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The Life of Christ in the Book of Mark: Introduction

This lesson begins our study of the Life of Christ as it is recorded in the Book of Mark. The Gospel of Mark is a succinct, unadorned yet vivid account of the ministry, suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Mark presents the narrative in an appealing way, for he tells the Good News about Jesus Christ so simply that a child can understand it. Nevertheless his Gospel, as Peter said of Paul's letters, also contains "some things that are hard to understand" (2 Peter 3:16). Like a pool of pure water, it is far deeper than it looks. Therefore one ought to approach the study of this book humbly and with due recognition of the need for wisdom from almighty God and enlightenment from the Holy Spirit.

Because of the length of the book (16 chapters), we’ll not study every detail in it.

Sources

Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Zondervan, CD-ROM version)

Commentary on the New Testament by RCH Lenski (Hendrickson)

The Bible Knowledge Commentary (Victor, 1983)

Pat Griffiths’ curriculum from Inter-City Baptist Christian Schools, Allen Park, MI

Ray Steadman’s notes on Mark

Calvin’s Harmony of the Gospels
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Introduction to Mark

[split the class into 3 groups and let them work on finding this info.  Provide various resource books—commentaries, dictionaries, etc.  Tell the groups to find more than just the basic info.]

GROUP 1

Author:  Although the Gospel of Mark is anonymous, there is a strong and clear early tradition that Mark was its author and that he was closely associated with the apostle Peter, from whom he obtained his information about Jesus.  

Paul and Barnabas took John Mark on their first missionary journey, traveling with them to the island of Cyprus. But, for some reason—we are never told quite why—Mark refused to go with them when they went on into the mainland of what today is Turkey. Instead he went back home to his mother’s house. Paul was upset about that, and evidently felt that Mark was a quitter. When it came time for them to go out again, although Barnabas wanted to bring Mark, Paul would not let him come. So they separated. Barnabas took Mark with him to Cyprus and Paul and Silas went back to the areas where they had gone before. Then Mark drops out of sight for a time. The next we hear of him, he is an associate of the Apostle Peter, who speaks very affectionately of this young man—calls him “Mark, my son” in his first letter {c.f. 1 Pet 5:13}. Early church tradition tells us that Mark became the companion of Peter. Eusebius, a church father writing in the third century, says that the early Christians were so entranced with all the things Peter told them that they asked Mark to write them down. Perhaps that is how we got The Gospel According to Mark, for it reflects much of Peter’s memories and experiences with Jesus.

Date:  Many scholars think that the Gospel of Mark is the very earliest New Testament Scripture we have. It was probably written sometime in the sixties of the first century, which would make it very early, going back to the beginnings of the Christian story. Scholars differ, however, as to whether Matthew or Mark wrote first, because it is hard to tell who borrowed from whom—Matthew from Mark, or Mark from Matthew. Certainly we know that Luke borrowed from both Matthew and Mark. It is true that Mark’s gospel is reproduced entirely in Matthew and Luke, except for a few verses.  So somebody had to borrow from somebody else—had to have someone else’s account before him—as he wrote.

Origin:  Early church tradition locates the writing of the Gospel either "in the regions of Italy" (Anti-Marcionite Prologue) or in Rome (Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria). These church fathers also closely associate Mark's writing of the Gospel with the apostle Peter.

Destination/audience:  Here too all indicators point to Roman or at least to Gentile readers. Mark explains Jewish customs that would be unfamiliar to Gentile readers (7:2-4; 15:42); he translates Aramaic words (3:17; 5:41; 7:11, 34; 15:22); he uses Latinisms and Latin loan words, a practice that in itself is no evidence of Gentile readership, but the large number of them (especially in comparison with Matthew and Luke) seems to suggest such readership; he reveals a special interest in persecution and martyrdom (8:34-38; 13:9-13), subjects particularly relevant to Roman Christians; and, finally, the immediate acceptance and widespread influence of his Gospel (Matthew and Luke built their Gospels on it) suggests a powerful church behind it. No church better fits the description than Rome. 

GROUP 2

Purpose:  The Roman church was experiencing the fires of persecution. Even martyrdom was not unknown among its members. Mark addresses himself to this situation. His purpose in writing was not historical or biographical, but it was intensely practical. He was writing a book for the guidance and support of his fellow Christians in a situation of intense crisis. The way Mark prepares his Christian readers for suffering is by placing before them the passion experience of Jesus. The way of discipleship for Christians is the  way of the Cross. About one-third of Mark's Gospel is devoted to the death of Jesus. And not only in the passion of Jesus is the theme of suffering found. Many explicit and veiled references occur elsewhere in the life of Jesus in Mark: in the temptation experience--he was in the wilderness with wild beasts (1:12-13); in the misunderstanding of his family (3:21, 31-35) and people generally (3:22, 30); in his statements about the cost of discipleship (8:34-38); and in his references to persecutions (10:30, 33-34, 45; 13:8, 11-13).

Literary Form: Mark’s book is a Gospel. It is not a biography. A biography is an organized historical account of a person, usually beginning with a description of his background and family and continuing through each significant event or period of his life (birth, childhood, education, marriage, career, etc.). But Mark has no genealogy, no birth narrative, and says nothing of Jesus' boyhood or adolescence. Mark starts right out, after quoting from the OT, with Jesus as a full-grown man.

If the Gospel of Mark is not a biography of Jesus, what literary classification does it fall into? It is "preaching materials, designed to tell the story of God's saving action in the life, ministry death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth" (Martin, Mark, p. 21). Mark calls his work a Gospel because it contains the preached gospel.  Mark does not write as a disinterested historian. He writes as a preacher conveying God's good news of salvation by emphasizing Jesus' saving ministry (Mark devotes about one-third of his Gospel to Jesus' death). Mark also writes as a theologian, arranging and interpreting the tradition to meet the needs of his hearers.

