially stirred

by this command, which Peter later
transmitted to Mark.

In a different way, the dead girl
also was stirred. Suddenly no longer
dead, she obeyed the command to
stand up. The hopeless case was not
hopeless after all.
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Ask Yourself . . . What advice could
I give people who think they are in a
hopeless situation?

Earlier in the Gospel of Mark,
we learned how Jesus revealed His
nature through His teachings on
such subjects as the Sabbath and
the kingdom of God. More recently
we learned about His compassion
and power displayed through His
mighty deeds, such as calming a
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storm and casting out demons. Here
is One who not only taught with
authority; He acted with authority.
He could raise a dead girl.

Knowing this about Him, it would
be natural to assume that those who
knew Him best—those who lived in
His hometown—would have been
the first to believe in Him. But that
remains to be seen.
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" Jesus Prepares His
" Followers to Lead

Jesus Is Rejected at
Home (6:1-6a)

Jesus said to them, “A prophet is
not without honor except in his
own town, among his relatives and
in his own home.” —Mark 6:4

The disciples had learned much
from Jesus’ teachings and miracles.
But still they needed to understand
much more. A great deal of their

Modern Nazareth

training could come only through
their own observations and expe-
riences. Mark shows us how Jesus
made a classroom of daily life by

Lesson 5
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leading His followers through the
events and opportunities that con-
fronted them.

One such lesson from life came
when Jesus was rejected in His
hometown. This was Nazareth, a
small town located in the hills of
south-central Galilee looking out
over the Plain of Esdraelon.

Since Jesus had gained acceptance
in other places, the disciples must
have expected Him to be welcomed
in Nazareth, too. But while the
townspeople were amazed by Jesus’
teachings and by reports of
His miracles, their amaze-
ment led to unbelief, not to
belief.

The Nazarenes had
long been familiar with
Jesus and His family. They
knew His mother and His
many half brothers and
half sisters. (Joseph prob-
ably had died by this time.)
Furthermore, the Nazare-
nes recalled how Jesus had
worked among them as
any common man. Some
of them may still have been using
wooden items He had made or
repaired. Consequently, the
people rejected Him on grounds
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of familiarity. They thought they
knew Him too well as a man to
accept Him as the divine Messiah.
When the Nazarenes took offense
at Jesus, He replied with His own ver-
sion of a common proverb from that
period: “A prophet is not without
honor except in his own town, among
his relatives and in his own home.”
(vs. 4). We have a similar provesb:
Familiarity breeds contempt.

Ask Yourself . .. As I have gotten to

know Jesus better, have I begun to have

less or more respect for Him?

" Although Jesus marveled at the
unbelief He met in Nazareth, He
did not interpret His rejection there
as failure on His part. He knew He
had been faithful. But the Nazarenes
were faithless.

Because of His recep’aon, ]esus
performed few miracles in Nazareth.
This was not because He lacked
power. He chose not to do many
miracles because of the people’s
faithlessness. As long as the people
were unwilling to believe, Jesus
knew no teaching or miracle would
persuade them to follow Him. And
if He had done more miracles in
a climate of unbelief, the people’s
guilt would have become all the
worse. Thus the Nazarenes missed
out on the benefits of Jesus’ power
because of their unbelief. The same
is true for all who refuse to believe.

The unpleasant episode in Naza-
reth had one benefit: it taught the
disciples to expect opposition. Short-
~ ly afterward, when the disciples set
out on missions for Christ, it must
have comforted them to know that-
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a negative response to the Gospel
message is not necessarily due to

a flaw in the messenger. Even the
greatest Messenger was not received
by all. He was rejected by those who
knew Him best. _

We, too, can take comfort from
this episode. While we should be
grieved over unbelief wherever we
find it, we do not have to punish
ourselves over that unbelief. If we
have faithfully presented the Gos-
pel, then the failure is not our own.

Ask Yourself . .. When have I present-
ed the truth, onkly to have others reject
it? How did I feel?

W{ Jesus Sends Out the
2 Disciples (6:6b-13)

Calling the Twelve to him, [Jesus]
began to send them out two by

two and gave them authority over
impure spirits. —Mark 6:7

For months the disciples had
watched Jesus minister, and now
they would try ministry on their
own. Jesus sent them to the Jews
(Matt. 10:5, 6), telling them to preach
repentance and perform miracles.

Jesus sent out the twelve disciples
in six pairs. One reason for this pro-
vision may have been the law that
a minimum of two witnesses was
needed to establish truth (Deut.
19:15). Ministering as partners
also provided companionship and
support.
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Jesus’ specific instructions to the
disciples regarding what to take
and how to act may seem strange to
us. But there were good reasons for
each instruction.

The disciples were to carry only
minimum supplies because God
would provide for their needs. For
example, an extra tunic (used when
sleeping outdoors) would not be
needed because God was going to
provide a warm place for them to
sleep every night. Furthermore, the
short time spent in equipping
for these mission trips under-
scored their urgency.

Jesus told the disciples to
remain in the first house that
offered them hospitality. It
would insult their hosts if they
were to move on to more com-
fortable lodgings later. Besides,
they were to be mainly con-
cerned about their ministry,
not their own comfort.

In that day, pious Jews reen-
tering Palestine would cleanse
their feet and clothes so as not
to pollute the Holy Land with
the dust of Gentile lands. Jesus
instructed His disciples to use
this symbolism against a town
that would not receive them.
This would warn the town that
it was no better than a heathen
town in God’s eyes.

Some people have said that
the disciples” mission trips pro-
vide the model for Christians
who are trying to obey the
Great Commission (Matt.
28:19, 20). But that is probably
a mistake. Jesus sent His disci-
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ples on limited, temporary missions.
They traveled for a few days among
the towns of Galilee to introduce the
Jewish people to Christ. In contrast,
the Great Commission applies to all
peoples and is relevant until Christ
returns.

Like the disciples, we all are
called to minister while depending
on God. And the world urgently
needs our ministry too. But if God
is sending us to a foreign field, we
should consider the need for money

Ail

Oil had many uses in the
ancient world. Sometimes it
served as medicine. For example,

the good Samaritan i Jesus-story | —

poured oil on another man’s
wounds to aid in healing them.
Qil also had a religious use.
It represented the Holy Spirit.
When a king or other person was
anointed with oil, this symbolized
an anointing of the Holy Spirit.
Did Jesus’ disciples anoint the
sick with oil for medicinal or
religious purposes? Probably for
religious purposes. It was a way of
saying, “Not we but God will heal
you.”
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and provisions. Often well-prepared
ministers have the most powerful
long-term impact. '

Ask Yourself . .. What specific task
has God called and equipped me to do?
What steps can I take today to accom-
plish that task?

b| John Is Executed
i (6:14-29)

At once the girl hurried in to the
king with the request: “I want you
to give me right now the head of
~ John the Baptist on a platter.”

4 —Mark 6:25

The disciples; deeds caused éuc,h a
- stir that news about them and about

: Jesus reached Galilee’s ruler, Herod

. Antipas. When Herod Antipas

" heard the details of Jesus’ ministry,
he became concerned. The public
held a variety of views regarding
Jesus, but Herod was convinced that
this miracle worker was none other
than John the Baptist returned from
the dead. o

The story of John’s arrest and

_execution is told in Mark 6:17-29.
Against his better judgment Herod
Antipas had John executed, much
as Pontius Pilate later would have
Jesus executed.

While a guest of his half brother in
Rome, Herod Antipas had become
infatuated with his half brother’s
wife, Herodias. The two had eloped,
even though both were married and
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they were doubly related. Herodias
was Herod’s niece as well as his
sister-in-law. It is no wonder that
John the Baptist condemned such a
marriage. '
Herod did not intend to execute
John the Baptist. John troubled
him, but fascinated him too. Herod
merely had John put in jail. Accord-
ing to the historian Josephus, John
was imprisoned in the Machaerus
fortress east of the Dead Sea.
Herod’s was a history of foolish
commitments: a commitment to the
wrong woman in marriage, a com-
mitment to arrest John the Baptist, a
commitment to give Salome what-
ever she asked. Herod’s foolishness
led him into his wife’s trap. This
success took no great skill on her

. part. All she had to do was-play his

promise against his pride. Going
back on his promise to Salome
would have embarrassed him before
his guests.

Suddenly, the drunken kmg was
sober. He saw how his foolish com-
mitments joined in forcing him to

- commit a terrible crime. What tragic

deeds have been done to protect
human pride!

Even though his wicked character
was well known, Herod was held
in esteem by the people because of

" his position. But he became to the

disciples (and to us) an example of
what a leader should not be.

Ask Yourself . . . Who looks to me for
leadership? Am 1 leading them in the
right direction?
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Herod the Great

King of Judea, Galilee, Iturea, and Traconitis, 37-4 B.C.

FIVE OF HIS
TEN WIVES

Mariamne
of

Mariamne
Hasmonean

of ! Malthace
Boethusian £
or Cleopatra
Samaria of
Antipater Jerusalem
(murdered by his
father in 4 B.c.)

Aristobulus
(murdered by his
father in 7 B.c.)
Alexander H E Ro D IA N S

(murdered by his
father in 7 B.c.)

Herod Philip Herod Philip
(died A.p. 34; : Tetrarch of Iturea and
first husband of Traconitis, 4 B.C.-A.D. 34
Herodias) (married Salome)

|1 Herod Antipas Archelaus
{ Tetrarch of Galilee and Perea, Ethnarch of Judea, Idumea,
4 B.c.-A.D. 39 | and Samaria,
i 4 B.C.-A.D. 6)

: 1 “King” Herod
)| King of Chalcis

(died 4.0. 45) (. | \ : Herod Antipas was not a
' ; king. He was another kind
King of Judea o | of official called a tetrarch.
(4.D. 37-44) A Mark may have called him
“king” (6:14) out of irony
or because it was a local

Agrippa II |/ o\ Yiden) an | | custom. Herod desperately
King of Chalcis ' | B | wanted to be called king; in

(died A.p. 100) 5
fact, his demand to be called

king caused the Roman
emperor to dismiss him from
office in'A.p. 39.

On top of being ambitious
for power and prestige,
Herod was unscrupulous.

His administration was
characterized by deceit and
crime. Jesus called him a
“fox” (Luke 13:32).
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Jesus Feeds More
Than 5000 (6:30-44)

Taking the five loaves and the two
fish and looking up to heaven, he
gave thanks and broke the loaves.
... They all ate and were satisfied.
—Mark 6:41, 42

The Twelve had just returned
from their evangelistic missions. Not
surprisingly, they were excited and
exhausted. From ministering on His
own, Jesus was probably tired too.
So Jesus suggested that they all go
away for a time of rest and prayer
in a “quiet place” (vs. 31). Jesus is
sympathetic toward the needs of His
servants.

But as they tried to escape, the
crowds raced ahead of them to their
place of retreat. By the time Jesus
and the disciples arrived, the masses
were already there. It was no longer
a quiet place.

This situation, which might have
annoyed us, produced compassion
in Jesus. He saw the people as
sheep without a shep-
herd: they needed
His leadership. He
put off meet-
ing His own
need for rest so ;
that He could |
minister to the
people’s need
for teaching.

The disciples
also were con-
cerned about the

A

people. They wanted Jesus to dis-
miss the people to get some food
on their own. If the disciples’” plan
had been carried out, it would have
placed a burden on the nearby vil-
lages, since the largest of them
housed only two or three thousand
people. The crowd around Jesus
included about five thousand men,
in addition to women and children.
But this solution was the only one
the disciples could offer.

In reply, Jesus commanded the
disciples to feed the people. This
stunned them. They didn’t have
enough food for themselves, let
alone for a crowd numbering in the
thousands. The disciples estimated
it would cost 200 denarii—at least
eight months’ wages for a typi-
cal working man—to buy food for
such a crowd. They didn’t have that
much money. They could come up
with a boy’s lunch (John 6:8, 9), but
what good was that?

Jesus took the lunch of fish and
bread. Then He directed the crowd
to sit in an orderly fashion. Lastly,
Jesus multiplied the food so that
: it satisfied everyone’s

hunger.
‘ Afterward, the
disciples picked
\ up the left-
\ over bread,
\ in keeping
with the
Jewish
belief that
bread is
a gift from
God and
must not be
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left lying around. Jews in those days -

usually wore a small wicker bas-
ket for carrying or gathering small
items. The disciples filled their bas-
kets with fish and bread, no doubt
excited by what God had done.

The feeding of the multitude was
clearly a miracle from the hand of
Christ. Yet He did not perform it in
isolation. He let the Twelve have a
part in working the miracle such as
setting out the food for the people.
And even before He began the
miracle, He challenged them to come
up with their own plan for feeding

| Jesus Walks on the
"4 Lake (6:45-56)

He spoke to them and said, “Take
courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.”
—Mark 6:50

Mark said that Jesus and the
disciples left the site of the miracle
suddenly, but he did not say why.
According to John, however, the .
crowd had been so impressed by the
multiplication of the fish and bread

the crowd. In this way, the deed
became a cooperative effort from

that they wanted to make Jesus king

(John 6:14, 15). But Jesus knew His

beginning to end.

Imagine the disciples’ thrill
in cooperating with Christ in
feeding the multitude. That .

thrill, that sense of involve-
ment, was necessary to
their training. Jesus had not

called them to stand aside
and watch Him work. Nei-
ther was He sending them to
work without His help. The
disciples were partners with
Christ.

And so are we. That assur-
ance has comforted and com-
pelled believers since the first

Plain of
Gennesaret

century. We understand with
Paul that we are “God’s

co-workers” (II Cor. 6:1).
Christ has chosen to bring the Gospel
to the world by human hands.

Ask Yourself . .. Lately, have I been
working with God or against Him?
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purpose for coming to earth was not
to become an earthly king.

Jesus had traveled to the area to
pray. After dismissing the disciples
and the crowd, Jesus finally found a
place to meet that need. Alone high
in the hills with night coming on,

45



Mark 6

Jesus must have spent a refreshing
time with His Father.

Meanwhile, the disciples were out
on the lake making little progress
against a head wind. The site of the
feeding miracle seems to have been
relatively near Bethsaida. There-
fore, since the disciples were “in the
middle of the lake” (vs. 47), they
must have been blown well off their
course.

They were still on the lake during
the fourth watch, which occurred
between three and six in the morn-
ing. Their need for rest certainly was
not being met.

Jesus saw their trouble and came
near them, walking with no diffi-
culty on the water as though it were
dry land. When His form appeared
mysteriously out of the darkness
like a ghost, the disciples” minds
must have turned to the old Jew-
ish superstition that a spirit seen at
night brings disaster. They were ter-
rified. It seems that whenever Jesus
was absent, they fell into distress
through lack of faith.

This flaw, lack of faith, showed
up again in their amazement that
the wind had died down as Jesus
entered the boat. Should they have
expected less from One who had
already calmed a storm on that lake?
But even if they had forgotten that
event, how could they have

46

forgotten the recent multiplication
of bread and fish?

The miracle of the feeding of the
multitude was in part performed
to reveal a spiritual truth to the
disciples. But they had missed the
point. They did not understand
that the miracle was a revelation
of the One who had performed it.
The miracle showed Jesus’ divine
authority.

Often we are like the disciples
in this respect. We know what has
happened in our lives, but we fail to
see how the hand of God has been at
work in it all. Consequently, every
new crisis fills us with fear and
every new work of grace takes us by
surprise.

Ask Yourself . . . What has hindered
my appreciation of God'’s work in my
life?

This section ends as Jesus contin-
ued His ministries in Galilee (vss.
53-56). He and the disciples crossed
the lake westward to “Gennesaret,”
meaning either the plain by that
name or a city on the plain. This was
a fertile and heavily populated area.