Outline:  (for a content outline, see Pat Griffiths’ work)

The Book of Mark has two main parts:  (see Lenski’s intro)

1. Jesus proves himself to be the Christ, God’s Son, by his mighty teaching and deeds (1:14-8:30).

2. Jesus proves himself to be the Christ, God’s Son, by teaching and enduring the crucifixion and resurrection (8:31-16:20).

  I. 
Prologue (1:1-13)
 II. 
The Early Galilean Ministry (1:14-3:6)
III. 
The Later Galilean Ministry (3:7-6:13)

IV. 
Withdrawal From Galilee (6:14-8:30)

 V. 
The Journey to Jerusalem (8:31-10:52)

VI. 
The Jerusalem Ministry (11:1-13:37)

VII. 
The Passion and Resurrection Narrative (14:1-16:9-20)

GROUP 3

New Testament Background Information

Characters: (list some info on the following groups)

Chief Priests:  very powerful religious officials, a position of great prestige and power; was responsible to enter the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement

Scribes:  the religious teachers of Israel, often called rabbis, lawyers and/or teachers; interpreted the Mosaic Law, taught the Law, and judged matters of the Law

Elders:  heads of ancient families; the principal men of the city; active in management of public affairs

Pharisees:  a strict, separatist religious sect who closely followed the Law and the traditions; often extended the Law to guard the breaking of it; viewed everything from a religious perspective; the largest Jewish sect in NT times; many were sincere and godly men

Sadducees: fewer in number than the Pharisees, yet more influential; most were members of aristocratic families who supported Roman rule; secular—did not believe in resurrection or angels

Herodians:  a political party probably formed under Herod the Great; an influential group of priests and others who supported the Herodian dynasty and Roman rule over Palestine; greatly opposed to the Pharisees, yet had a common animosity toward Jesus

The Sanhedrin: a council of 70 scribes, priests, and elders who governed Israel; the highest court of appeal—their word was binding; could not pass the death sentence (only Rome could do that)

Herods:  several men named Herod are mentioned in the Gospels.  Distinguish between them [see Herod's Family Tree — from Gromaki’s NT Survey].
[Also study Map of Israel — point out primary geographical data (e.g., Jerusalem, Sea of Galilee, Bethany, Mount of Olives, Capernaum, etc.]

Lesson 1:  Prologue to Jesus’ Public Ministry, Mark 1:1-13

Jesus’ Forerunner, John the Baptist (1:1-8)

Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark starts his gospel with the ministry of John the Baptist. Mark includes no genealogy, no birth narrative, and says nothing of Jesus' boyhood or adolescence. He starts right out, after quoting from the OT, with Jesus as a full-grown man.  

Mark states that his work is a “gospel” about Jesus.  The word “gospel” is literally “good news” (euangelion). The Greek word originally meant the reward for bringing good news but later came to mean the Good News itself. A gospel account is not a standard historical biography.  Instead, it is preaching materials, designed to tell the story of God's saving action in the life, ministry death and resurrection of Jesus. Mark was a close companion of Peter.  It’s most likely that much of the material in Mark’s gospel came directly from Peter’s recollections.

What’s the significance of verses 2-3?   Mark quotes from the OT to show that any true understanding of the ministry of Jesus must be firmly grounded in OT prophecy and expectation.  Mark is actually combining several texts here (Ex 23:20; Isa 40:3; Mal 3:1).  John the Baptist (or Baptizer) was the fulfillment of this prophecy of a forerunner who would prepare the way (“make straight paths”) for the Messiah.
According to vs. 4, what did John’s baptism signify? Forgiveness through repentance. The baptism indicated that repentance had already occurred or was being accompanied by it.  The word "repentance" (metanoia) literally means "a change of mind"; but in the NT it is used in a deeper sense, indicating a deliberate turning. The end result of repentance is the forgiveness of sins. God's direct response to true repentance is forgiveness.


John was called “the Baptist” because he baptized, or immersed, those who repented as a result of his ministry.  Being the distinctive mark of John’s ministry, his baptism differed from the ritual Jewish washings in that it was a one-time act. The Jews performed a similar one-time washing of Gentile converts, symbolizing their embracing of the true faith. [John didn’t invent baptism.  The Jews and other religions baptized.]  That Jews would participate in such a rite was a startling admission that they, although members of God’s covenant people, needed to come to God through repentance and faith just like Gentiles.
  John’s baptism was similar in method (immersion) but different in meaning than Christian baptism.

John's preaching aroused much interest and created a great stir. Jerusalem is at least twenty miles from the Jordan River and about four thousand feet above it. It was hard going down the rugged Judean hills to the Jordan and even harder coming back up. Perhaps God chose this wilderness setting because the desert symbolized Israel’s spiritual condition—dry, empty, barren, and fruitless.

What did John preach (besides repentance)?  (.7-8)  He preached the coming of the Messiah. It had been many generations (400 years) since a prophetic voice had been heard in Israel.  John’s message raised popular excitement to a fever pitch, and “all the people of Jerusalem went out to him” (v. 5).  Although great numbers came seeking baptism, John baptized no one who did not make an open confession of sin.

What’s going to be the difference between the ministry of John and that of the One who follows him? (.7-8)  The coming Mighty One will baptize with the Holy Spirit. John's baptism is water baptism; that of the Coming One is Holy Spirit baptism. In other words, God Himself would come and purify and purge His people. This is what happened in a dramatic way at Pentecost (Acts 2) in fulfillment of Christ's promise (Acts 1:5).

John Baptizes Jesus (1:9-11)

The first thing the reader sees Jesus doing is being baptized by John in the Jordan River. Why did Jesus submit himself to a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins?  See Matt 3:14-15  Jesus was no sinner and didn’t need to repent.  In Matthew's account John was reluctant to baptize Jesus: "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?" (Matt 3:14). Jesus replied, "It is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness" (v. 15). "All righteousness" is a reference to God's plan and purpose for Jesus. Part of that plan was the complete identification of Jesus at the very outset of his ministry with man and his sin. This he did by submitting to baptism. He had no sins of his own to confess. Rather he was proclaiming his identity with human nature, weakness, and sin (cf. 2 Cor 5:21). Jesus' being baptized was an act of identification. Jesus was associating himself with mankind.