Many people of the area gathered
their sick loved ones in the public
areas where Jesus passed. The sick
were healed by touching even the
fringes and tassels Jesus wore (com-
pare vs. 56; Num. 15:37-39).
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Jesus Ministers
| among Jews and
Gentiles

Mark 7

Jesus Is Asked about
Tradition (7:1-8)

The Pharisees and teachers of the
law asked Jesus, “Why don’t your
disciples live according to the
tradition of the elders instead

of eating their food with defiled
—Mark 7:5

hands?”

The people clamored
after Jesus. But the reli-

gious leaders
hostlle toward Him.
The same words and
works of Jesus that
attracted the crowd’s
interest ignited the lead-
ers’ anger. When some
Pharisees and teach-
ers of the law gathered
around Jesus, it wasn’t
to learn but to criticize.

They soon found
something in His dis-
ciples’ behavior that
seemed to give them
cause for criticism.
Jesus’ disciples were
eating without first
washing their hands

T *37*»1'1171; ﬁ
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ceremonially, and Jesus was doing
nothing to stop them. Based on
their religious tradition, Pharisees
taught that before eating bread a
handful of water should be poured
over each hand while the hand was
in a cupped position with the fin-
gers slightly spread. (In verses 3 and
4, Mark gave his Gentile readers a

' Pharisees and Teachers of the Law

T he Pharisees were members of a jewisii
sect that had risen to prominence during the
two centuries before Jesus’ birth. Their goal
was to increase the righteousness of society.

Pharisees insisted on strict obedience to the
law of Moses. However, they considered the
traditions of religious experts—the “elders”
mentioned in Mark 7:5—to be equal in
authority with the law.

Some Pharisees were trained in the law and
had official status as teachers of the law, or
scribes. These teachers were authorities on
Old Testament law. They believed they had
received the spirit of Moses and claimed to
know divine will in legal matters.

Theoretically, Pharisees and teachers of the
law believed in righteousness and love. In
reality, all too often they practiced legalism
and hypocrisy.
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short course on Jewish ceremo-
nial washing.)

Presumably, the disciples
had not ignored the need for
personal cleanliness. And cer-
tainly they had done nothing
to violate God’s law. They had
only violated a human addi-
tion to God’s law. Yet this
made their actions sinful in the
eyes of the religious leaders.

The Pharisees considered
their traditions to have the
same authority as God’s law.
They taught “as doctrines
the commandements of men”
(vs. 7, NASB). They insisted
on obedience to these rules
even when that would involve
a violation of God’s law. As
a consequence, Jesus applied
some harsh words from
Isaiah’s prophecy to the reli-
gious leaders (Isa. 29:13).

We shouldn’t comfort our-
selves with the thought that
the error committed by the reli-
gious teachers ended with the
New Testament era. Many pro-
fessed Christians today go to
great lengths in enforcing rules
that have no basis in Scripture.
The temptation to displace
God’s Word with our own
interpretations of it is always
strong.

Ask Yourself . . . Are there any
man-made religious traditions
that I am sometimes tempted to
treat as divine?
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The Teachers’

TRADITION

During their captivity
in Babylon, the Jews
underwent a rebirth of
interest in the law. At that
time an unwritten but highly
developed body of teachings
and commentary about the
law began to grow up among
religious teachers, who were
called rabbis.

The original intention was
good. The teachers wanted
to prevent violations of the
law. They tried to do this by
setting up regulations for all
of life, like a hedge around
the law.

These regulations grew
generation by generation
until they were gathered in
a written collection, called
the Mishnah, two centuries
after Jesus’ death. Even
during Jesus’ life the tradition
had become overvalued,
obscuring the law it was
meant to safeguard.
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Corban: A Harmful
Tradition (7:9-13)

b

“You say that if anyone declares
that what might have been used to
help their father or mother is Cor-
ban (that is, devoted to God)—then
you no longer let them do anything
for their father or mother. Thus you
nullify the word of God by your
tradition that you have handed
down.”

—Mark 7:11-13

Jesus reserved His most cutting
language for those who substituted
their own teaching for God’s. We
can sense His anger when we read
in verse 9 His comment to the teach-
ers of the law: “You have a fine way
of setting aside the commands of
God in order to observe your own
traditions!”

As an illustration of this practice,
Jesus cited the Corban vow being
used frequently at that time. This
vow had no basis in the Hebrew
Scriptures; it had merely become tra-
ditional. When people declared their
money Corban (literally, an “offer-
ing”), they claimed it was dedicated
to God. They were, however, not
required to use the money for reli-
gious purposes. They could do with
it anything they wanted. Thus the
vow often was nothing more than
a hypocritical means to legitimize
selfishness.

The religious leaders defended the
Corban vow. As Jesus pointed out, by
doing so they showed their disregard
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for the fifth commandment and for
other Old Testament laws requiring
children to honor their parents (Exod.
20:12; 21:17; Lev. 20:9; Deut. 5:16).

Ask Yourself . . . As I look back on my
behavior toward my parents, can I say
that it usually showed a proper amount
of respect for them?

The teachers of the law would not
even permit people to go back on
the Corban vow when the people
changed their mind about withhold-
ing money from their parents. Mis-
applying Numbers 30:2, the teachers
taught that every vow, including the
unrighteous Corban vow, remains
binding.

The Corban vow showed how the
teachers nullified the Word of God.
They used additions to Scripture
and false interpretations of Scripture
to contradict the true meaning of
Scripture.

Although the Corban vow is 1o
longer in use, we can learn a lesson
from it. We must bring all the teach-
ings of our churches and all our own
ideas under the scrutiny of the Word
of God. Some of our notions might
seem as harmless as the use of the
Corban vow once appeared to be.
Some might even seem beneficial.
But when we allow them to displace
the plain sense of Scripture, they are
deadly.

We are not guardians of human
traditions. We are ministers of the
living Christ.

Ask Yourself . .. Have I ever used
an excuse to duck one of the Ten Com-
mandments?
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 CLEANNESS
~ and Uncleanness

In the Bible, “cleanness” and “uncleanness” rarely have to do
with hygiene. Instead, they are religious concepts. The Old
Testament defines which animals are unclean and describes how
people and objects can become unclean. The Old Testament
also tells ways of purifying unclean people and objects.

But beyond the scriptural guidelines, the teachers of the law :
developed complicated rules about uncleanness. For instance, g
after a pottery seller temporarily left his wares unattended in the P
marketplace, he would have to treat the pots as unclean. Since
one of them might have been touched by an unclean person in
his absence, he would have to wash the outsides of all his pots.

Jesus declared that the teachers of the law had lost sight of
the purpose for the clean/unclean distinction. That distinction
had been meant to point to the need for inner cleanness, for
moral purity.

Jesus Redefines Himself and told them the truth

‘Uncleanness’ about cleanness and uncleanness.

(7:14_23) Purity, He said, is a matter of the

heart.
_ His lesson was simple and reason-

Jesus called the crowd to him and able. The most basic understanding
said, “Listen to me, everyone, and of the human body makes it clear
understand this. Nothing outside that food cannot make us spiritually
a person can defile them by going unclean. We are not corrupted by

into them. Rather, it is what comes what is outside us, but by what is
out of a person that defiles them. ” within. It is our heart, not our diet,
—Mark 7:14,15  that may pollute us spiritually. Jews
considered the heart to be the center
Jesus was deeply concerned about  of human personality—that part

the influence of the religious lead- of us where we decide how we are

ers over the people. After rebuking going to act.

those leaders for their abuses of the Note: Many translations of the Bible
law, Jesus called the crowds to leave ot verse 16. That is because this
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-verse does not appear in the earliest
manuscripts of the Gospel of Mark. It
appears to have been added by a copyjist
later.

Jesus’ words must have sounded
revolutionary to His audience. He
was declaring all foods clean. The
people had grown up under the
Pharisees’ rules about ritual wash-
ings and forbidden foods. They had
seen the law through the eyes of
their teachers, never in its own light.

For us, this teaching of Jesus is
easy to accept in theory but diffi-

@), Vesus Honors a
| Gentile’s Faith
(7:24-30)

" “First let the children eat-all they

want,” he told her, “for it is not
right to take the children’s bread
and toss it to their dogs.”

“Lord,” she replied, “even the
dogs under the table eat the chil-
dren’s crumbs.”

—Mark 7:27, 28

_cult to put into practice. We have a.
desire for the visible and the mea-
surable, even in matters of spiritu-
ality. We want to know where we
stand, and sometimes we are con-
cerned about where others stand.
That is why nearly every Christian
group uses certain standards of
behavior to test a person’s devotion
to God. But if we allow our stan-

Jesus clarified the concepts of
spiritual cleanness and uncleanness
because He cared about people and
about their relationship with God.
And He continued to show concern
for people in His encounter with a
woman whose daughter was pos-
sessed by a demon.

Jesus wished to spend time

dards to take us beyond the com-
mands of Scripture, then we have

committed the error of the Pharisees.

We have made spirituality external.

When the emphasis is kept exter-
nal, evil can grow within. Jesus -
pointed out some kinds of corrup-
tion that can grow in the fertile soil
of an impure heart: greed, deceit,
envy, and so forth (Mark 7:21, 22).
Notice that Jesus’ list contains both
evil acts and evil attitudes. Notice
also that none of the items on the list
has gone out of style.

Ask Yourself . . . Do my words and
deeds indicate that a process of cleans-
ing is going on within me?

Lesson 6

teaching the Twelve. So He Ielt Gali-
lee and traveled thirty or forty miles
northwestward to the area of Tyre,
where He found a place to stay. This
was supposed to be a retreat, but it
didn’t turn out that way. Jesus’ rep-
utation had preceded Him, and even
here people came to hear His teach-
ings and benefit from His miracles.
The woman whose daughter was
demon possessed must have seen
something in Jesus to make her
believe He would help her. That
faith was strengthened by compas-
sion for her child. Because of her
faith in Jesus she did what the resi-
‘dents of Jesus” hometown would not

‘do: she presented her plea to Jesus

for His help.

51



Mark 7

is why Mark referred to the woman
as “a Greek” (Mark 7:26). She was
Gentile.

Surely Jesus meant all along to
help the woman, but before doing so
He decided to test her faith. He pre-
tended to reject her plea by saying,
“First let the children eat all they
want, . . . for it is not right to take
the children’s bread and toss it to
the dogs” (vs. 27).

Jesus’ statement describes a com-
mon domestic situation in which a
family is eating dinner while small
household dogs are begging for
food. Jesus said the order in which
the appetites should be satisfied is
children first, dogs second.

This statement has a double
meaning. On one level it refers to the
focus of Jesus” mission. According

52

to another Gospel, on this
occasion Jesus declared,
“I was sent only to the
lost sheep of the house

of Israel” (Matt. 15:24).
This was not because Jews
were the only ones to be
saved, but because they
were to become the first
agents through whom He
would extend His Gospel
throughout the world. On
this level of meaning, the
“children” are Jews, the
“dogs” are Gentiles, and
the “bread” is the Gospel.

But it is hardly likely
that the woman under-
stood this meaning of
Jesus” words. More likely
she understood them
on a practical level. The
woman had interrupted
Jesus’ retreat with His
disciples. For Jesus to
help her then would have
required Him to take His time and
energy away from the disciples and
give them to the woman. On this
level of meaning, the “children”
are the disciples, the “dogs” repre-
sent the woman, and the “bread” is
Jesus” ministry.

The woman was not put off by
Jesus’ reply to her request. She
extended Jesus” analogy for her own
purposes. The meal did not have to
be interrupted and the children’s
bread be given to the dogs; all the
dogs needed were a few crumbs
dropped during the meal. In other
words, she was saying that Jesus
could quickly and easily fulfill her
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request, and then get back to teach-
ing His dlsc1ples

The woman’s answer pleased
Jesus. He may even have laughed at
the way she turned His statement to
her own benefit. Then He rescued
her daughter from the evil spirit.

Like the woman from Syrian
Phoenicia, we should demonstrate
boldness in seeking God's help.
Often we are too easily discouraged
from our spiritual pursuits. We need
the humility to know we deserve
nothing, but the determination to
‘draw upon the riches of God'’s grace.

| Jesus Heals a Deaf-
2l Mute (7:31-37)

People were overwhelmed with
amazement. “He has done every-
thing well,” they said. “He even
makes the deaf hear and the mute
speak.” —Mark 7:37

The final incident of this lesson
serves somewhat as a conclusion
to what came before. Jesus had fed
a multitude, confronted religious

Ask Yourself . .. Am I ever timid in
asking for God’s help? If so, why?

leaders, and performed various
healings. Now these events were
crowned by the confession of the

_Great Sea__

SYRIAN PHOENICIA
o i

 (Mediterranean)

TETRARCHY QF PHILIP

DECAPOLIS
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people that “He has done every-
thing well” (vs. 37b).

Jesus left the region of Tyre and
traveled first northward to Sidon,
then southeastward through the
territory of Herod Philip to the
Decapolis. In doing so He skirted
Galilee, traveling on the eastern side
of the lake.

We don’t know for certain why
Jesus was avoiding Galilee at this
time, but here are three possible
reasons for it: First, Herod Antipas,
who had killed John the Baptist, was
now threatening Jesus’ life (Luke
13:31). Second, the Pharisees had
strengthened their opposition to
Jesus, and He could be freer from
their influence outside Galilee.
Third, He still wanted to avoid
crowds so that He could have time
to teach the Twelve.

When Jesus arrived in the Deca-
polis, some people brought to Him a
man who was deaf and nearly inca-
pable of speaking. In asking Jesus
to place His hand on the man, the
man’s companions may have hoped
for a healing, or they may have
expected only a blessing.

We do not know whether the
deaf-mute was a Gentile or a Jew.
Both kinds of people lived in the
Decapolis, but Gentiles were more
numerous there. As with the story of
the woman from Syrian Phoenicia,
Mark may have recorded this story
to show God'’s grace for Gentiles.
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Jesus decided to heal the man.

He touched him and used His own
saliva in the healing. In those days
saliva was widely believed to have
healing properties. So in using saliva
Jesus was communicating at the
man’s level of understanding.

Then Jesus prayed and sighed.
The man’s condition distressed Him.

Finally, Jesus commanded,
“Ephphatha!” (which means “Be
opened!”; Mark 7:34). Mark pre-
served Jesus’ command in the lan- -
guage He actually used: Aramaic.

At this point, Jesus didn’t want to
encourage a large healing ministry.
He wanted primarily to preach and
teach. Healing could have occupied
so much of His time that He would
not have been able to minister to the
people’s spiritual needs. This may
explain why He took the man aside
and why He charged observers not
to tell about the healing.

But Jesus’ command did no
good. The people spread the news
that here was One who could open
the ears of the deaf and loosen the
tongue of the mute. It seems Jesus
amazed them, but inspired little
obedience.

This healing act shows us that
Jesus cares deeply about our prob-
lems and is willing to get intimately
involved in our lives as He helps us.

Ask Yourself . . . What personal needs
should I bring to Jesus?
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lesus Helps People
- Understand Him

Jesus Feeds More
Than Four Thousand
(8:1-10)

a

Another large crowd gathered.
Since they had nothing to eat, Jesus
called his disciples to him and said,
“I have compassion for these peo-
ple; they have already been with
me three days and have nothing to
eat.” —Mark 8:1, 2

Two chapters ago we read that
Jesus performed a miracle so that
more than five thousand people
could eat. Now we read about a sec-
ond miraculous feeding of a crowd
gathered to hear Him.

The second miracle seems to pro-
vide a Gentile counterpart to the
first miracle. Both miracles probably
took place east of the Sea of Galilee,
where the population was mostly
Gentile. But the first miracle was
performed for Jewish Galileans who
had run to the area, while the sec-
ond miracle was performed for local
Gentiles.