Verse 10 says that the Spirit of God descended upon Jesus immediately
 after his baptism. In OT times they anointed prophets, priests, and kings by pouring oil upon their heads, committing them to the function and office in which they were to serve. This is the picture of what is now occurring in Jesus' life.  God through the Spirit is anointing him with power to meet the demands of the ministry upon which he is about to launch.

The language of verses 10-11 echoes Isaiah 64:1: "Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains would tremble before you." The descent of the Spirit on Jesus clearly indicated his anointing for ministry. Jesus himself claimed this anointing in the synagogue at Nazareth when he said, "The Spirit of the Lord is on me" (Luke 4:18).  Note that all three Persons of the Trinity are present at Jesus’ baptism.

What is the significance of the audible words, "Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased"?  Obviously Jesus knew that—it wasn’t for his benefit.  It was a stamp of approval from God for the benefit of those who heard it.  It confirmed who Jesus was and validated His public ministry from the outset.
Satan Tempts Jesus (1:12-13)

Note how briefly Mark handles this incident.  Matthew takes eleven verses to describe the event, and Luke takes thirteen. No specific temptations are described and no victory over Satan is recorded. By this Mark wants to emphasize that Jesus' entire ministry was one continuous encounter with the Devil and not limited to a few temptations in the desert during a period of forty days. Indeed, in his Gospel he vividly describes this continuing conflict.

Now Mark has set the scene for the rest of the book.  He’s introduced John and Jesus, and shown that Jesus is the expected Messiah.  John has prepared the way, and Jesus has begun his public ministry.

Discussion:

1. How is a gospel account different from a standard biography?  The gospel writer includes only that material that suits his purpose—the proclaiming of Jesus as the savior.  It’s preaching material, not a complete historical record.
2. What did Jesus’ baptism signify?  Not repentance from sin.  Rather, complete identification of Jesus with man and his sin. He was proclaiming his identity with human nature, weakness, and sin. Jesus was associating himself with mankind.
3. What was the purpose of God’s statement, “Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased”?  It validated or confirmed who Jesus was and his ministry.
4. You hear a friend say, “Pastor Clodhopper is an anointed preacher.”  Why is this an inaccurate use of the term “anointed”?  Because “anointed” is synonymous with the baptism of the H.S. The baptism occurs at the point of conversion.  All believers are anointed.  A special enablement should be called filling.
5. Define the concept of repentance.  Repentance is the change of mind away from sin and toward God.  It’s acknowledging one’s sin, sorrow for it, and a desire to turn from it.
6. The Bible never uses the word “Trinity” to describe God.  How do we know that God is a Trinitarian being?  That’s the conclusion we come to.  The Father, the Son, and the H.S. are all called God and have the attributes of God.
Lesson 2:  A Day in the Life of Jesus, Mark 1:14-39

In the last lesson we saw how Mark introduces John the Baptist, the forerunner, and Jesus the Messiah.  Today’s lesson will focus on Jesus’ initial message, the calling of the disciples, and Jesus’ exorcising and healing ministry in and around Capernaum.  

Remember Mark’s purpose in his book: to show that Jesus is the Christ by means of his mighty teaching and great power.  In this section of the book, we see a good example of such teaching and miraculous power.

Jesus’ Message (1:14-15)

Mark begins his account of Jesus’ public ministry in Galilee, while John shows us that Jesus ministered in Judea for about a year prior to this (John 1:19f).  John had been imprisoned.  Why?  C.f. Mark 6:17f.  Because he had criticized Herod for marrying his brother’s wife.  Herod (Antipas) imprisoned John and eventually had him beheaded.

Notice that Jesus’ message is much like Johns: repent and believe.  John proclaimed that One was coming; Jesus claimed to be that One.

What is the significance of Jesus’ words, “The time has come.”  Jesus’ mention of the “time” or “season” being at hand signifies that all things were moving according to God’s sovereign timetable.  These are not random events; they were planned from before creation.  The time of preparation had come and gone.  The OT expectation is now fulfilled.
Jesus proclaimed, literally, that “Near has come the kingdom of God.”  The emphasis is on the nearness of the kingdom and on the fact that Jesus’ hearers could enter it by repentance and faith.  Jesus is urging His hearers, and Mark is urging his readers, to acknowledge this King and His kingdom, His right to rule over them.  Unfortunately, the Jews officially rejected both the King and the kingdom He offered them.

Jesus Calls His Disciples (1:16-20)

Jesus found Simon and his brother Andrew along the shore of the Sea of Galilee.  This was not the first time Jesus ever saw these men. They were disciples of John the Baptist, and Jesus had met them earlier in Judea, and they had even followed him for a time as his disciples (c.f. John 1:35). So this is not their first encounter, but it is the story of their official call to a continual discipleship.
The Sea of Galilee is an inland lake 682 feet below sea level, fourteen miles long and six miles wide (Luke calls it the Lake of Gennesaret [5:1]; another designation was Sea of Tiberias). Much of Jesus' ministry took place near this lake, especially in and near the town of Capernaum. In NT times there were numerous towns along its shores, especially the northern and western ones. Since its waters abounded with fish, the local fishing industry flourished. Simon and Andrew were casting a net into the sea when Jesus called them.

Jesus intends to train them for a far greater work than fishing for fish; they will be “fishers of men.”  That is, Jesus plans to use them to reach others with the gospel.  The command “come” is an imperative, a command.  They had followed Jesus briefly before; now Jesus was inviting them to follow him full time.  Simon and Andrew obeyed the call “immediately.”

The same call is extended to James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were working just down the shore line (v. 19). They too respond without any hesitation (v. 20). In their case something of the price of discipleship is indicated by the breaking of family ties--the leaving of their father's business. The mention of the hired men may imply that Zebedee was a man of wealth. However, the main emphasis in this call, as in that of Simon and Andrew, is on the immediate response to it.