Apparently it didn’t occur to the
disciples that Jesus might repeat
the miracle. They should have sug-
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Mark 8:1—9:8

gested the possibility themselves.
Jesus even tried to move their minds
in that direction by pointing out that
He was concerned about the peo-
ple’s need for food. But the disciples
didn’t catch on.

Jesus gave them another chance to
exercise their faith when He asked
how many loaves of bread they had.
He had asked that question before
the previous miracle (6:38), but
they missed the connection. They
reported the facts and left it at that.

Seeing that the disciples would
not suggest a miracle, Jesus took
matters into His own hands. He
gave thanks to God and then fed the
four thousand men, along with the
women and children.

The bounty of this miracle was
greater than it had been the previ-
ous time. After dinner the disciples
filled seven large rope baskets with
leftovers. On the other occasion the
leftovers had filled twelve small
baskets (vs. 43).

The disciples were slow to learn
about Jesus’ compassion. And often
so are we. We have seen how Jesus
has worked in our lives, yet it seems
our faith is shaken by every new
trial we face.
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We should learn from our
experiences. If God has brought dif-
ficult circumstances into our lives,
He has done so to stretch our faith.

Our resources are seldom ade-
quate for the need before us. But
Christ’s always are.

Ask Yourself . . . When have I been
more conscious of my problems than of
God'’s power?

Mark 8:10 says that after the
miracle Jesus sailed to the region of
Dalmanutha. The precise location of
this region is no longer known. Mat-
thew referred to it as “the vicinity of
Magadan” (Matt. 15:39), which per-
haps means Magdala in Galilee.

The Yeast of the
Pharisees and Herod
(8:11-21)

b

“Be careful,” Jesus warned [the
disciples]. “Watch out for the

yeast of the Pharisees and that of
Herod.” —Mark 8:15

The second miraculous feeding
provided evidence that Jesus’ claims
were true. Yet the miracle did not
inspire faith in everyone. That’s
because faith cannot be compelled
by evidence, no matter how power-
fully the evidence is
presented. Some

& Mt. Hermon

/@ Caesarea Philippi

TETRARCHY OF

stubbornly continue to
reject the truth that is
shown them.

This was the case
with the Pharisees. They
did not want to believe.
And they demon-
strated their unbelief by
requesting a sign that

would back up Jesus’
PHILIP claims. By a “sign” they
#F— Bethsaida meant some definite,
Magdala (S,;’;“ public proof that Jesus’
Galilee . authority came from
ealILEE S God. Evidently they
still thought He was
doing miracles through
DECAPOLIS demonic, rather than

divine, power.

Jesus’ first response
to their test was a sigh.
Recently, He had
sighed in sympathy for
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a sufferer (7:34). But this time He
sighed in disappointment at unbe-
lievers. Those who have worked
hard to teach people who are deter-
mined not to learn can understand
that sigh. It came from the depths of
His heart.

These Pharisees were not rejecting
Jesus because they were ignorant
sinners who didn’t know any better.
They were leaders of Israel, some of
the most knowledgeable people of
their day. They should have been
teaching others, but they refused to
learn themselves.

In a parallel text, Matthew 16:1-
4, we learn that Jesus offered them
only the sign of Jonah, which
referred to His resurrection. But
this was not the immediate proof
the Pharisees sought. Of course, a
sign wouldn’t have convinced them
anyway. They were not even per-
suaded by Jesus’ resurrection from
the dead.

Ask Yourself . . . In moments of doubt,
what prevents me from simply trusting
in God?

Seeing that nothing good would
come from further conversation
with the Pharisees, Jesus abruptly
left in a boat with His disciples.

Three situations came together,
giving Jesus the opportunity to teach
the disciples an important lesson
during the trip. The first situation
was the recent feeding of the multi-
tude. The second was His discussion
with the Pharisees. And the third
was the lack of bread in the boat.
The ingredient common to all three
was yeast.

Lesson 7

The “yeast” (negative influence)
of the Pharisees and of Herod was
their refusal to believe in Jesus
unless they saw miraculous evi-
dence (Mark 8:11; Luke 23:8). Such
skepticism revealed an unwilling-
ness to believe in Jesus because of
who He is. Jesus told His disciples to
beware of this evil.

Ask Yourself . .. When have I seen the
evil of skepticism spread from one per-
son to another?

The disciples misunderstood
Jesus” warning. From His mention
of yeast they thought He was talk-
ing about their failure to bring more
than one loaf on board the boat
(Mark 8:16). Even when Jesus tried
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to explain His meaning by talking
about physical bread, they still mis-
understood (vss. 17-21).

The disciples had watched Jesus
feed thousands of people with a few
loaves. And on those occasions there
had been not only enough bread but
more than enough. Yet the disciples
were worried because they had only
one loaf. They suffered from a lack
of faith in Jesus, as did the Pharisees
and Herod.

The disciples did not understand
Jesus. But, as we will see, Jesus did
not give up on them. He is a patient
teacher with those who want to
learn from Him.

-~ A Blind Man and
Peter See (8:22-30)

[Jesus asked,] “Who do you say I
am?” Peter answered, “You are the
Messiah.” —Mark 8:29

Arriving at Bethsaida on the
northeast shore of the lake, Jesus
met some people who evidently
knew His reputation as a healer.
They brought with them a man—
probably a neighbor, friend, or rela-
tive—who had lost his sight. (We
know the man had once been able to
see because he knew what trees look
like.)

Jesus led the blind man outside
Bethsaida, presumably so He could
perform the healing with fewer
spectators. At this time, Jesus did
not want to arouse any more popu-
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lar curiosity, because that could
have hindered His central mission.
He cared deeply about the sick, but
His first priority was to heal the
sickness of sin.

The restoration of sight to the
blind man is the only healing in
the Gospel that took place in two
stages. Various suggestions have
been offered to explain this, but no
one knows for sure why the miracle
happened this way. In any case, it
is important for us to know that the
healing happened even if we can’t
be sure why it happened as it did.

Jesus told the newly sighted man
not to return to Bethsaida. Perhaps
this was because He didn’t want the
man telling about Him. Unlike oth-
ers to whom Jesus gave such com-
mands, this man apparently did as
he was told.

Ask Yourself . . . When God does good
for me, do I respond with obedience?

After a story about physical sight
(8:22-26) comes one about spiritual
insight (vss. 27-30).

On the way northward to Cae-
sarea Philippi, Jesus had a talk with
His disciples. He had demonstrated
His divine nature through His teach-
ings and miracles. Now He came
directly to the question of identity.
“Who do people say I am?” He
asked (vs. 27).

The opinions then were much
as they are today among unbeliev-
ers. People viewed Jesus as a great
reformer (John the Baptist), a great
miracle worker (Elijah), or a great
teacher (a prophet). Those who have
such views of Jesus today usually
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imagine they are holding Him in
high esteem, when in reality they

have misunderstood Him altogether.

In short, Jesus did not receive a
pleasing report. But Jesus expected
better from the Twelve, so He put
the question directly to them: “Who
do you say I am?” (vs. 29). Peter
answered rightly, “You are the Mes-
siah.”

We might wonder how Peter
could make such a brilliant con-
fession when, shortly before, he

MESSIAH

The title Messiah comes
from a Hebrew word
meaning “anointed one.” It
is equivalent to Christ, a word
derived from Greek.

Jews believed that a
man would appear as God’s
anointed prophet, priest,
and king to bring salvation
to God'’s people. The Jews,
however, had defined
salvation mostly in political
terms. Perhaps that’s why
most of them failed to
recognize Jesus, who fulfilled
the most comprehensive
definition of the Messiah.

Lesson 7

and the other disciples had been
unable to understand Jesus’ lesson
about the yeast of the Pharisees

and Herod. Jesus’ response to Peter
solves this mystery. He said, “This
was not revealed to you by flesh and
blood, but by my Father in heaven”
(Matt. 16:17). It took a divine revela-
tion for Peter to make the confes-
sion.

Jesus warned the Twelve not to
tell anyone about His identity as the
Messiah. The time was not yet right
for all people to know about it.

Ask Yourself . . . If someone asked me
to describe Jesus, how would I answer?

Jesus Teaches about
Bearing Crosses
(8:31—9:1)

He called the crowd to him along
with his disciples and said: “Who-
ever wants to be my disciple must
deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me.” —Mark 8:34b

It is no coincidence that after the
height of Peter’s confession that
Jesus is the Messiah came the depth
of Jesus’ prediction regarding His
own death. Once Jesus’ identity was
clear in the minds of His disciples,
He moved swiftly to tell them why
He had come to this world. Jesus
came to die.

This was Jesus’ first specific teach-
ing about His death. It was not a
brief speech. It gave specific facts
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eventually He would
receive glory as the Son
of Man.

surrounding His crucifixion. Jesus
made four points about His future:
(1) He would suffer, (2) He would
be rejected, (3) He would be killed,
and (4) He would rise from the
dead.

Peter was so shocked by the first
three points that the fourth meant
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nothing to him. Jesus had violated
all he understood about the mis-
sion of the Messiah. Along with the
majority of Jews, Peter evidently
was looking for a Messiah who
would defeat Rome and establish
Israel as the dominant world power.

In consequence, Peter took upon
himself the role of counselor. He
rebuked the One he had just called
Messiah, voicing his disbelief and
dissatisfaction: “Never, Lord! . ..
This shall never happen to you!”
(Matt. 16:22).

But as Peter was in the midst of
his rebuke, Jesus did an amazing
thing. He turned and declared that
Peter’s words were satanic. Satan
was using Peter to tempt Jesus to
abandon the Father’s will. Peter’s
ideas about the career of the Mes-
siah were worldly, not godly.

Peter had modeled the wrong
reaction to Jesus’ messiahship. It
was left to Jesus to explain the prop-
er response. And this is something
everyone should know. So Jesus
addressed the crowd as well as the
Twelve.

Jesus unequivocally explained
that being His disciple would not
be easy. Indeed, anyone who would
follow Him must likewise follow
Him in taking up the cross. In some
cases this has meant literally dying
for Christ’s sake and in all cases it
means dying to selfishness.

As missionary Jim Elliot wrote

~ before he was martyred, “He is no

fool who gives what he cannot keep
to gain what he cannot lose.” The
life saved is not one’s physical exis-
tence. The word “life” in Mark 8:35
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refers to the soul—
that aspect that
reasons, feels, and
wills. So the
saving of the soul
for eternity is infi-
nitely more impor-
tant than lengthen-
ing our life in this
world.

Ask Yourself . ..
Am I ever ashamed of
being associated with
Jesus?

Jesus’ statement
that some of His
hearers would not “taste death
before they see the kingdom of God
come with power” (9:1) is inter-
preted in several ways. Some think
the coming of the Kingdom “with
power” refers to Christ’s resurrec-
tion. Others say it refers to the birth
of the Christian church at Pentecost.
Still others believe it refers to the
Transfiguration, which occurred a
few days after Jesus made the pre-
diction.

A Revelation of
Jesus’ Glory (9:2-8)

Jesus took Peter, James and John
with him and led them up a high
mountain, where they were all
alone. There he was transfigured
before them. —Mark 9:2

Six days after Peter’s confession
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Mt. Hermon

and Jesus’ prediction, Jesus took

the inner circle of disciples—Peter,
James, and John—up a high moun-
tain, probably Mount Hermon.
“There he was transfigured before
them” (vs. 2b). This means He exhib-
ited His heavenly splendor, which
appeared as a radiance.

As if this transformation were
not enough, two great figures from
Hebrew history suddenly appeared.
Moses and Elijah were there for a
reason, although the three disciples
didn’t understand it at the time.

Moses was the Old Testament
lawgiver. Elijah was a representa-
tive of the prophets. For centuries
Old Testament law and prophecy
had been the two highest forms
of revelation. However, they had
given way to God’s full revelation
in Christ (Heb. 1:1-3). This is what
the appearance of Moses and Elijah
represented.
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Apparently desiring to prolong
the experience, Peter offered to build
three shelters. But that would have
placed Jesus on the same level with
Moses and Elijah. A sign of equal-
ity with Moses and Elijah would
have been flattering for an ordinary
person, but Jesus is infinitely greater
than those two men.

After Peter’s inappropriate
remark, the Father testified to Jesus’
divine identity, much like He had
done at Jesus’ baptism (Mark 1:11).
And because Jesus is the Son of God,
the disciples were to obey Him.

It is important that we go beyond
the disciples in understanding this
incident. The Transfiguration was

62

related to Jesus’ approaching death.
Mark tells us that Elijah and Moses
talked with Jesus, but doesn’t give
the topic of conversation. Luke tells
us that they talked about Jesus’
death (Luke 9:31)—the very subject
Jesus had begun discussing with His
disciples six days earlier.

Death, especially death by cru-
cifixion, was so closely associated
with shame that the Transfigura-
tion was needed to show that Jesus’
death would be one of glory. He
who is not only superior to Moses
and Elijah but also equal with the
Father displayed His glory on the
Cross.

Ask Yourself . . . What evidences of
God's glory can I praise Him for today?

Lesson 7



| Jesus Further
" Trains the Twelve

Jesus Comes Down
from the Mountain
(9:9-29)

a

[Jesus said,] “Everything is pos-
sible for one who believes.” Imme-
diately the boy’s father exclaimed,
“I do believe; help me overcome
my unbelief!” —Mark 9:23b, 24

As we learned in the previous
lesson, Jesus considered it important
for Peter, James, and John to see
Him in His glory. However, it was
still necessary for Jesus to keep the
lid on His divine identity in pub-
lic. The need for secrecy about that
would continue until after Jesus’
resurrection.

The phrasing of Jesus’ command
for silence raised questions in the
minds of the disciples. From reading
the prophecy of Daniel, the disciples
knew about the Son of Man. But
they did not understand what death
and resurrection could have to do
with that glorious figure.

Their question about Elijah may
have been meant to challenge Jesus’
declaration that He must die. They
probably had in mind the popular

Lesson 8

Mark 9:9—10:52

teaching that Elijah would return
to earth and would anoint the Mes-
siah for immediate leadership. Since
Elijah had already appeared (9:1),
the sufferings Jesus had described
before the Transfiguration would
seem to them to be unnecessary.
However, the popular view went
beyond Scripture, which only says
that Elijah would prepare for the
Messiah by readying hearts for sal-
vation (Mal. 3:1; 4:5, 6).

Actually, those prophecies
referred not to the real Elijah, who
had appeared with Jesus on the
mountain, but to one who was like
Elijah, that is, John the Baptist. And
now like John the Baptist, Jesus had
to suffer and die. The suffering of
both was portrayed in Scripture
(I'Kings 19:1, 2; Isa. 52:13—53:12).

When Jesus, Peter, James, and
John rejoined the other nine dis-
ciples, they were met with a prob-
lem. The nine had tried to deliver a
boy from a demon, but had failed.

This episode had led to an argu-
ment with the teachers of the law.
Of course, the disciples were defen-
sive because of their inability to
work the miracle. Like many today,
they used arguments to cover up
their inadequacy.
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| Jesus Teaches about
4 Greatness (9:30-50)

Sitting down, Jesus called the
Twelve and said, “Anyone who
wants to be first, he must be the -
very last, and the servantof all.” '
—Mark 9:35b

Jesus’ focus was more and more
on His own approaching death and
resurrection. He knew the disciples
needed more preparation before
that time came, so He spoke in plain

It appears from Mark 9:17 that the
man whose son was possessed had

miracle. But in Jesus” absence he had
presented his appeal to the disciples.
Then the disciples’ weak faith had
negatively affected the man’s faith.