These men were simple Galilean fishermen, rough, somewhat ignorant, untutored, unlearned, elementary men, governed by Jewish passions and prejudices, and narrow in their outlook.  It was only after much time spent with Jesus that this group became fishers of men.
Jesus Begins Galilean Ministry (1:21-22)

Verses 21 through 39 encompass about one day in the life of Jesus.  As we read through the events of that day, we get a picture of how intense and demanding his life was.


Capernaum was the home of Peter and became a kind of base of operations for Jesus' Galilean ministry. Jesus, like Paul (cf. Acts 13:15), used the "freedom of the synagogue" —a Jewish custom that permitted recognized visiting teachers to preach (based on the reading from the Law or Prophets) in the synagogue by invitation of its leaders—to bring the Good News to his countrymen. The place currently called Tell Hum, located on the northwest corner of the Sea of Galilee, almost certainly marks the site of Capernaum.

Jesus was a teacher, a rabbi.  He taught with authority.  What was the response of the people to the teaching of Jesus (v. 22)?  And they were astonished
 at his doctrine: for he taught them as one that had authority, and not as the scribes. Jesus did not have to quote the authorities ("Rabbi so-and-so says such-and-such"). His authority came straight from God. Jesus’ words had a clear ring of truth, acknowledged by all who heard him speak. It was self-authenticating truth, corresponding to an inner conviction in each person who heard him, so that they knew that he knew what he was talking about.

Who were the scribes?  The scribes were the scholars of the day, professionally trained in the interpretation and application of the law. Jesus often came into direct conflict with them. 

Jesus Casts Out a Demon (1:23-28)

Jesus came into conflict with Satan early in his ministry. This is significant, for Jesus came to destroy the power of the Devil (1 John 3:8). Although modern man generally does not believe stories of demon possession, the Bible clearly and repeatedly teaches the existence of Satan and his demons. In this case, the demons seem to recognize Jesus. This is evident not only because they call him "Jesus of Nazareth" but because they recognize his mission. The question "Have you come to destroy us?" could just as well be a statement of fact: "You have come to destroy us." The demons recognize—far more clearly than the synagogue congregation—the role of judgment in the ministry of Jesus.

The word of Jesus is victorious right from the start. The spirit is reluctant to go, as is obvious from the way he convulses this person and cries out with a loud voice. But he must leave — that is the point. He is overwhelmed by a superior power. Jesus shows his omnipotent control over Satan’s own domain.  This is the first miracle Mark records in his gospel account.
How did the people respond to these events (.27)?  Their amazement, which also reveals some alarm, prompted them to ask one another, "What is this?" The answer stresses both the newness of Jesus' teaching and its authority. They had had no previous experience with this kind of teaching. Jesus' authority was inherent within himself and therefore did not have to appeal to spells or incantations to exorcise the demon. One command accomplished it. 

What was the result of Jesus’ teaching and miracles (.28)?  The inevitable result was that Jesus' fame was spread "over the whole region of Galilee" (v. 28), which, in view of Luke's "throughout the surrounding area" (Luke 4:37), means "all that part of Galilee that surrounds Capernaum."

Jesus Heals Peter's Mother-in-law (1:29-31)

We find out in verse 30 that Peter was married (he had a mother-in-law).  The cure of Peter’s wife’s mother was instantaneous and complete, for she got out of bed and began to serve the needs of her guests, which probably means she prepared food for them.

Jesus Heals Many People (1:32-34)

The day was drawing to a close, but Jesus wasn’t done yet.
  "That evening after sunset" (v. 32) would be, according to Jewish reckoning the following day, since the Sabbath ends at sundown. The Sabbath having ended people could now bring, without breaking the law, their sick and demon-possessed to him. Apparently Mark wants to emphasize that the exorcism of v. 26 and the healing of v. 31 were not isolated cases. Jesus' healing power was extended to large numbers: "All the sick and demon-possessed" were brought, and "Jesus healed many" and "drove out many demons." Mark does not describe the healings and exorcisms individually but shows by the use of "all" and "many" the mighty power of Jesus.

Again Jesus muzzles the demons, "because they knew who he was" (v. 34). Luke is more specific: "because they knew he was the Christ" (Luke 4:41).  Why do you think Jesus didn’t want the demons to tell everyone who he was?  1.  He didn’t want that kind of advertisement.  He wanted to prove who he was on his own terms in his own way.  He frequently de-emphasized the spectacular, to keep it under control, to play down deliverance from demons, and physical healing. On a number of occasions Jesus said to those he healed, "Go and tell no man." That is "Don't tell anyone about this. Just accept your healing. But don't spread the word around."   2.  Crowd control.  

Compare Jesus’ methods here with current trends in evangelicalism.  Many ministries go about advertising their healing campaigns, and try to bring out the crowds on that basis, emphasizing the spectacular in what they do.  In the Bible there is no record of people giving public testimonials in order to increase the crowds, or of being "zapped by the power of God," or any of the theatrics you see so much of today. These are totally unbiblical.

Jesus Starts the Day with Prayer (1:35-39)

What did Jesus do early the next morning?  Jesus got up, went out on the mountainside and there, alone by himself, he prayed. But even there he was not safe. His disciples interrupted this communion, told him that everyone was looking for him. And Jesus reveals the heart and substance of his prayer in what he says in reply: "Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also; for that is why I came out."
 This is what he was praying about – future ministry and prepared hearts in the cities to which he would go next.  

You wouldn’t think that Jesus would need to pray, being God the Son.  Why did he?  To demonstrate that his authority was from God the Father. {cf, John 5:19}"The Son by himself can do nothing," {John 14:10} "It is not I; the Father who dwells in me, he does the works,"  So Jesus received his authority and power from God.  We are to operate on the same basis. Response to the normal, ordinary demands of life, and power to cope with it, must come from our reliance upon him at work within us.  As we learn this, then we are given power to meet the demands and the needs which are waiting for us in the ministry yet to come. 