After Jesus cast out the demon,
the disciples were anxious to dis-
cover the reason for their failure.
His reminder about prayer probably
means they had assumed that the
power to heal was in themselves,
not in God. :

Our biggest failures are failures
of faith. And our lack of faith often
becomes noticeable in our lack of
prayer.

Ask Yourself . . . What does my prayer
life say about my faith in Christ?
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and simple terms. But they did not

understand.

Jesus’ words about His death
form a striking contrast with the
disciples’ argument about greatness.
He was facing crucifixion; they were
cultivating their ambitions. We well
might wonder how they could be so
self-centered in the presence of One

‘tl
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When Jesus asked them what
they were talking about, it wasn’t
because He didn’t know. He wanted
them to say it out loud in His pres-
ence. Many things we would say
to ourselves or to our close friends
we would not want to repeat in the
Master’s presence.

Jesus saw this as an opportunity
to address the issue of greatness.
And He did so by defining and illus-
trating greatness through a single
action. He stood a small child in
their midst. A great person is one
who serves seemingly insignificant
people such as children.

. Another dimension of the issue
of greatness comes up in verse 38.
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Mark 9:9—10:52

Speaking for the Twelve, John com-
plained that a man not of their group
was casting out demons. John was
not suggesting that the man was not
a follower of Christ; he probably
was. Instead, John objected because
the man was not of their group. Jesus
had given the Twelve authority to
cast out demons in His name, and
here was an outsider doing the same!
Of course, it didn’t help that the
stranger was succeeding where the
disciples had failed (vs. 18).

The kind of greatness the
disciples defended was rooted

ATTITUDES
TOWARD

CHILDREN

In first century Palestinian
culture, older people were
revered. Although the Jews did,
of course, love their children,
often they considered children
to be of lesser value than adults.
Some might even consider
daughters a disadvantage. In
contrast, Jesus welcomed boys

and girls. He healed and blessed

them, and cited their trustfulness
as an example for adults.

Lesson 8

in pride. But according to Jesus’
definition, greatness overflows with
humility. The disciples associated
greatness with the sense of power
that comes from doing mighty
deeds. But Jesus reminded them
that greatness is nothing of the kind.
Genuine greatness will show itself
most often in simple deeds of kind-
ness, such as offering a cup of water.

Ask Yourself . .. How often do I do
deeds of love when I am not noticed?

Rather than concern themselves
with their own greatness, the dis-
ciples should have been
thinking about how they
were influencing others
and what was influencing
them. That’s the subject of
Mark 9:42-50.

A person’s character will
be evident in the way that
person treats those who
are of little consequence
in the eyes of the world.
When Jesus mentioned
“these little ones” (vs. 42),
He was probably referring,
specifically, to children.
But the point applies to all
who are powerless.

God is the champion
of those who cannot help
themselves. Those who
abuse helpless people will
have to deal with God.
And they would be better
off swimming with a mill-
stone around their neck.
Unless they repent, judg-
ment is inevitable.

Another kind of influ-
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_ ence concerned Jesus as well: the

influence of the flesh on our spiritual

welfare. Jesus said that if one part
of our body would make us fall into
sin, we should eliminate that part.
Some have taken these words liter-
ally and have mutilated themselves.
But that was not Jesus’ intent. Cut-
ting off one hand won’t keep you-
from sinning with the other. And
what one eye can see, the other can
see as well.
At issue here is not body parts,
but the rationalization that a person
_..can’t say no to_ temptation. Jesus
taught that we must say no. Temp-
tation has less to do with external
attractions than with our inner
drives. We should be willing to
deprive ourselves of any physical
pleasure that would draw us away
from God’s will. It is not easy, but
it is far better, to suffer with unful-
filled desires now than to fulfill

. ]esus Teaches about
> Marriage and
Children (10:1-16)

[He said to them,] “Truly I tell you,

-anyone who will not receive the

kingdom of God like a little child
will never enter it.” v
—Mark 10:15

Mark concluded his account of
Jesus’ Galilean ministry with chap-
ter 9. Then he skipped over a period

of about five months and focused on
Jesus’ final ministries (see p. 111).
From this point on, events moved
quickly and inevitably toward Ieru-

" salem and the Cross.

Mark 10 covers Jesus’ Perean

. ministry. Perea was a region lying

east of the Jordan River. The events
recorded in this chapter immedi-

them improperly and wmd upin
hell.

Jesus’ words in verse 49 about
being salted with fire presumably
are a prediction that those who fol-
low Him will live with suffering and
persecution. But since salt is a sym-
bol of purification, this indicates that
our trials and sacrifices will have a
cleansing effect on us.

Verse 50 indicates that those who
remain true to Christ will have a
salting, or saving, effect upon those
around them. :

Ask Yourself . .. Who are the peoﬁle
under my mﬂuence’ How am I influ-
encmg them?
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ately preceded the last week of
Christ’s earthly life. ’

As Jesus made His way toward
Jerusalem, five different groups
or individuals came to Him with
requests: (1) Pharisees, (2) parents
with their children, (3) a rich man,
(4) James and John, and (5) a blind
beggar named Bartimaeus. Of these .
five groups or individuals, only two
asked their requests of Jesus prop-
erly, and so only those two received
what they wanted. :

The first of these five groups or’
individuals was the Pharisees. They
questioned Jesus with the intent of
testing Him. Jesus, however, refused
to fall into their trap. Instead, He
disarmed them with two texts they
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did not generally associate with unimportant for Jesus” attention.
divorce. He pointed out from Genesis In contrast, Jesus held up the

1:27 that God made them “male and  attitude of a child as the model for
female,” and then from Genesis 2:24 those who want to enter His king-
that in marriage the two “become dom. Just as a child is dependent on
one flesh” (Mark 10:6-8). its parents, so a Christian is depen-

From these two texts He drew the  dent on God.
conclusion that divorce is
always a violation of God’s
ideal for marriage. That
ideal is one man and one
woman staying together for
a lifetime.

In private with His dis-
ciples, Jesus carried the mat-
ter further, citing two cases
of adultery. Jesus may have
had Herod Antipas and
Herodias in mind when He
said this, for they fit the two
cases perfectly. The main
principle is that anyone who
remarries after divorcing,
“except for sexual immoral-
ity” (Matt. 19:9), is guilty of
adultery.

Appropriately, after Jesus’
discussion on marriage (Mark
10:1-12) we have the incident
of His welcoming little chil-
dren (vss. 13-16). Jesus was
held in such high regard that
parents brought their chil-
dren to Him for a blessing.

: cy
was whatever lrntated the husband
Since Jesutibok s imto :"herefc&re, Ir:: dschool rfaught that a
Fiit aros) thetemisb have usband could divorce his wife for any

been small children. reason at all.
In rebuking the parents :
of the children, the disciples
probably were trying to
protect Jesus from interruption and
fatigue. Also, the disciples may have
been thinking the children were too

Ask Yourself . .. How can I trust God
more completely?
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Jesus Warns about
Wealth (10:17-31)

Jesus looked around and said to his

disciples, “How hard it is for the

rich to enter the kingdom of God!”
—Mark 10:23

Having said all He intended to
say, Jesus started to leave. But He
was interrupted by a wealthy young
man who was troubled by life’s
ultimate question: “What must I do
to inherit eternal life?” (vs. 17). Evi-
dently the young man expected to
be given a task he could accomplish
to win favor with God. But Jesus
always taught that eternal life is a
gift.

Before dealing with the young
man'’s question directly, Jesus called
attention to his unthinking use of
the word “good.” Probably jesus
meant that the young man should
seriously consider the implications
of calling Jesus good before using
that term.

Next, Jesus paraphrased those of
the Ten Commandments that con-
cern our relationships with other
people (Exod. 20:12-17; Deut. 5:16-
21). The young man felt confident
in that area. He claimed to have
obeyed those commandments since
he was a boy—probably meaning
since his bar mitzvah at the age of
thirteen.

The editorial remark in Mark
10:21 shows how Jesus’ love for all
people was individualized in this
situation. Out of love, Jesus told the
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young man something he didn’t
want to hear. Jesus told the man to
sell all and follow Him.

Jesus had touched the man’s
heart, and the man was devastated.
His face fell, he became gloomy,
and he went away grieved. Jesus
never specifically stated the one
thing the man lacked. But as soon
as He instructed him to sell all, the
one shortcoming took control of his
heart and dictated his response. He
chose his possessions over eternal
life.

Jesus’ command to sell everything
pointed to the commandments Jesus
didn’t mention: those requiring that
God be first. The man was an idola-
ter. Wealth was his god.

Ask Yourself . . . What one thing
would be most difficult for me to give up
for Jesus’ sake?

The disciples’ shocked response
shows that they had accepted the
common thinking of that day, name-
ly, that wealth is a sure indication
of God’s favor. Jesus rejected that
attitude.

While our sinfulness makes it
impossible for any of us to achieve
salvation on our own, the wealthy
have special temptations to sin. Yet
God can achieve the impossible: He
can change any human heart.

In light of the difficulties facing
the wealthy, Peter wanted reassur-
ance that he and the other disciples,
who had made themselves poor for
Christ’s sake, would receive God’s
blessing. Jesus gave him that assur-
ance. Although Christians suffer
hardship, our rewards are great.

Lesson 8



Mark 9:9—10:52

give His life as a ransom for many,

e

. Jesus Teaches and to pay for the sins of all who repent.
¥  Models Servanthood Jesus was the ultimate servant.
(10:32-52) Jesus turned greatness on its head,

reversing the relationship between
serving and being served. He said
Even the Son of Man did not come the truly important are those who
to be served, but to serve, and to make little of themselves and help
give his life as a ransom for many.  others. By Jesus’ definition, the
—Mark 10:45 lower you stoop to serve others, the
higher you climb on the ladder of

Jesus and His disciples were greatness.
on their last journey to Jerusalem.
Something in the Master’s appear-
ance or manner astonished the
disciples. Everyone had a sense of
impending disaster.

This third prediction of Jesus’
death seems to have been fuller and
more specific than those that came
before. The end was at hand. He had
said most of this before, but now it
had a deepened intensity. ,

While Jesus was preoccupied with
His death, the disciples were ambi-
tious for success. James and John
made a special appeal for position
and power in Christ’s kingdom.
Their motive for asking was the
same as the other disciples” motive
for objecting to their asking. All
wanted to be first. All wanted to be
served.

Jesus capitalized on the occasion
by reaffirming His teachings on
servanthood. The citizens of His
kingdom will not try to rule others.
Rather, they will look for ways to
serve.

Verse 45 could be called the
key verse of the Gospel. Jesus had
already said He would die. Here He
said why He would die. He would

Ask Yourself . .. How can I better
serve others?
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In Jericho, Jesus modeled servant-
hood in the way He treated a blind
man. The blind man refused to be
silenced by the crowd, but kept
calling for Jesus” attention. Then
once Jesus asked to see him,
Bartimaeus discarded his cloak
and came immediately.

It might seem peculiar that Jesus
would ask a blind man what he
wanted. What could be more
obvious than that a blind man
would want sight? But Jesus asked
the question for a good reason.
Bartimaeus, a beggar, could have
asked for money, thinking that
sight was too much to ask for. How
he answered was a reflection of
his faith. When he asked for sight,
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it was clear that he believed Jesus
could give him what he requested.

Many people spend too much
time in prayer seeking things that
make little difference. They need a
faith like Bartimaeus’s—one that is
bold and specific.

Ask Yourself . . . How is faith evident
in the way I pray?

In chapter 10 we found several
requests. But only the parents with
children and blind Bartimaeus
received their requests. The par-
ents wanted Jesus’ touch for their
children; Bartimaeus wanted to see.
Those were worthy requests. Our
worthy requests can be ours, too,
if we ask them in faith.
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)| Jesus Enters
- Jerusalem

Jesus Enters
Jerusalem to
Hosannas (11:1-11)

Those who went ahead and those
who followed shouted, “Hosanna!”
“Blessed is he who comes in the
name of the Lord!” —Mark 11:9

Passover was only a few days
away. Jerusalem was already fill-
ing up with pilgrims from all over.

Mark 11:1—12:12

Jesus, too, was expected to be there.

On every hand there were high
expectations and high tensions.
Jesus’ followers were hoping He
would use the great national cele-
bration to claim His place as King of
the Jews. The Jewish leaders were
hoping to find an opportunity to
capture and kill Him.

Knowing the danger, Jesus could
have stayed away. Yet He chose not
to stay away. He decided to enter
Jerusalem—but on His own terms.

Jesus had been making the trip to
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Jerusalem on foot. But on the road
approaching Bethphage (BETH-
fuh-jee) and Bethany, villages near

Jerusalem, He instructed two of His

disciples to go into Bethphage and
borrow a specified colt of a donkey.
It is not known whether Jesus had
arranged with someone to provide
the colt or whether He knew about
the colt supernaturally. At any rate,
the animal was an appropriate one.
It had never been ridden before,
which according to Jewish belief
made it especially suitable for reli-

... gIOUS PUTrPOSES,. . .. .. ... ..

When the crowd accompanymg
Jesus saw that He was going to ride
a colt, they knew He meant to enter
the city triumphantly. Pilgrims to
Jerusalem usually finished the last
stage of their journey on foot. Kings
and other leaders, such as victorious
generals, rode into the city on colts.

Jesus’ ride on a colt fulfilled

a makeshift saddle for Him. Many
other people used their outer gar-
ments as well as leafy branches to
soften His path. Quoting Psalm
118:25, 26, they shouted, “Hosanna!”
(literally, “Save now, we pray”) and
“Blessed is he who comes in the
name of the Lorp!” While the peo-
ple had an inaccurate view of Jesus’
messiahship, they at least recog-
nized Him as a potential deliverer.
The irony in this passage is that
within a week nearly all support for
Jesus melted away. It is even likely.
that some of the people shouting
“Hosanna!” were part of a later

crowd shouting “Crucify him!”
(Mark 15:13).
Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever said reli-

gious words msmcerely, just to go along
with a crowd? In the future how can I
resist the temptation to do so?

By the time Jesus crossed from the

Zechariah’s prophecy that the Mes-
siah would enter Zion “on a colt,
the foal of a donkey” (Matt. 21:5; see
Zech. 9:9). It may be, however, that
Jesus was the only one who recog-
nized this fulfillment of prophecy
at the time it occurred. But even if
some people understood that He
was coming as the Messiah, they
certainly misunderstood the nature
of His messiahship. The crowd may
have thought only that He had come
to Jerusalem to lead an uprising
against the Romans.

A wave of enthusiasm swept
over the crowd, and people began
to rejoice and show signs of respect
toward Jesus. Two of the disciples
gave their outer garments.to form
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Mount of Olives to Jerusalem, “it
was already late” (11:11). With
darkness coming on, most of the
people were beginning to leave the
temple, the shops, and the gates,
and were heading for their homes
or inns. So all Jesus did in Jerusalem
on this day was to stop briefly in the
temple area.

The phrase “He looked around at
everything” (vs. 11) in the temple
holds more significance than may
at first appear. As the Son of God,
Jesus was examining His property to
see how it was being used. He said
nothing, but from the events of the
next day we know what His
judgment was.

Jesus left Jerusalem and spent
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the night in Bethany, perhaps at the
home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus.
This withdrawal from the city may
have been for safety’s sake, since He
knew it was not yet time for Him

to fall into His opponents’ hands. It
may also have been to dramatize His
unwillingness to be a part of what
was going on in the temple.

b

As he taught them, he said, “Is

it not written: ‘My house will be
called a house of prayer for all
nations’? But you have made it ‘a
den of robbers.” ” —Mark 11:17

Jesus Clears the
Temple (11:12-19)

Leaving Bethany on Monday,
Jesus returned to Jerusalem. Along
the way He did a curious thing: He

cursed a fruitless fig tree. He did
not say why He did this, but the
meaning of the curse became plain
through what He did next. He emp-
tied the temple of people who were
behaving irreverently.