Verse 39 finishes off the first picture Mark gives us of Jesus and his ministry in Galilee, starting in Capernaum and extending to other local cities and the countryside.

Discussion:

1. Mark leaves out a lot of material that other gospel writers include.  Why?  Mark has a specific audience and purpose in mind.  He includes those things in his book that advance his purpose.
2. Why do you suppose that Jesus did so much of his public ministry around Galilee rather than in Jerusalem?  1.  Part of his overall plan; 2.  Things in the rural districts are more easily controllable—he didn’t want things to get out of hand too soon.
3. Should believers attempt to exorcise demons?  The Bible never instructs us to do so.  We are to flee from the devil and resist the devil.  The only way to exorcise a demon is to have the demon-possessed person get saved.
Lesson 3: Early Conflicts, Mark 2:1-3:6

Last time we studied a typical day in Jesus’ life.  As Jesus preached and did miracles, he not only attracted a large following, but he also became the target of much criticism. 

Clearly 2:1-3:6 is a separate section in Mark's Gospel. In it Jesus comes into conflict with the Jewish religious leadership in a series of five separate incidents. It is highly unlikely that these incidents happened in chronological sequence or even come out of the same period in Jesus' ministry. Mark brought them together because they have a common theme: conflict with the religious authorities. There can be little doubt that the church in its ongoing struggle with Judaism found such stories comforting. Mark’s continuing purpose in this section is to show Jesus’ mighty words and works, even in the face of great opposition.

Conflict over Healing a Paralytic (2:1-12)

This unusual event occurred either at Jesus’ own house or at the house that belonged to Peter’s family. Wherever he was, the people of Capernaum flocked to hear Jesus speak and to receive healing of their diseases. 

How did these men gain access to Jesus?  They dug thru the roof. The idea of digging through a roof seems odd to us, but it was not a difficult operation in the houses of this time. A typical Palestinian peasant's house was usually a small, one-room structure with a flat roof. Access to the roof was by means of an outside stairway. The roof itself was usually made of wooden beams with thatch and compacted earth in order to shed the rain. Sometimes tiles were laid between the beams and the thatch and earth placed over them. So it was not a difficult task to dig a hole in the roof. As they dug, chunks of earth and thatch no doubt rained down on the people below.

Jesus recognized this ingenuity and persistence as faith. Mark says Jesus "saw their faith." Great faith was evident in the actions of both the paralytic and his bearers. As a means of healing the man of his lameness, Jesus forgave his sins. This hardly seemed to be what the man needed—at least on the surface. But we must remember that all suffering is rooted in man's sinfulness and alienation from God. In this case, the man’s physical condition was directly tied to his spiritual condition.

What were the results of Jesus’ claim to forgive the man’s sin? 1.  The man was healed;  2. Jesus’ enemies accused him of blasphemy.  If they were right about who Jesus was, their reasoning was flawless—no one but God can forgive sin. Their error was in not recognizing who Jesus really was--the Son of God who has authority to forgive sins;      3. The people were amazed.

The healing verified the claim to grant forgiveness. As sure as actual healing followed Jesus' statement “Get up” (v. 11), so actual forgiveness resulted from his statement “your sins are forgiven.”

Note: The fact that Jesus takes it upon himself to forgive the man’s sins is a clear indication that Mark is trying to prove Jesus’ deity.  The Pharisees were right—no one but God has the right or power to forgive sins. Mark is trying to prove that very point.

Conflict over Eating with Sinners (2:13-17)

Jesus may have done his teaching on this occasion as rabbis often did—“as he walked along.” If so, his teaching was interrupted by his encounter with Levi. Levi was probably his given name and Matthew (“gift of God”) his apostolic name. He was employed by Herod Antipas, the tetrarch of Galilee, as a tax collector. A traveler from either Herod Philip's territory or the Decapolis would naturally pass through Capernaum on entering Galilee. The Jews despised tax collectors because they were considered traitors and because they often took money that they were not entitled to.  Tax men were not paid a salary—they kept a portion of the money they received. It’s noteworthy that Jesus would select such a person to be one of his disciples.

Where did Jesus find Levi?   At the "tax collector's booth." This was probably the toll booth on the road that ran from Damascus through Capernaum to the Mediterranean coast. There was much at stake for Levi in accepting Jesus' challenge. Fishermen could easily go back to fishing (as some of the disciples did after Jesus' crucifixion), but for Levi there would be little possibility of his returning to his occupation. Tax collector jobs were greatly sought after as a sure way to get rich quickly.

Matthew and his guests were literally “reclining at table” (.15) during the meal.  The Jews of this time followed the custom of reclining at meals. Broad couches were provided, each large enough for several people. Each guest lay on his left side, resting on his elbow, taking the food with his right hand.

What problem did Jesus’ critics have with this meal?  That a supposed teacher would associate with such disreputable people.  Probably all the people at this meal were social outcasts and disreputable people.  The Pharisees saw such people as unclean, and demanded that Jesus do likewise.  Note: the critics were not at the meal—they would not defile themselves by contact with a gentile. They were outside the house.

Read verse 17. Explain what Jesus means by a “righteous” person and a “sinner.” The “righteous” are the self-righteous, the Pharisees and others who saw themselves as good;  "sinners" are those who don’t make any pretenses of following the Law or being good.  They are sinful and they know it—they recognize their need. Jesus' call is to salvation; and, in order to share in it, there must be a recognition of need. A self-righteous man is incapable of recognizing that need, but a sinner can. 

The fact that the Pharisees had no mercy for others showed that they had no true righteousness. Jesus is saying in a round about way that the Pharisees are in worse shape than those who ate the meal with him.

Conflict over Fasting (2:18-22)

The average Jew recognized four fasts throughout the year. John’s disciples were probably fasting and praying because John was in prison. A Pharisee might fast twice a week as part of his religious duties. Fasting was common among many religious people. Some were wondering why Jesus didn’t insist that his disciples also fast (in fact, they had just enjoyed a feast at Levi’s house). How did Jesus answer their question? With a parable. Fasting--a sign of mourning--is not appropriate at a wedding. A Jewish wedding feast was a particularly joyous occasion. The guests joined in the celebration that sometimes lasted a week. To fast during that time of great joy and festivity would be unthinkable. Jesus is the bridegroom (v. 19) and his disciples the guests. While he remains with them they will rejoice, not fast. However, he will not always be with them. When he is taken away (v. 20), fasting will be appropriate (c.f. Matt 6:17).
In ancient times wine was kept in goatskins. New skins were soft and pliable and would stretch when wine that had not yet completed fermentation was put in them. However, old wineskins that had been stretched would become brittle and, being no longer pliable, were thus unable to stretch. The gas from the fermenting wine burst them open, destroying both wine and wineskins. What point is Jesus making in these parables? The main teaching of the parable seems to be that the newness the coming of Jesus brings cannot be confined to the old forms. The old garment and the old wineskin are Judaism as practiced by the Pharisees with its externalism and false righteousness. Jesus didn’t come just to patch that sort of thing up. He came to start something new. He’s telling them to discard the old and take up the new. Putting new wine into old wineskins (v. 22) and patching an old garment with a new cloth (v. 21) are just as inappropriate as fasting at a wedding feast.

Conflict over Picking Grain on the Sabbath (2:23-28)

The Sabbath originally was given to restore man, to give him rest and recreation. Properly observed, it would be a joy. But the Pharisees had so ringed it about with their thousands of interpretations of what it meant to cease work that they had made it a terrible burden to bear. For instance, they held that it was perfectly all right to spit on a rock on the Sabbath, but if you spit on the ground, that made mud; mud was mortar; therefore you were working on the Sabbath. So it was absolutely wrong to spit on the ground! That was the nature of the restrictions they devised. 

Were Jesus and the disciples breaking the OT Law here? No; in fact, it was specifically allowed: "If you enter your neighbor's grain field, you may pick kernels with your hands, but you must not put a sickle to his standing grain" (Deut 23:25). The Pharisees regarded this as harvesting (regular farm work) on the Sabbath. They were breaking rabbinical ideas only.

How did Jesus respond to this criticism? Jesus poses a question of his own (v. 25). The incident he refers to is recorded in 1 Sam 21:16. David and his companions were hungry and ate the consecrated bread--the twelve loaves baked of fine flour arranged in two rows or piles on the table in the Holy Place. Fresh loaves were brought into the sanctuary each Sabbath to replace the old ones that were then eaten by the priests (cf. Exod 25:30; 35:13; 39:36; Lev 24:59; cf. Jos. Antiq. III, 255-56, [x.7]). Although the action of David was contrary to the law, he was not condemned for it. Jesus does not claim that the Sabbath law has not been technically broken but that such violations under certain conditions are warranted. "Human need is a higher law than religious ritualism" (Earle, p. 49).

What is Jesus’ point in vss. 27-28?  To Jesus the Sabbath was not created for its own sake; it was a gift of God to man. Its purpose was not to put man in a kind of straight jacket. It was for his good--to provide rest from labor and opportunity for worship. "Since the Sabbath was made for man, He who is man's Lord ... has authority to determine its law and use" (Taylor, p. 219).

Conflict over Healing on the Sabbath (3:1-6)

Why were some of the people watching Jesus so intently?  To see if they could accuse him of anything.  Since Jesus had already raised suspicions in their mind because of his unorthodox actions, these men were present in the synagogue, not to worship God, but to spy on Jesus ("they watched him closely"). They "were looking for a reason to accuse Jesus." The statement "to see if he would heal him on the Sabbath" makes it clear that the Pharisees were convinced of Jesus' power to perform miracles. The issue was not "could he" but "would he?"

What does it say about the spiritual state of these people that they could see Jesus’ miracles and still be hostile toward him? It shows their irrationality and the depths of their hostility toward Jesus.

Why do you think Jesus had the man stand up in front of everyone?  To show that he wasn’t being secret about anything. He was proving a point here and attacking the wrong doctrine of the Pharisees.

How did the Pharisees respond to Jesus’ question (.4)? Pharisees were silent. They refused to debate the issue with Jesus.

Explain the source or cause of Jesus’ anger here.  His anger was "righteous indignation"--what a good man feels in the presence of stark evil. Such anger was particularly appropriate to this situation. But even such justifiable anger was couched in compassion. The tenses of the verbs are important here. The looking "around at them in anger" was momentary (aorist tense), but the being "deeply distressed" was continuous (present tense). Jesus' distress was caused by their "stubborn hearts," i.e., their consistent failure to acknowledge who he really was.

How do the Pharisees react to the miracle?  They began to plot Jesus' death. Tragic response to a display of the power of God.  Also shows that signs and wonders don’t necessarily result in faith. 

Note the irony here: the Pharisees denounce Jesus for breaking a minor aspect of their law, and then immediately begin to plot his murder! It’s no wonder that Luke notes in his account that they were “filled with madness.”

Who were the Herodians?  The term probably refers to influential Jews who were friends and backers of the Herodian family. This meant, of course, that they were supporters of Rome, from which the Herods received their authority. Normally, they were the enemies of the Pharisees, but they joined the Pharisees in opposition to Jesus because they feared Jesus’ influence.

Conclusion: We learn something about Jesus from each one of these conflict stories.  Jesus has not only the power to heal, but also to forgive sins. That’s because he is God in the flesh. He knows that the self-righteous would reject him, so he addresses himself to those who acknowledged their own needy condition. Jesus is introducing something new that does not fit the standard religious forms that people were used to. Jesus is more interested in meeting human need than with following man-made rules. And Jesus is deeply distressed at the hardness and rebellion of the human heart.

Applications: 

1. Human self-sufficiency and self-righteousness are major factors in keeping people from salvation. Even Christians can fall into this trap. We must fully rely on God, not only for salvation, but also for help to deal with the regular events of life.