From His observations the previ-
ous day, Jesus knew that the temple
was being misused. People walking
between the city and the Mount of
Olives were carrying goods through
the temple courts as a convenient
shortcut. Money changers had set
up tables where they exchanged
Palestinian half-shekels (required
for paying the temple tax) for Greek
and Roman coins. Merchants were
selling sacrificial animals and items
used in worship rituals. Both the
money changers and the merchants
were taking advantage of pilgrims
by charging excessive rates. The
temple had become a “den of rob-
bers” (11:17; see Jer. 7:11).

Jesus was grieved that people

In early spring (the time of
Passover), a Judean fig tree
would produce unripe
figs, even though
most of its leaves had
not yet appeared.

The leaves usually
were not full nor the
fruit ripe before June.
A fig tree that Jesus
inspected had none of the
early figs. But it did have leaves
(Mark 11:13). Therefore, Jesus
made it a symbol of
hypocrisy.
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were using religion to exploit others.

But perhaps His greatest grief was
that Gentiles were being prevented
from worshiping in the temple. The
temple was supposed to be “a house
of prayer for all nations” (Mark
11:17; see Isa. 56:7), but traffic and
business occupied the Court of Gen-
tiles—the only part of the temple
that Gentiles could enter. This situ-
ation was especially grievous with
Passover coming on. So Jesus chased
the merchants out of the Court of
Gentiles, and then kept everyone
else out who did not have a legiti-

mate reason for being there.

When earlier in the day Jesus had
cursed the fig tree, it wasn't
the fruitlessness of the tree that
annoyed Him. He was grieved over
the religious system that He had
observed the previous day. It had
gone corrupt.

Jesus found a fitting symbol for
that fruitless system in the fruitless
tree. In the tree, the leaves masked
the fact that it bore no fruit. In the
religious system, the outward busy-
ness of the temple obscured the fact
that the people were not bearing the

7.
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fruit of faith. Both were hypocritical.
If we are not vigilant, a simi-
lar hypocrisy can grow up in our
churches. We must be careful to
have more concern for people and
their fellowship with God than we
do for the buildings, programs, and
forms of religion.

Ask Yourself. .. How can I help my -
church focus on what’s most important?

Jesus’ display of holy wrath in the

temple earned the approval of many

" people. But it angered the religious
leaders, who probably benefited
financially from the trade. They
especially feared that Jesus’ popular-
ity endangered their own standing
in the people’s eyes. Therefore, the
chief priests and teachers of the law
combined forces in seeking Jesus’
death.

After cleansing the temple, Jesus
apparently spent the rest of the
daylight hours teaching publicly in
Jerusalem.

| Prayer with Faith
221 (11:20-25)

Therefore I tell you, whatever you
ask for in prayer, believe that you
have received it, and it will be
yours. —Mark 11:24

The next morning Jesus and His
disciples passed by the fig tree they
had seen the day before. Miracu-
lously, the fig tree had withered. -

Leséon 9

Mark’s comment that it was dead
“from the roots” (vs. 20) may reveal
another part of its symbolism. The
religious leaders, who should have
been the source of nourishment (the

“roots”) for the people, were spiritu-
ally dead. Thus the nation had w1th-
ered spiritually.

Peter pointed out the way Jesus’

_curse had affected the fig tree.

Apparently this surprised Peter.

By this time he should have known

better. Peter had seen Jesus do more

spectacular miracles than this one.
Jesus replied by telling the dis-

ciples that if they had faith in God,

even greater miracles than the

withering of a tree could be accom-

plished through them.

. The extreme example He used

to illustrate this statement drew on -

their circumstances at the moment.
They were on or near the summit of
the Mount of Olives. In the distance
to the east lay the Dead Sea. Jesus
said a person of faith could order
the mountain to throw itself into the
sea. The key is faith.

For the person who submits to
God'’s sovereign will, nothing will
ever be impossible. Such faith is -

a confidence in the goodness and
power of God, who does all things
well.

Not only faith, but also our treat-
ment of others can affect our rela-
tionship with God. If we have not
forgiven others, we will not be for-
given by God (Mark 11:25).

Ask Yourself . . . Is there anyone .
whom I need to forgive for a wrong
against me? -
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Note: Mark 11:26 does not appear
in the earliest and most reliable
manuscripts of Mark. New Testa-
ment scholars believe it was inserted
at some point from Matthew 6:15.

" Jesus’ Enemies
¥=  Question His
Authority
(11:27-33)

“By what authority are you doing

these things?” they asked. “And

who gave you authority to do this?”
—Mark 11:28

Jesus returned to Jerusalem a
third day, Tuesday. He came this
time to instruct the people.

~ While He was walking in the
temple courts, He was confronted
by delegations from three groups
of leaders: the chief priests, the
teachers of the law, and the elders.
The chief priests probably included
the ruling high priest, Caiaphas; a
former high priest, Annas; and pos-
sibly members of their families. The
teachers of the law were men who
studied and taught religious law.
The elders were influential laymen.
All three groups included members
of the national ruling council, the
Sanhedrin.

After Jesus cleared the temple,

a confrontation with the religious
leaders was inevitable. They felt it
was their business to know why
Jesus thought He had authority to
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drive out those who were engag-
ing in customary temple activities.
They didn’t focus their complaint
on Jesus’ deeds, but rather on His
authority.

When Jesus answered their ques-
tion with a question, He was using a
common debating technique of the
rabbis. His question also put the reli-
gious leaders on the defensive. Their
attitude toward John the Baptist had
revealed that these men would not
recognize anyone’s authority unless
it served their own purposes. So
Jesus forced them into an impossible
position by asking them about the
authority behind John's baptism.

The religious leaders could not
answer His question without either
alienating the crowd or supporting
Jesus’ position. In spite of their con-
tempt for the common people, the
religious leaders feared them. The
multitudes had held John in high
esteem during his lifetime, and still
did. So the leaders were afraid to say
anything against John. But if they
acknowledged that John's authority
came from heaven, then they would
also have to acknowledge Jesus’
authority. That’s because John had
told the nation to accept Jesus.

Inevitably, the religious leaders
claimed ignorance. Jesus won the
argument about the source of His
authority before it really started.

We should never read of the hos-
tile leaders without being concerned
about making the same mistake
they did. When God’s will does not
match up with our ideas or wishes,
we should not question His right to
do as He pleases. We should look

Lesson 9

for the fault in ourselves rather than
question His sovereignty. We must
trust God because He is God.

Ask Yourself . . ; In what areas of
my life do. I need to acknowledge God’s
authority?

1 Jesus Describes the
2 Religious Leaders
(12:1-12)

Haven’t you read this passage of
Scripture: “The stone the builders
rejected has become the corner-
stone”?

—Mark 12:10

We have seen how the religious
leaders felt toward Jesus. Now Jesus
used a parable to reveal His attitude
toward them.

Jesus’ parable about the tenants of
a vineyard accurately reflects land
practices in His day. Large tracts
of agricultural land were owned
by wealthy people who lived else-
where. The land was worked by
tenant farmers, who often coveted
the land for themselves. Sometimes
the farmers conspired to take over
ownership of the land.

But despite its realism, Jesus’
parable is not about land owner-
ship disputes. It is about the men to
whom He had just been speaking,
namely, the religious leaders.

Study the elements involved in the
parable: The vineyard owner is God.
The vineyard is God’s kingdom. The
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tenants are the spiritual leaders of
the Jewish nation. The servants are

God'’s prophets. And the son is Jesus.

Most irritating of all to the lead-
ers was Jesus’ quotation from Psalm
118. Perhaps by choosing to quote
from this psalm, He was meaning to
reinforce the hosannas of the crowd
during His triumphal entry. The
crowd had used the same psalm.

On this occasion Jesus quoted
Psalm 118:22 and 23, identifying
Himself as the cornerstone of true
religion. The leaders, who consid-
ered themselves spiritual builders,
had examined Jesus and judged
Him unworthy
of their structure.
God, however, has
placed Him at the
most prominent
position.

There are still
those who
reject jesus
when
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He does not advance their cherished
private ambitions. Such rejection is
as dangerous now as it was then.
What matters most is not that we
achieve our own goals in life. What
matters most is that we acknowl-
edge the centrality of Jesus Christ.

Ask Yourself . . . Do I have any goals
that I cannot fulfill while at the same
time lifting up Jesus Christ? If so, how
should I change those goals?

Vineyards in Jesus’ day often had
watchtowers like this one.

TR

A
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| Jesus Answers
" Questions

Is It Right to Pay
Taxes? (12:13-17)

|

Then Jesus said to [the Pharisees
and Herodians], “Give back to
Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God
what is God’s.” And they were
amazed at him. —Mark 12:17

Jesus taught many of His lessons
in circumstances we would consider
less than perfect. He seldom enjoyed
an environment like a classroom
where students were waiting to
learn. Instead, sometimes He gave
instruction in the midst of meeting
people’s needs. At other times, He
taught the principles of His king-
dom while traveling. Yet in each
situation He showed Himself the
Master Teacher, capable of using
every issue to communicate truth.

Passages covered in this lesson
show Jesus teaching others through
His responses to their questions.
The first question came from some
Pharisees and Herodians sent by an
unidentified “they” (vs. 13). “They”
probably were members of the San-
hedrin, the national ruling council
of the Jews. These men had made it

Lesson 10

Mark 12:13-44

their business to destroy Christ, so
they sent their handpicked repre-
sentatives in hopes of catching Him
with clever words. Their plan was
entrapment; their method, flattery.

The Sanhedrin chose their delega-
tion carefully. Pharisees disliked the
payment of taxes to Rome, though
they did not outright oppose it as
did a militant group called the Zeal-
ots. The Zealots saw the payment of
taxes as a concession to worship of
the Roman emperor. Herodians, on
the other hand, taught that it was
proper to respect political leaders
who might in return favor the Jews.
The Herodians supported Roman’
rule, including Roman taxation.

By sending Pharisees and Hero-
dians to ask Jesus about paying
taxes, the Sanhedrin intended to
create an artificial conflict between
duty to God and duty to govern-

. ment. They assumed they had set

the perfect trap for the Galilean
carpenter. Jesus, they thought, must
risk being accused of either support-
ing emperor worship or advocating
a tax revolt. Thus they thought He
would have no choice but to alien-
ate one part of the population or
another—those who agreed with the
Zealots or those who agreed with
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the Herodians.

Jesus knew that the Pharisees
and Herodians did not really
respect Him, and He knew why
they asked Him about taxation. So
He did not directly answer their
question. Instead, He asked
them whose picture was on a
Roman denarius.

They answered
Him with a
name the
Pharisees
didn’t even
like to pro-
nounce:
Caesar.
Based on
this, Jesus
taught that
Jews should
give to Cae-
sar the taxes
that belonged
to him.

More impor-
tantly, Jesus taught
that every person should give to
God what belongs to Him. Just as
the denarius bore Caesar’s image,
we bear God’s image. Government
will have to be content with our
money. God demands our hearts.

This is a lesson on priorities. The
Pharisees and Herodians had not
put God first. People who neglect
life’s highest priority tend to confuse
their other priorities. Then they use
that confusion to justify their lack of
commitment to God.

For example, the workaholic has
no time for worship because he
“must provide for his family.” The
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In Jesus’ day, a
denarius often bore
the image of Emper-
or Tiberius Caesar
(reigned A.o. 14-37)
on the front and the
image of a pagan
priestess on the back.

leisure enthusiast has no time for
Kingdom service because he “needs
his relaxation.” While both work
and leisure are essential to a healthy
life, neither can be done properly
until one’s first priority is obeying
God.

The principle applies to every-
thing from taxes to television. Put
Jesus first, and then you can fulfill
your other responsibilities in their
proper order.

Ask Yourself . . . Judging from the
way I spend my time and money, what
could people conclude is my highest
priority?
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knew the power of God, they would
realize that He can provide a new
existence for believers that is radi-
cally different from this one.

Jesus’ revelation about our heav-
“Have you not read in the Book of enly state may be seen as either
Moses, in the account of the burn- good news or bad news, depending
ing bush, how God said to him, ‘I on one’s experience with marriage.
am the God of Abraham, the God Those who are disturbed at the
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He prospect of no marriage in heaven
is not the God of the dead, ;
but of the living.”

—Mark 12:26b, 27a

Since the Pharisees and
Herodians failed to trap
Jesus, the Sadducees tried
their hand. They thought
they had a foundation for
their argument in Deuter-
onomy 25:5, which was
designed to keep a family’s
inheritance from being
divided. But there was
not a shred of sincerity in
their motive for raising the
question about marriage in
heaven. It was merely an
attempt to force Jesus into
saying something for which
they could condemn Him.

Jesus responded by
announcing that their
question was irrelevant
because there is no mar-
riage in heaven. There we
will be like the angels—not
in every respect, but in our
not being married. (Inci-

dentally, by so saying, Jesus not believe in angels or demons. And
refuted the Sadducees’ they did not expect a Messiah.

belief that there are no

angels.) If the Sadducees
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need to understand that heaven is
not a place of diminished pleasures.
Heaven will enhance our intimacy
and multiply our joys. Once there,
we will no more look back with
longing at what we have left behind
than an adult, while enjoying a
hearty meal, wishes to return to eat-
ing strained vegetables.

Next, Jesus addressed the real
question behind the question of the
Sadducees. They actually wanted
to know whether Jesus agreed with
them that there is no resurrection.
Or did He agree with the Pharisees,
who believed in life after death? Is
there a resurrection of the dead?

Jesus responded by turning to
the Sadducees’ favorite authority:
Moses. From a passage on the burn-
ing bush (Exod. 3:6), Jesus demon-
strated that resurrection is a reality.
In speaking to Moses, God had
indicated that He is currently related
to people who had long been dead.
That meant they had not ceased to
exist. If the Sadducees knew the
Scriptures, they would see that this
is true.

Some Christians today need a
revival of belief in life after death.
Their shortcoming is like that of the
Sadducees. As they consider death,
they “do not know the Scriptures
or the power of God” (Mark 12:24).
They live every day with the sting of
death in their hearts and the victory
of the grave hanging over them.

Ask Yourself . . . How can thoughts of
resurrection improve my enjoyment of

daily life?
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Which
Commandment Is

Most iImportant?
(12:28-34)

“Love the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your soul
and with all your mind and with all
your strength. . .. Love your neigh-
bor as yourself.”

—Mark 12:30, 31

Many people listened to Jesus’
debate with the Sadducees. One
of them, a teacher of the law, was
impressed by what Jesus said. A
third question came from him: “Of
all the commandments, which is the
most important?” (vs. 28).

The teacher of the law was not
asking Jesus to select the one com-
mandment that people could least
afford to disobey. Rather he was
asking if there is a class of laws, or
even one specific law, that repre-
sents the entire body of law.

One striking difference between
Jesus and the religious leaders of
His day was the difference between
their tendency to make many laws
out of a few and His gift for mak-
ing few laws out of many. They had
identified a law for every Hebrew
letter (613 of them) in the Ten Com-
mandments. Generally, they empha-
sized laws about external behavior,
such as maintaining cleanness and
keeping the Sabbath.

Jesus, by contrast, summarized
the entire law very briefly: Love
God! Jesus knew that the Father did
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not give the law to burden people
with endless rules, but so that they
would love Him. Obedience should
be an outgrowth of love for God.

Jesus’ first quotation was from
Deuteronomy 6:4, 5. Together, the
words “heart,” “soul,” “mind,”
and “strength” are a way of say-
ing “entire being.” Every part of us
should be involved in our devotion
to God.