2. God doesn’t play favorites, and neither should we. Differences of class, social station, race, wealth, and sex are unimportant. We should be friendly toward all, especially those in need.

3. Meeting human need is more important than keeping human rules and rituals. People must come before rules.

4. Conflict is inevitable for Christians. We must expect opposition, and we should handle conflict like Jesus did. It’s okay to be angry at the hard-heartedness and rebellion we encounter, but we must not lash out against our adversaries.

Discussion:

1. What’s the purpose of all these conflict stories?  Mark was likely making a point to his readers—Jesus faced criticism and persecution, and so will followers of Jesus. Also, each conflict story highlights a different aspect of Jesus’ character.
2. Did Jesus’ enemies dispute the fact of his miracles?  No, they were so hard-hearted that it didn’t matter to them that he did miracles.
3. Should Christians fast? Fasting can be a good thing, but it’s not a necessary part of the Christian life. Fasting is usually linked with prayer.  One sets aside the time he would normally take to eat in order to pray. It may be good to pray and fast in certain situations. Or one might fast for medical/health reasons.
4. Can one be angry and still not sin?  Yes, Jesus is an example of that. Ephesians 4:26  “Be ye angry, and sin not.” Anger often leads to sin, but not necessarily. “Blowing your stack” or losing your temper is sinful; righteous indignation is not.
5. Jesus often associated with disreputable “sinners.” Should we do the same?  Yes and no. Yes—we are called to have relationships with the lost in order to evangelize them. However, this incident does not provide any justification for us to hang out in bars, nightclubs, drunken parties, dances, etc.  No—Jesus was not merely hanging out with these folks; he was preaching the gospel to them. He was not being influenced; he was doing the influencing.  The purpose of the event was for Levi to introduce his friends to Jesus. Further, this was a dinner party at a private home, not a drunken revelry at a bar. 
Lesson 4: Designating Disciples, Friction in the Family, & Blaming Beelzebub, Mark 3:13-35

Last time we looked at a series of five episodes in which Jesus and the disciples found themselves in conflict with the Jews. In today’s passage, we’ll examine Jesus’ selection of the Twelve Disciples, and another occasion in which he comes into conflict with the Jews and with members of his own family.

3:7 through 6:13 is a section that describes events that occurred near the Sea of Galilee. It starts with the selection of the disciples and ends with Jesus sending them out to proclaim the gospel.

Designating Disciples (3:13-19)

Jesus had been busy teaching the gospel, healing diseases, and casting out demons (3:7-12). As might be expected, great crowds assembled to hear him speak and to receive healing. Jesus then withdrew from the crowds into the hill country of Galilee and there selected twelve of his followers to be his special companions. Luke (6:12) says that Jesus spent a night in prayer before choosing the Twelve. The fact that Jesus picked twelve is significant—the number almost certainly is representative of the twelve tribes of Israel. “Disciple” means “student,” one who is being taught by another. “Apostles” refers to qualified representatives who are sent on a mission. The two terms emphasize different aspects of their calling. This new group constituted the foundation of His church (cf. Eph 2:20).

What were the two purposes mentioned for the selection of the twelve (.14-15)?  (1) "that they might be with him"; (2) "that he might send them out to preach and to have authority to drive out demons."  They were to live with Jesus, travel with him, converse with him, and learn from him. Mark indicates that much of Jesus' time was occupied with their training. The training was not an end in itself—they were to be sent out. And their ministry was to consist of preaching the Good News and driving out demons (v. 15). The two are closely associated. The salvation Jesus brings involves the defeat of Satan and his demons.

Friction in the Family (3:21, 31-35)

As we’ve already seen, Jesus faced fierce opposition from many different directions. On this occasion, Jesus comes into conflict with his own family members. Even those whom one would expect to be supportive of Jesus’ message and ministry turned out to be critics. The word “friends” (KJV) is most likely referring to his own family. The word is literally “those from beside him,” and often refers to one’s family (so NIV. The NKJV has “his own people.”).

What did Jesus’ family come to do?  To “lay hold of him” (KJV) or “take charge of him.” They felt that he was out of control, so they had come restrain him and take him back to Nazareth for his own good. The verb translated "take charge" is used of arresting someone. 
What does Jesus’ family say is the problem with Jesus?  He’s “beside himself,” i.e., out of his mind/mad/crazy. The word means, “to lose one’s mind, to be out of one’s senses.” They probably thought that overwork had caused him to lose touch with reality. Could you imagine the sadness and discouragement that this could cause? After everyone else criticizing his message and ministry, along comes his family and does the same thing. Those who should be most supportive are just as critical as everyone else is. John (7:5) tells us that Jesus’ family members did not believe in him at this point.
Jesus himself at this time was in Capernaum; so his family had to travel from Nazareth to get him and take him home. To allow for this time, Mark fills in the gap with the Beelzebub controversy. 

When his family did arrive and attempted to “lay hold of him,” someone told Jesus that his family was outside and wanted to talk with him. But he did not even pause to talk to them. Instead, he looked around at his disciples and said, “Behold my mother and my brethren!” (.34-35).  What did he mean? Those who do the will of God are his true family. Followers of Christ are part of a spiritual family. Some ties are stronger than blood. He’s also asserting his own independence from his family—it was not appropriate for them to interfere. Mark does not say whether or not Jesus’ family ever met together on this occasion.

Note: It’s unfortunate that Jesus’ own mother at this point is of the opinion that Jesus is “beside himself.” But, like others, Mary grew in her faith and eventually acknowledged Jesus to be the Messiah.

Blaming Beelzebub (3:22-30)

The teachers of the law had come down from Jerusalem ("down" because Jerusalem was located at a higher elevation than Capernaum). This is a strong indication that the word about Jesus was spreading and was causing concern in high places. They likely came to gather evidence against him to charge him with some infraction of the law. 