But that command does not stand
alone. We need to work out our love
for God in daily life. A supreme love
for God will always find expression

e

The Shema

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our
God, the Lord is one” (Mark
12:29; see Deut. 6:4). This was
the basic creed of the Jewish
people. It was called the Shema
[sheh-MAH], after its first word
in Hebrew.

Many Jews recited the Shema
twice a day—first thing in the
morning and last thing in the
evening, as Deuteronomy
6:7 required. It was the first
sentence taught baby boys.
Often it was the last words on
the lips of a dying Jew. Thus
every day and every life was
symbolically enclosed within this
declaration of the oneness and
unigueness of God:

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our
God, the Lord is one.”

in unselfish love for others. That is
why, for the second greatest com-
mandment, Jesus quoted Leviticus
19:18.

We must always use the two prin-
ciples of a supreme love for God and
an unselfish love for others to test
the priorities by which we order our
daily lives. If we fail these tests, then
our life, and even our religion, will
bring little fulfillment.

Ask Yourself . . . In the coming week
how can'I show my love for God by the
way I love others?

When Jesus quoted the two most
important commandments, some-
thing in the teacher of the law
responded to His words. The teach-
er repeated Jesus’ words and added
that love was superior to the sacri-
ficial system. This was an improve-
ment over the common teaching
of the time that love and sacrifices
were equal. The teacher was not yet
a believer in Jesus, but he did have
some understanding of the nature of
the Kingdom.

d

As he taught, Jesus said, “Watch
out for the teachers of the law.”
—Mark 12:38a

How Is the Messiah
David’s Son?
(12:35-40)

Because of Jesus’ masterful
answers, the people were afraid to
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ask Him any more questions. He,
however, had a question for them.
He wasn’t content with amazing
the crowds (12:17) and silencing His
enemies (vs. 34). He hadn’t come to
earth to make good impressions or
to coexist peacefully with wicked-
ness. He had come to confront evil
with good. Thus He deliberately
exposed the religious leaders’ inad-
equate teachings about the Messiah.

On this matter, the leaders’ teach-
ing was correct as far as it went.
They were just not teaching enough.
They taught that the Messiah would
be the “son,” or descendant, of King
David. But they placed all their
emphasis on the Messiah’s Davidic
sonship, and none on His divine
lordship.

As Jesus pointed out, the word
“Lord” is used in Psalm 110:1 in
the sense of one who has authority
over another. It even implies deity.
That verse, composed by David,
refers to the Messiah. So Jesus in
essence asked, “How can David’s
descendant be his superior, even his
Lord?” In other words, “How can
the Messiah be ‘Lord” and human at
the same time?”

The question pointed to Jesus’
own nature. He is human as well
as God. Jesus was often called “Son
of David” (for example, see Mark
10:47), but few recognized Him as
the Son of God. So in one stroke,
Jesus corrected the teachers of the
law and clarified His identity as the
human-divine Messiah.

The crowd loved this, whether or
not they fully understood it. Finally
someone had the courage and the
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when He spoke of teach-
ers “devouring” widows’
houses (see Mark 12:40).

competence to put the teachers of
the law in their place.

But Jesus didn’t stop there.
Besides confronting their inadequate
teaching, He also attacked the teach-
ers of the law for their pride and

* hypocrisy.

The teachers of the law loved
recognition. They wore long, white
linen robes with fringes. These gar-
ments set them off from the com-
mon people. When the teachers
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passed in public, the people would
rise respectfully. The teachers
occupied the most important seats
in the synagogues, which were on
the bench before the “ark” contain-
ing the scrolls of Scripture. Sitting
there, the teachers could be seen by
all the other worshipers. The places
of honor at a banquet were at the
head of the table, especially next to
the host. When teachers of the law
occupied those places, all the other
guests could witness their favor
with the host.

But the teachers’ evil went
beyond loving public recognition.
They went further by mistreat-
ing others and conducting their
religious duties for selfish reasons.
The teachers’ thirst for power had
undermined their morals until they
viewed themselves as above the
laws they imposed on others.

Jesus exposed the hypocritical
motives behind their behavior. They
had made religion a vehicle for self-
advancement. They were ambitious
men who abused their office.

We need to beware of
hypocrites today. They
still use religion for per-
sonal profit.

Even more impor-
tantly, we need to
beware of hypocrisy in
ourselves. It’s easy to
depend more on impres-
sions than on genuine
goodness; it’s easy to use
people for our own advance-
ment.

Lesson 10

Ask Yourself . .. Which is a stronger
temptation for me: to use others to flat-
ter my pride, or to pretend I'm “spiri-
tual” when I'm not?

A Widow Gives All
She Has (12:41-44)

A poor widow came and put in
two very small copper coins, worth
only a few cents.

—Mark 12:42

After condemning the teach-
ers of the law for false piety, Jesus
drew His disciples’ attention to an
example of true piety.

Jesus watched people give their
offerings to the temple treasury in
the Court of Women. (Both men
and women used this court, but
women could not use the courts
closer to the temple.) The Court of
Women housed thirteen trumpet-
shaped containers for the
offerings that all Jews
were expected to give.

While Jesus watched,
wealthy people gave
large sums of money.
But a poor widow gave

two small coins, called
lepta, which were all the

The lepton was
the smallest and
least valuable
coin in Palestine
during Jesus’
time.
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money she had to live on. She could
have saved one of the coins for her-
self, but she gave both.

The rich may have been the teach-
ers of the law who had made their
money by stealing from widows.
Perhaps the widow was one of those
whose houses had been “devoured”
by the teachers of the law.

Jesus pointed to this poor widow
as an example of a generous and
obedient person. She was all that
the teachers of the law pretended
to be but were not. She had fulfilled
the greatest commandment. By her
actions, it was clear that she loved
God with all her heart, soul, mind,
and strength.

If we wish to give God the devo-
tion He desires, we should take the
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widow for our model. We should
seek her spirit of dependence on
God. And then as we live for the
Lord, we can be sure He notices our
smallest act of love.

Ask Yourself . . . What does it mean
for me to give God everything I have?

To our knowledge, this was Jesus’
last appearance in the temple and
the end of His public teaching. As
He looked ahead to the Cross, it
must have been discouraging to
consider the hostility of the religious
leaders, the corruption of the temple
system, the insincerity of the masses,
and the instability of the Twelve. Yet
in the midst of all this, He found joy
in watching one true worshiper.
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Jesus Predicts
" Near and Distant
- Events

The Disciples Ask
Jesus Questions
(13:1-8)

a

“Tell us, when will these things
happen? And what will be the sign
that they are all about to be ful-
filled?”

—Mark 13:4

Jesus commented on a widow's
generosity (as we studied in Lesson
10) while in an outer court of the
temple. As Jesus and His disciples
were leaving the temple area, Jesus
made the prediction recorded in
Mark 13:2. Then the group crossed
the Kidron Valley and climbed the

Mark 13

nearby Mount of Olives.

There Jesus taught about the dif-
ficult days ahead for His followers.
His words are apocalyptic, which
means they reveal information about
the future. This chapter of Mark falls
into the same category as large por-
tions of Daniel and Revelation.

Mark 13 is not an easy chapter,
and we cannot hope to comprehend
all that is in it. By its nature, proph-
ecy becomes completely clear only
at the time of its fulfillment. Some
details will remain obscure even
after we have made our best efforts
to comprehend them. So we should
not become distracted by specula-
tions about the obscure parts. Rath-
er, we must learn from and act upon
that which is clear.

Without intending to,
one of the disciples sup-
plied an opening for Jesus
to introduce the subjects
that were on His heart.
The disciple merely drew
Jesus’ attention to the
appearance of the temple.
It was an impressive

The Mount of Olives, as
seen from the old city of
Jerusalem
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In Jesus’ day the
temple, which had been
rebuilt about 515 B.c.,
was undergoing such
extensive remodeling
that it amounted to a
reconstruction. Though
begun by Herod the
Great shortly before
Jesus’ birth, the remod-
eling project was not
completed until A.0. 64.

Nevertheless, in Jesus’
lifetime it already was an

awe-inspiring structure.
Some of the stones
were more than 38

feet long, 12 feet high,

Herod’s Temple

and 18 feet deep. The
stones were white and
decorated with gold
and carvings.

cluster of buildings and courtyards.
Yet Jesus said all of it would be
destroyed.

As the disciples crossed to the
Mount of Olives, they had time to

reflect on Jesus’ shocking prediction.

To them, as to all Jews, the temple
was the place God’s presence dwelt
among them. Any suggestion that
it would be destroyed was highly
disturbing.

The disciples reacted to Jesus’
prediction by asking Him to explain
what He had meant by it. They
asked two questions: “When will
these things happen?” and “What
will be the sign that they are all
about to be fulfilled?” (vs. 4).
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Everything that follows in the chap-
ter was Jesus’ response to those
two questions. His answer to the
second question is in verses 5-27.
His answer to the first question is in
verses 28-32.

Jesus’ response to the disciples
revealed additional information,
not only about the destruction of
the temple, but also about His own
future return to earth in glory. Evi-
dently in Jesus’ mind those two
events were closely connected. That
is probably because the destruction
of the temple was, and the Second
Coming will be, a time of God’s
judgment on humanity. However, as
we well know, the destruction of the

Lesson 11



Mark 13

Jerusalem temple and Jesus’ second
coming are separated by a long
period of time.

More than trying to give the
disciples information, Jesus was
attempting to build their confidence.
He wanted them to remain faithful
in the face of peril. There would be
much to fear: deceivers, wars, natu-
ral disasters.

Mark’s first readers would
already have seen examples of
such disturbances. A famine struck
Judea in A.D. 44. An earthquake
rocked Crete around A.D. 46. Rebels
threatened the peace of the Roman
Empire.

People of every age need to learn
that only those who are faithful to
Jesus can enjoy security in the midst
of a crumbling world. No time or
place is free from upheavals. For
that reason we must rest our confi-
dence on those things that cannot
change. When we see institutions,
nations, and even religious orga-
nizations in which we have placed
our trust begin to fall apart, we can
reflect on the changelessness of God.
Our first duty is to know Him and
obey Him.

Then we need to understand
that the future holds no surprises
for Jesus. He knows what is ahead
and is preparing His people to deal
with the disturbing events they will
encounter. Those events only come
with His permission. And along
with the trials He gives grace to deal
with them.

Ask Yourself . .. Do pressures tend to
weaken my faith or build it up?

Lesson 11

Jesus Warns of
Dangers Ahead
(13:9-13)

“Everyone will hate you because of
me, but the one who stands firm to
the end will be saved.”

—Mark 13:13

Besides natural and national dis-
turbances, Jesus predicted personal
assaults against the faithful. More
than just Jerusalem and the temple
were at risk. There was even physi-
cal danger to the disciples. They
might lose their lives.

The threats to the faithful would
come from religious (“synagogues”),
political (“kings”), and family
(“brother”) fronts. Those who fol-
low Jesus Christ would become the
focus of hostility from unbelievers of
every stripe. The persecutions Jesus
predicted in verse 9 began early in
church history (see Acts 4). But the
persecution of believers will reach -
its high point in a period of great
tribulation that still lies in the future.

Christians too often expect to find
lasting peace within this world.
That’s not to suggest that we should
say or do anything deliberately to
provoke disfavor from others. It
only means that while we hope and
work for the best, we need to be pre-
pared for the worst. We cannot let
opposition discourage or destroy us.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever been per-
secuted for my faith in Jesus? If so, what
did I learn from the experience?
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Jesus promised the disciples that
when persecution came, they would
not need to be concerned about what
to say to their accusers. The Holy
Spirit would supply them with words
for their defense. We can see from
the Book of Acts that this prediction
too began to be fulfilled in the early
church. The promise of the Holy
Spirit’s prompting must have been a
comfort for shy Christians who were
arrested and brought before leaders.

Note, however, that this promise
is for those under persecution and
not for those who just don’t like
to study. There’s no basis here for
preachers or teachers to assume that
the Spirit will make up for their lack
of preparation.

The Fall of lerusalem
(13:14-23)

“When you see ‘the abomination
that causes desolation” standing
where it does not belong . . . then
let those who are in Judea flee to
the mountains.” —Mark 13:14

If the disciples were to survive the
threatening crisis, they would need
a plan of action. That’s what Jesus
gave them. He said they were to be
on the lookout for the “abomina-
tion that causes desolation” (vs. 14).
When they saw it, they were to flee.

The phrase “abomination that
causes desolation” came from Dan-
iel (Dan. 9:27; 11:31; 12:11). The first
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fulfillment of the prophecy occurred
in 167 B.c. At that time a Syrian ruler,
Antiochus Epiphanes, profaned the
temple by erecting in it an altar to the
pagan god Zeus. But Jesus’ warning
related to the second fulfillment of the
prophecy, which occurred at the time
of the siege and subsequent destruc-
tion of Jerusalem by the Roman gen-
eral (later emperor) Titus in A.D. 70.
During that invasion, Jewish Zealots
profaned the temple through a num-
ber of acts, including murder. (Jesus’
prophecy may also refer to actions of
the future Antichrist.)

 When the first-century Christians
saw the abomination in the temple,
they were to “flee to the moun-
tains” (Mark 13:14). The nearest
mountains, other than the ones that
Jerusalem itself was in, were many
miles away, across the Jordan River.
Nevertheless, the Christians were to
drop everything and take flight.

Jesus warned that such a tlight
would be difficult for pregnant
women as well as for families with
small children. And if it should hap-
pen in winter, the rainy season, then
crossing the swollen Jordan River
would be dangerous. But in any
case, all must run for refuge in the
mountains.

The believers were not to allow
themselves to be delayed from tak-
ing their flight by anyone claiming
that the Messiah had appeared.

The situation would be bad, but it
would not be the time for Christ to
come back. Anyone at that time who
claimed to be the Messiah, regard-
less of how impressive his proofs
might seem, would be a liar. The
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ﬂed to distant Pella in
some foothills of the
mountains across the
Jordan.

Christians could avoid this decep-
tion if they kept up their guard.

False messiahs will appear in
every generation to lead people
away from obedience to Jesus. Their
works will be outstanding and even
seem miraculous. But we must not
be impressed with their claims or
their deeds. More important than
any miraculous sign is that the char-
acter of the messenger be in confor-
mity with Christ.

Ask Yourself . .. What should I do if I
meet a “false messiah” tomorrow?

Lesson 11

¥ Jesus Gives Reason
for Hope (13:24-31)

“He will send his angels and gather
his elect from the four winds, from
the ends of the earth to the ends of
the heavens.” —Mark 13:27

Now Jesus seems to have turned
from the fall of Jerusalem to His
own return to earth. To clarify the
sequence of events, Jesus described
signs that will appear before His
second coming (“in those days”) but
after the fall of Jerusalem (“follow-
ing that distress,” vs. 24).

“The sun will be darkened, and
the moon will not give its light; the
stars will fall from the sky, and the
heavenly bodies will be shaken”
(vss. 24, 25). This imagery from the
Old Testament (particularly Isa.
13:10; 34:4) pictures the intervention
of God in history.

At that time, the Lord’s return will
be at hand. These verses, along with
the remainder of this chapter, focus
on Christ’s glorious return in power.

Jesus spoke these words to inspire
His followers to hope. Everything
about us that we are used to and
rely on may seem to collapse. But
one day all Christians everywhere
will be gathered into the presence
of God. What a marvelous day of
reunion that will be!

Unfortunately, many sermons
on the Second Coming frighten the
faithful. That's a shame. Jesus cer-
tainly did not intend to frighten His
people. In fact, quite the opposite.
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Although frighten-
ing events will come
to pass before Jesus
returns, He wanted
us to know that the
very disasters that
destroy the peace of
unbelievers can give
Christians reason to
hope. When distress
is upon the world, we
can look for Christ’s
return.

On that day, when
Jesus comes in power
and glory, God will
vindicate those who
have placed their
trust in His Son as
their only hope for
salvation. We will
see—indeed all will
see—that faith is
stronger than doubt,
good is stronger than
evil, love is stronger
than hate.

Ask Yourself- . . If
Jesus came back today,

Fig tree

would there be any-
thing of this world I
wouldn’t want to leave behind?

To encourage His disciples to look
for signs that His return is near,
Jesus told a parable about a fig tree.
Of the few trees in Palestine that
lose their leaves each winter, the fig
tree is the last to sprout new leaves
in the spring. So if you didn’t know
by any other means that summer is
near, you could know it by looking
at the fig tree. In the same way, an
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observant person will be a student
of the times and of Scripture.

Verse 30 has confused many. On
the surface it may seem as though
Jesus predicted His return within a
single lifetime. However, that obvi- .
ously cannot be the case, since He
has not yet returned. There must,
then, be another meaning.

Several ideas have been suggested
to explain this. Perhaps the best
explanation is that Jesus meant His
generation would not pass away
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before they saw the beginning of
the signs that point to His return. Jesus Exhorts His

The destruction of Jerusalem in A.p. Disciples (13:32-37)
70 was one of those signs. Most

of Jesus’ early disciples lived long

enough to witness that event. “Be on guard! Be alert! You do not
While verse 30 may be confusing ~ know when that time will come.”

to some Christians, verse 31 should —Mark 13:33

be comforting to all Christians. Jesus

will come again. We have His word Jesus concluded His prophetic

on it. teaching with an exhortation. It can

be summed up in one word: watch!
Ask Yourself . . . What change do | Yet while there are some signs of
most look forward to experiencing when  ho Second Coming that can be seen

Jesus returns? and heeded, there are other facts

that cannot be known
‘ ~ with certainty. Specifi-
| cally, we cannot know

precisely when Jesus
will return. That is the
reason why we all must
be watchful.

Jesus gave some infor-
mation to His followers
so that we will not lose
WATCHES b hope. He withheld other

.| information so that we
will not become careless.
The servant who knows
it will be months before
his master returns may
ignore his duties until
just before the appointed
time. But the servant
who doesn’t know exact-
ly when His master will
come back is more likely
to be vigilant at all times.

No one can interpret

In ancient times the night
was divided into watches.
During each of the watches a
guard would patrol, looking
for robbers or enemies.

Jews divided the night
into three watches: sunset—
10:00 p.m., 10:00 p.m.—2:00
AM., 2:00 A.M.— sunrise.
Romans had four watches:
6:00-9:00 p.Mm., 9:00 p.M.—
midnight, midnight-3:00

the si f the ti
A.M., and 3:00-6:00 a.m. Mark peigcgg;%omee ;l)r::;le
13:35 reflec(s the Roman think they can, but they

_practice. always fall into error,
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often taking others with them. All last times, so that we will watch for
must stay alert. Jesus’ return.

The closing command to “watch” To believers of all times, these
was appropriate for the disciples words serve, not as a springboard
as they approached the fall of Jeru- for fanciful speculation, but as a
salem. And it is appropriate for us serious call to obedience and evan-
today. These are uncertain times. gelism. So watch!

We need to watch.

The primary purpose of Mark 13
is not to disclose secrets of the end
times. Jesus’ intent was to encourage
faithfulness and obedience during
times of great distress. These words
had a profound relevance for the
early Christians as they faced the
instability of those times along with
persecution for their faith. These
words also have great relevance
for those of us who live in these

Ask Yourself . .. How can I be more
watchful for Jesus’ return?
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™ 4 Jesus Lets
—i Himself Be Taken

Mary Anoints Jesus
for Burial (14:1-11)

“She did what she could. She
poured perfume on my body
beforehand to prepare for my
burial.” —Mark 14:8

It's appropriate that the setting of
Mark 14 is the Jewish Passover. At
the original Passover, lambs were
slain as substitutes for firstborn chil-

Mark 14

dren. Now Jesus would die as the
fulfillment of that symbol. He was
our Passover Lamb, dying in our
place.

The story of a woman anoint-
ing Jesus (vss. 3-9) is positioned
in Mark’s Gospel in such a way
that one might assume the anoint-
ing occurred during the Passover.
However, John 12 reveals that this
anointing actually took place on the
previous Friday. Mark included the
story here, not to confuse the order
of events, but because its meaning

festival.

Two Feasts

Passover was the yearly festival of national redemption. The Passover
lamb was killed in the afternoon of the fourteenth of Nisan (a month
corresponding to March/April). The Passover meal was eaten after
sunset (the start of a new day, the fifteenth) but before midnight.
The Feast of Unleavened Bread began on the fifteenth and continued
through the twenty-first day of the same month. By Jesus’ time the two
feasts were treated as one, so that essentially Passover was a week-long

Sundown

: Passover
14 Sl 16 17 18 19 20 2]
! ] Feast of
5 ' Unleavened
BUE 16 17 18 19 (20 21 22 Bfl:e*‘)’d
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was closely related to Christ’s death.
Jesus Himself identified this anoint-
ing as a burial rite.

The Gospel of John also reveals
that the woman who anointed Jesus
was Mary, the sister of Martha and
Lazarus. Mary wanted to show her
love and respect for Jesus, so she
brought to Him one of her most
valuable possessions. This was an
alabaster jar containing a rose-
colored ointment made from the
roots and stems of the Indian nard
plant. Mary broke the neck of the jar,
which contained only one applica-
tion. Then she poured the ointment
on Jesus’ head and feet.

Judas (John 12:4) and others
objected to this apparent waste.

But Jesus defended Mary. She had
performed a loving service that was
especially appropriate in light of His
approaching death.

Mary’s unselfish act shines all
the brighter because of its contrast
with the behavior of others at that
time. It contrasted with the way the
disciples were competing for power
(Mark 10:37, 41). Even more strik-
ingly, Mary’s generous act contrast-
ed with the way Judas traded Jesus
to the chief priests for money.

Ask Yourself . . . Should I give an
extravagant gift to Jesus just to express
my love and gratitude?

Jesus’ remark that there will
always be poor people (Mark 14:7)
should not be taken as an indication
that He lacked concern for the poor.
In fact, He was always the champion
of the oppressed and the afflicted.
By making that remark, Jesus meant
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that His followers would have many
opportunities to help the needy. But
only a short time remained for His
disciples to show Him their love
before He died.

Greed seems to have played a part
in Judas'’s betrayal of the Lord. But
the total motivation for his betrayal
may always remain a mystery.

How could someone observe Jesus’
love and goodness for years, then
turn around and give Him up to
killers? We don’t know how, but it
happened.

Jesus Offers His
Body and Blood
(14:12-26)

“Truly I tell you, I will not drink
again of the fruit of the vine until
that day when I drink it new in the
kingdom of God. “

—Mark 14:25

To maintain his appearance of
faithfulness, Judas remained with
the apostles. This meant, of course,
that he was with them for their
observance of Passover, a national
religious festival celebrating the
Hebrews’ escape from Egypt in the
time of Moses. Jesus’ Passover meal
with His disciples took place, by
prior arrangement, in the second-
story room of a house in Jerusalem.

During the Passover meal, Jesus
let Judas know that He was aware
of Judas’s agreement with the reli-
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gious leaders. That must have been
an anxious moment for Judas, wait-
ing to hear whether Jesus would
identify him as a traitor. Yet Judas
coolly joined with the others in ask-
ing, “Surely you don’t mean me?”
(vs. 19).

Judas need not have feared being
exposed. Jesus would not betray
His betrayer. He knew that Judas’s
treachery was part of the Father’s
will for His death. Evidently, the
other disciples did not
suspect Judas’s guilt
even when he left the
supper early (John
13:28-30).

Jesus applied some
of the elements of the
ritual meal to Himself.
And He used them to
establish a new practice,
which we call the Lord’s
Supper.

According to tradi-
tion, one of the items
on the menu of the
Passover meal was
unleavened bread. This
bread without yeast
reminded the Jews that
their ancestors had not
taken time to let their
bread rise before leav-
ing Egypt. Jesus broke
some of this flat, hard
bread and compared it
to His body.

Participants in the
Passover celebration
drank four cups of
wine. Each cup rep-
resented a promise in
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Exodus 6:6 and 7: “I will bring you
out. .. I will free you from being
slaves . .. I will redeem you . .. I will
take you as my own people.” Jesus
used the third cup in reference to
His blood, because His death would
bring redemption for sinners. Final-
ly, He refused the fourth cup until
He could (symbolically) drink it in
the coming fullness of the Kingdom.
In establishing the Lord’s Supper,
Jesus made a transition from the old
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covenant to the new. The old cove-
nant-was based on the system-of sae-
rifices and ceremonies that reminded
people of their need for salvation.
The new covenant is based on the
sacrifice of Christ. In His death, He
fulfilled all that was symbolized in
the old covenant and provided a
complete means of forgiveness.

The Lord’s Supper can have great
benefits for us if we understand that
it is an occasion for remembering.

It is designed to trigger feelings of
humility and gratitude for what
Christ has done in our behalf. It reaf-
firms our faith in Him.

Ask Yourself . .. The next time I par-
take of the Lord’s Supper, what should I
be thinking about?
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jesus Proﬁhesies
and Prays
(14:27-42)

C

Returning the third time, he said
to them, “Are you still sleeping
and resting? Enough! The hour
has come. Look, the Son of Man
is delivered into the hands of sin-
ners.” —Mark 14:41

Peter had been uneasy over Jesus’
prediction that one of the Twelve
would betray Him. But when Jesus
suggested that all twelve would
prove to be cowards, Peter had
enough. Perhaps it was Jesus’ choice
of an illustration from Zechariah
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13:7 that set Peter off. It seemed
insulting to be compared with scat-
tering sheep.

As once before (Mark 8:32), the
disciple presumed to teach the Mas-
ter. But in doing so, Peter let himself
in for a great deal of pain later on.
He swore his loyalty and refused
to believe Jesus’ prediction of his
unfaithfulness.

Many today repeat Peter’s mis-
take. They speak boldly about their
commitment to Jesus. However,
their confidence rests upon their
devotion to Christ rather than upon
Christ Himself.

Peter should have responded
to Jesus” words by asking for the
strength and resolve he needed to
face the coming crisis. Neverthe-
less, the Master Teacher saw to it
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that Peter would learn his lesson
in the only way he could. Clay can
be molded gently; granite requires
blows. Peter needed a shock to
restore his dependence on Jesus.

Ask Yourself . .. What dangers might
I let myself in for if I overestimate my
spiritual strength?

Finally, the group arrived at Geth-
semane. The name Gethsemane is
Hebrew and means “oil press.” It
was probably an olive orchard
or garden on the lower slopes of
the Mount of Olives, opposite
Jerusalem.

Jesus was aware of the test await-
ing Him. He also knew He could not
draw strength for that hour from
His followers. So He returned to a
familiar place where He could pray
to the heavenly Father.

In the garden, Jesus felt anguish.
This reaction was not caused by a
fear of death. Many have confronted
their final hour without the agony
of soul Jesus felt in Gethsemane.
Instead, Jesus’ grief arose from His
knowledge that He would bear the
guilt of all people and that tempo-
rarily He would be cut off from the
Father.

When Jesus prayed that the hour
might pass and the cup might be
taken from Him, He was not falter-
ing in His mission. He would do
the Father’s will. But as much as
He wanted to do the Father’s will,
He recoiled from the suffering it
involved. His prayer was a last-
minute plea for an easier way of
accomplishing human redemption.

All Christians should be encour-
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aged by this account of Jesus’
struggle. It shows us that we don’t
have to face suffering stoically,
pretending that it doesn’t matter. It
also shows us that God gives grace
to help us endure suffering as we
remain true to Him.

The disciples did not share Jesus’
agony. They slept. Peter, who had
claimed to be ready to die for Jesus,
could not even stay awake for Him.

We shouldn’t be harder on the
disciples than Jesus was. Even in
His agony, He understood the dis-
ciples’ all-too-human struggle. They
had willing spirits: they wanted to
do what was right. But their bodies
were weak. So they slept.

Besides, this was no time to deal
with small problems. The enemy
was at hand. The destiny for which
Christ had come to this world was
about to be fulfilled.

Ask Yourself . .. When has my spiril
been willing but my body been weak?

Jesus Is Arrested,
Tried, Disowned
(14:43-72)

“You have heard the blasphemy.

What do you think?” They all con-

demned him as worthy of death.
—Mark 14:64

As Jesus prayed in Gethsemane,
Judas and his companions were
setting their plot into motion. The
religious leaders probably could
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have found a way to arrest Jesus
without Judas’s help, but his coop-
eration made their job easier. Judas
could guide an armed crowd to Him
at a time when He could be arrested
without many of His supporters on
hand to observe.

When the arresting party arrived,
the disciples were still groggy from
sleep. Yet Peter managed to take a
swing with his sword at a nearby
man named Malchus, a servant of
the high priest (John 18:10). But Mal-
chus ducked, and Peter only sliced
off his ear. Jesus rebuked Peter for
trying to stand in the way of His
destiny. Then Jesus healed the man’s
ear (Luke 22:51).

Seeing that Jesus was determined
not to resist arrest, the disciples
began to think of their own safety.
As Jesus had predicted, the sheep
scattered. However, at least two
disciples, Peter and John, ran only
a short distance, and then followed
the crowd back to Jerusalem.

An unidentified young man also
followed the crowd (Mark 14:51).
This was probably Mark himself.
The fact that he was wearing only
his outer garment suggests that he
had dressed hastily to follow Jesus
to Gethsemane.

Sooner or later every one of us
will be in a situation when we will
have to decide either to risk danger
by identifying ourselves with Jesus
or to protect ourselves by abandon-
ing Him.

Ask Yourself . . . How will I make that
decision?

It was to the religious leaders’
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advantage that Jesus be arrested,

tried, and convicted before the city farce.

awakened. So that night the San-
hedrin met in an upstairs room of
the high priest Caiaphas’s house to
hear accusations against Jesus. They
were already convinced He should
be destroyed. All they needed were

witnesses to con-
firm their opinion
of His guilt.

Sometimes called
“the council,” the
Sanhedrin was
the supreme Jew-
ish authority in
Palestine during
Jesus’ lifetime. It
had power from the
Romans to make
political and judi-
cial decisions in a
wide range of areas.

The high priest
was the group’s
president. The
seventy other mem-
bers were elders,
teachers of the law,
Pharisees, and Sad-
ducees.

According to
Jewish law, at least
two witnesses were
required to secure
a conviction. But
the testimony of
witnesses in Jesus’
case did not agree.
The witnesses lied
to please the San-
hedrin, but they
couldn’t manage to

Lesson 12

The Trials
of Jesus

Jesus had two trials—
one Jewish and one
Roman. Each of these
trials had three parts.

The Jewish trial began
with a preliminary
hearing before Annas, a
former high priest (John
18:12-14, 19-23). Next,
the Sanhedrin tried
Jesus in the quarters
of the current high
priest, Caiaphas (Mark
14:53-65). This trial
ended with an official
condemnation of Jesus
at daybreak (15:1).

The Jews took Jesus
to the Roman governor
of Judea, Pontius Pilate,
who questioned Him
(15:2-5). Then Pilate
sent Jesus to be
examined by Herod,
the ruler of Jesus’ home
territory (Luke 23:6-12).
Finally, Pilate gave a
judgment against Jesus
(Mark 15:6-15).

coordinate their lies. The trial was a

Some witnesses misquoted Jesus.
He had said, “Destroy this temple,
and I will raise it again” (John 2:19).
They quoted Him as saying, “I
will destroy this temple made with
human hands” (Mark 14:58). But

even in this mat-
ter the witnesses
contradicted one
another.

Jesus remained
silent before His
accusers. He
needed no defense,
and this was not
an occasion for
teaching. Some-
times there is more
power in silence
than in shouts.
Jesus did not even
let the high priest
goad Him into
responding.

Yet when He
was asked, “Are
you the Mes-
siah, the Son of
the Blessed One?”
(vs. 61), He could
not remain silent
without denying
His nature. So He
affirmed His deity,
and thereby gave
the council the
evidence they felt
was necessary to
convict Him. They
took this as a blas-
phemous statement
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and appealed to Leviticus 24:16,
which required the death penalty for
blasphemy. And it would have been
blasphemy had it not been true.

To express his horror at hearing
blasphemy, the high priest tore his
clothes. That was a common way of
showing grief or strong emotion in
ancient cultures.

Once the high priest had declared
Jesus” words blasphemy, all felt free
to vent their anger on Jesus. They
condemned and tortured God’s Son.

Ask Yourself . . . How can I respond
to mockery and false accusations in a
Christlike manner?

Abuse by His enemies must not
have been as painful emotionally to
Jesus as His treatment by Peter. This
disciple wanted to stay close enough
to Jesus to know what was going on,
but not close enough to be identified
with Him.

Peter probably looked upon his
actions as innocent self-preservation.
After all, what was the sense of
being arrested? That would do noth-
ing to help Jesus.

When people recognized Peter
and noticed his Galilean accent, he
made a solemn oath before God that
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he was not a follower of Jesus. But
when a rooster crowed a second
time, the realization of how he had
fulfilled Jesus” prophecy rushed in
upon Peter. He was crushed. His
devotion to Jesus had been exposed
as shallow.

Some people today are like Peter.
They are loyal to Jesus most of the
time. But when it matters most, they
skillfully avoid identification with
Jesus. However, if they respond to
exposure as Peter did, then they
are on the path to wholeness. There
is often more good in tears than in
laughter.

Restoration began in the heart of
Peter when he was crushed by his
own denial. Finally, he saw himself
as he really was, not as he thought
he was. As we will see in the final
lesson, Jesus knew of Peter’s feelings
and intended to reaffirm his faith.

Ask Yourself . .. Have I ever tried to
appear as though I am not associated
with Jesus? How did that make me feel?
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Jesus Lays Down
' His Life—and
 Takes It Up Again

Jesus Appears before
Pilate
(15:1-15)

a

“What shall I do, then, with the
one you call the king of the Jews?”
Pilate asked them.
“Crucify him!” they shouted.
—Mark 15:12, 13

As we learned in the preceding
lesson, the Sanhedrin had deter-
mined that Jesus should die. How-
ever, their night trial of Jesus was
unofficial, if not illegal. So the coun-
cil met again at daybreak to ratify
their decision.

Now they had one more hurdle
to cross before they could complete
their evil plan. They had to convince
Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor
of Judea, that Jesus should be put to
death. According to the law of the
Roman Empire, only a Roman ruler
could approve a death sentence.

Pilate normally lived at Caesarea
on the Mediterranean coast. His
presence in Jerusalem at this time
was probably due to the Passover
holiday.

The Sanhedrin could take Jesus

Lesson 13

Mark 15—16

to Pilate “very early in the morn-
ing” (vs. 1) because Roman officials -
began their working day at first
light. This timing also suited the
Sanhedrin’s plans to have Jesus
killed as soon as possible.

The place where the Jewish lead-
ers found Pilate was called the
“Praetorium” (vs. 16), but that was
merely the name given to wherever
the governor conducted business.
In this case, it probably was either
the Antonia Fortress, the Palace of
Herod, or the Hasmonean Palace.

The Jewish leaders had convicted
Jesus because He claimed to be
divine. In the eyes of the Jews that
was blasphemy. But blasphemy was
a religious crime, not a civil offense.
While a Roman official might ques-
tion the sanity of a person who
claimed to be God, he would not
likely put a person to death for such
a cause.

Therefore, the Jewish leaders told
Pilate the accusation that would
matter most to him: that Jesus had
claimed to be the King of the Jews.
They made it sound as though Jesus
had set Himself up in opposition to
Caesar. That would be treason.

But Pilate was no fool. He saw
through the leaders’ pretense of
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' exposed.

loyalty to the emperor. He knew
they were jealous of Jesus because
He was a threat to their power. Yet
he had to look into the case.

This prisoner troubled Pilate. The
governor was accustomed to defen-
dants shouting their innocence.

But Jesus kept quiet. It was as
though He intended to die and
would do nothing to interfere with
His destiny.

Jesus would acknowledge only
that He was King of the Jews. Jesus
meant that He was a king in a spiri-
tual sense. Pilate might have been
expected to interpret Jesus’ words
to mean He admitted the charge of
treason. Nevertheless, Pilate seems
not to have considered Jesus a dan-
ger to the empire.

Pilate was caught between a
rock and a hard place. He knew he
should release Jesus, yet if he did
so he would offend Jesus” accusers.
Then Pilate thought he saw a way
out of this dilemma. The crowd
asked him to keep the practice of
releasing a prisoner at Passover; he
could set Jesus free.
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The reli-
gious lead-
ers quickly
moved to c
close this
loophole.

They incited the
people to call for

the release of the criminal Barabbas,
and to demand the death of Jesus.
Barabbas seems to have taken part
in an attempt to overthrow Roman
tyranny.

Finally, Pilate gave in to the pres-
sure. He wanted the approval of the
crowd more than he wanted justice.
He handed over Jesus for flogging
and execution.

Pilate had his crowd, and we have
ours. We must take care to uphold
the truth, because we are headed for
trouble whenever pleasing people
becomes more important to us than
doing right.

et

Ask Yourself. .. Is there some way
in which I currently need to say no to
my”crowd” in order to remain faithful
to Jesus?
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D Jesus Is Crucified
(15:16-32)

They brought Jesus to the place
called Golgotha (which means the
place of the skull) . ... And they
crucified him. —Mark 15:22,24a

After Jesus’ flogging, the soldiers
who were responsible for His execu-
tion took charge of Him. These men
were non-Jewish residents of Pales-
tine. To them, this crucifixion was
all in a day’s work. They were “just
doing their job.”

But it was a job they had come to
enjoy. They behaved as men who
had grown hardened through con-

three days before dymg of exhaustlon,
exposure, and their wounds.

tact with criminals. They had no
interest in helping Jesus. But neither
did they have any personal reason
to dislike Him. He was just a help-
less man upon whom they could
inflict their cruelty.

Evidently the soldiers were aware
of the charge against Jesus. They
draped over Him a purple cloak
and placed on His head a crown of
thorns, thus creating for Him mock
royal clothing. Then they hailed
Him as they might hail Caesar. Their
spitting may have been meant as a
parody on the custom of kissing roy-
alty. All this behavior is part of the
irony of the situation, because Jesus
really is a King.

Having had their fun, the soldiers
led Jesus away to the place of
crucifixion. It was
customary for the con-
demned man to carry
the horizontal beam of
his own cross. Jesus,
however, was weak
because of flogging
- and the strain He had
been under during the
preceding days. He
only managed to carry
. His beam a short dis-
.| tance. Then the soldiers
- forced a bystander, a
. man named Simon, to
carry it the rest of the
way.

This Simon was a
native of Cyrene, a
major city in northern
Africa. He may have
been a Jew who had
come to Jerusalem for
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the Passover. Mark’s mention of
Simon’s sons suggests that they were
well-known Christians at the time
Mark wrote. Possibly Simon himself
became a believer after meeting Jesus
in this extraordinary way.

Once the group had reached
the execution place just outside the
city walls, the soldiers crucified
Jesus.

On the cross, Jesus was naked or
at most wore a loincloth. The sol-
diers gambled to see which of them
would keep Jesus’ clothes.

Mark records three negative reac-
tions at Jesus’ crucifixion. The first
came from passersby. They mocked
Him with His own prophecy of res-
urrection. The second negative reac-
tion came from the religious lead-
ers. They said nothing to Jesus, but
among themselves exchanged smug.
assurances that they had gotten the
best of Him. The third instance of
ridicule came from those who were
crucified with Him. These men at
first insulted Jesus, although later
one of them had a change of heart
and asked to be in Jesus’ kingdom
(Luke 23:40-43).

Each time we read these verses
about the suffering of our Lord,
we should remember two things.
First, He endured all of it out of
love for us. So this account should
fill our hearts with gratitude. But
second, we should remember that
the servant is not above his Master.
If we want to follow Jesus, then
we must obey the Father’s will
regardless of the cost or the
consequences.
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Ask Yourself . . . If tomorrow I had to
choose between losing my life and deny-
ing my Lord, which would I choose—
really?

Jesus Completes His
Mission (15:33-41)

C

With a loud cry, Jesus breathed

his last. The curtain of the temple
was torn in two from top to bot-
tom. And when the centurion, who
stood there in front of Jesus, saw
how he died, he said, “Surely this
man was the Son of God!”

—Mark 15:37, 38

Three hours later, when the sun
was at its highest, a mysterious
darkness fell over the area. Much
like the plague of darkness that
came before the first Passover (Exod.
10:21-23), this darkness symbolized
God’s curse. It lasted until three
o’clock that afternoon.

Near the end of the period of
darkness, Jesus cried out. He was
experiencing the agony of separa-
tion from the Father. This was the
torment He had anticipated in Geth-
semane.

His cry (recorded in its original
Aramaic) quoted the first line of
Psalm 22, a prophetic psalm fulfilled
in many ways during that day.
Some of His hearers seemed to think
that He was calling upon Elijah to
save Him. “Eloi” sounded like “Eli-
jah.” Their motive for offering Him
a drink may have been to extend His
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life in case Elijah would come.

Having maintained consciousness
until the end, Jesus breathed His
last. Thus in simple terms, and with-
out sensationalism, Mark reported
the death of the Author of Life.

The splitting of the temple cur-
tain, which occurred at the moment
- of Jesus’ death, had an important
symbolic meaning. This veil stood
between the Holy Place and the

centurion, a Roman officer who had
been assigned guard duty at the
cross. He must have been used to
violence and suffering. But some-
thing about Jesus’ death moved him.
This Gentile soldier concluded that
Jesus was the Son of God.

Another devout response to Jesus
death came from a small group of
women who watched at a distance.
They had given assistance to Jesus
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Holy of Holies to guard the entrance
to the presence of God. By splitting
this veil, God showed that the way
to His presence had been opened
through Christ (Heb. 10:19-22).
While most observers of the
crucifixion ridiculed Jesus, others
responded differently. One was a
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during His ministry, and now they
kept a loving vigil as He completed
His mission of redemption for
sinners.

Ask Yourself . . . What word would
best describe my reaction to Jesus’
death?
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d Jesus’ Body Is Laid in
a Tomb (15:42-47)

Joseph bought some linen cloth,
took down the body, wrapped it in
the linen, and placed it in a tomb
cut out of rock. Then he rolled a
stone against the entrance of the
tomb. —Mark 15:46

Romans commonly left a body
on a cross to rot away as a sign of
disrespect to the dead criminal and
as a warning to others.
But Jewish law required
corpses to be buried
before the Sabbath, which
was no more than three
hours away. This is one
reason Joseph of Ari-
mathea hurried to provide
his own nearby tomb
{(Matt. 27:60) as a burial
place for Jesus.

Joseph was a member
of the Sanhedrin. He may
have been left out of the
nighttime meeting of the
council that condemned
Jesus because they knew
a man of his character
would not support their
wicked intentions (Luke
23:50, 51). He was not
only a man of influence

A stone blocking the
entrance to a tomb
similar to the one Jesus’
body occupied for parts
of three days.
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and wealth, but also a man of cour-
age. He risked the wrath of his fel-
low council members by asking Pon-
tius Pilate for the body of Jesus. This
act amounted to a public confession
of faith in Jesus. Joseph'’s love for
Jesus was another reason he buried
Him.

Pilate was surprised to hear that
Jesus had died within six hours of
being hung on the cross. Crucifixion
victims often lingered for days, but
mercifully, Jesus” sufferings had not
lasted that long. The centurion who
had declared Jesus to be the Son of
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God confirmed Joseph’s report that
Jesus was dead.

Along with fellow Sanhedrin
member Nicodemus (John 19:38-
40), Joseph removed the body from
the Cross. At the tomb the two men
hastily prepared the body for burial.
Probably they washed the body and
wrapped it in linen, spreading out
spices between the folds of the cloth.
When they had left, soldiers sealed
the tomb with a large circular stone.

Some women observed where
Joseph and Nicodemus laid Jesus
because they intended to complete
the anointing of His body later.

These were sad and difficult hours
for Jesus’ followers. Nevertheless,
they were necessary. Had Jesus not
died, there would be no provision
for our redemption. And His burial,
witnessed by several people, was
necessary proof of His death and
resurrection.

Ask Yourself . .. When was the last
time I thanked Jesus for dying for me?

The Tomb Is Empty
(16:1-8)

e

“Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “You
are looking for Jesus the Nazarene,
who was crucified. He has risen!
He is not here. See the place where
they laid him.” —Mark 16:6

While chapter 15 records Christ’s

sacrifice, chapter 16 shows God’s
acceptance of that sacrifice. The

Lesson 13

grand confirming act of the life and
death of Jesus Christ is His resurrec-
tion from the dead.

Jesus was buried late on Friday
afternoon. After sunset on Satur-
day, when the Sabbath was over,
some women purchased aromatic
oils for anointing Jesus’ body. But
by then it was too late for them to
do the anointing. So early the next
morning they headed for the tomb.
Their chief concern on this trip was
who they could find to roll away the
massive stone blocking the tomb’s
entrance.

But the women worried in vain
because the stone had already been
rolled aside by an angel (Matt. 28:2).
The tomb stood open. The risen
Lord could have left the tomb with-
out an opening, but the witnesses
needed to get in to see that He was
gone.

The young man mentioned in
Mark 16:5 was an angel (Matt. 28:5).
This heavenly visitor had four facts

- he wanted the women to know.

First, both he and the women were
referring to the same man: “Jesus
the Nazarene” (Mark 16:6). Sec-
ond, Jesus “was crucified,” and so
really had been dead. Third, “He
has risen!” and therefore is no lon-
ger dead. Fourth, “He is not here”
because He had broken the grip of
the grave.

The angel specifically wanted
Peter to know of Christ’s resurrec-
tion and that Jesus would be meet-
ing him in Galilee (compare 14:28;
16:7). This was a gesture of reas-
surance and forgiveness extended
toward the man who had denied
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knowing his Lord. Peter probably
felt as though he no longer could
have a place among the other apos-
tles. From this message he would
understand that he was forgiven
and accepted again.

Ask Yourself . . . How has the Lord
reassured me of my forgiveness?

By comparing early manuscripts,
most New Testament scholars have
concluded that verse 8 is the last
verse of the Gospel of Mark that has
survived. Perhaps the Gospel origi-
nally had another ending that has
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: The other endmg, which is Ionger, has been desigriated v
9-20 of Mark 16. This passage represents ancient Christian
teaching, but probably should not be considered equal in
authority with the rest of the Gospel.

been lost. Or perhaps Mark intended
for his Gospel to end abruptly on the
note of surprise and amazement that
greeted the fact of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion. After all, the Resurrection not
only ends one story but also begins
another. The history of the Church,
which includes us, proceeds directly
from the victory over death won by
Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Ask Yourself . .. How should I live
my life differently now that I have stud-
ied Mark's record of the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ?

Lesson 13
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