What did the Jews say was the source of Jesus’ power?  Their analysis of Jesus' condition was "he is possessed by Beelzebub!" Beelzebub (the god of Ekron) means "the lord of flies," or "the lord of dung," or "the dung-god." It’s another name for Satan. Thus the leaders of the Jews were attributing the works of Jesus to the power of Satan. They brought forth this charge because some people in the audience thought that Jesus just might be the Messiah (c.f. Matt 12:23). They sought to discount such an idea.

What did Jesus say to defend himself (.23-26, c.f. also Matt 12:27-28)? He showed them the absurdity of their accusation—Satan doesn’t cast out Satan. Matthew 12:27-28 “And if I by Beelzebub cast out devils, by whom do your children cast them out? Therefore they shall be your judges. But if I cast out devils by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God is come unto you.”

What point is Jesus making in verse 27? Satan is the strong man whom Jesus has power over. The fact that Jesus is able to plunder Satan’s domain is evidence that Jesus has power over him.

What exactly is the unforgivable sin? attributing the works of God to Satan. Their hardness of heart was evident in that they called good (the healing of someone) evil (c.f. Isa 5:20). Those so blind and hard-hearted are incapable of repentance.
Surely what Jesus is speaking of here as an unforgivable sin is not an isolated act but a settled condition of the soul—the result of a long history of repeated and willful acts of sin. And if the person involved cannot be forgiven it is not so much that God refuses to forgive as it is the sinner cares nothing about sin or forgiveness.

The unpardonable sin boils down to simple unbelief, the rejection of God and God’s word. This is the only sin God will not forgive. When one considers the Holy Spirit to be the Devil, repentance is no longer possible, because the Holy Spirit is the one who generates repentance.

Note: Those who are concerned about their sin need not worry that they have committed the unforgivable sin. Those who care about such things show that they have not committed this sin.

This conflict story shows that the Jews officially rejected Jesus’ claims to be the Messiah. They had no interest in who Jesus was or in what he was teaching; in fact, they were actively hostile to him and his message. They had rejected his offer of the kingdom. Jesus now begins to direct his attention to the Gentiles.

Conclusion: These occasions give us more information about the person and work of Christ. Jesus was a master teacher. He picked a small group of disciples to train so that they could carry on the work after he had gone. He loved his family, but would not allow them to hinder his ministry. And he showed his critics their own hard-heartedness and unbelief. Those who reject him lose all hope of forgiveness. His critics had to resort to irrational, absurd accusations.

Applications:

1. Jesus desires to “be with” his disciples, and disciples should desire to “be with” him. We fellowship with him as we read his word and pray.

2. A disciple’s relationship with God is more important than that with his family. One must not allow his family or friends to hinder his fellowship with God. The tie that binds the believer to Jesus and to other believers is supreme.

3. Unbelief is the most serious of sins. God is merciful, gracious, and patient with sinners, and is willing and able to forgive every kind of sin. But God will not extend forgiveness to those who reject his Son.

4. Rejection of Jesus leads to irrationality. Opposition to Jesus upsets men’s logic.

Discussion:

1. What truth from this passage shows us that salvation does not extend to all people? The fact that the sin of unbelief is unforgivable. Those not forgiven will not be saved; thus, salvation can’t extend to unbelievers.
2. Was Jesus being rude to his family by not talking with them? It doesn’t say that he didn’t talk with them. The text doesn’t give us all the details. However, it does seem clear that he would not allow his family, who at this point were still unbelievers, to hinder or interfere in his ministry.
3. Can a person today commit the unforgivable sin? Yes, because the sin is unrepentant unbelief.
Can a believer commit an unforgivable sin?  No; all sin is forgiven for a believer.

Lesson 5: Parables of the Kingdom, Mark 4:1-34

Mark now turns his attention to Jesus’ teaching ministry. In fact, this section is the longest teaching passage in the book. The chapter contains four kingdom parables, each one of which teaches something about Christ’s kingdom. Mark strings these parables together without giving their original contexts. It’s unlikely that they were originally given one right after the other.

The Parable of the Sower (4:3-20)

This story is well suited for Jesus’ agrarian audience. They were well aware of the conditions in a typical field—small plots of ground without fences, paths outlining each field, the method a farmer used to distribute the seed, and many rocks in the soil.

How did the farmer plant his seed? Broadcast fashion, i.e., he threw it around. At this time, the farmers first broadcast the seed, then plowed the earth. 

What were the four outcomes of sowing? 1. Birds ate some; 2. In the rocky soil, some sprang up quickly and then died; 3. Some fell among thorns and was choked out; 4. Some fell on good ground and produced fruit.

Jesus begins this parable with the invitation to “listen” (“hearken” KJV), and he ended it with the words, “He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” His point seems to be that the understanding of this parable is going to take some thought. There’s a hidden or cryptic meaning that one may understand if he is committed to the truth. One commentator suggests Jesus meant something like “Now think that one out for yourself, if you can!” “The word of God, in its own nature, is always bright, but its light is choked by the darkness of men” (Calvin).
The interpretation of the parable of the sower

The disciples had an advantage over the crowds who heard Jesus speak. If they didn’t understand, they could just ask him later. That’s exactly what they did in this case, although note that others were there with the disciples (.10).

In verse 11, Jesus talks about a “mystery.” A mystery in the biblical sense expresses God's revealing to man what was previously unknown. It is proclaimed to all, but only those who have faith really understand. Here in Mark the mystery is the disclosure that the kingdom of God has drawn near in the person of Jesus Christ. The secret has been given to the disciples because they have responded in faith, but to “those on the outside” (i.e., men hardened by unbelief), “all things,” i.e., the entire significance of Jesus' person and mission, are “in parables,” meaning in this case “riddles.” 

By their own nature and abilities, men are unable to understand the things of God—they are mysteries (c.f. 1 Cor 2:14 “The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.”). Understanding is the result of a divine enlightenment, a God-given ability to understand the significance of the gospel. Christ declares that there are certain people, to whom God especially bestows this honor of revealing to them his secrets, and that others are deprived of this grace. No other reason will be found for this distinction, except that God calls to himself those whom he has gratuitously chosen. Unfortunately, “the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them” (2 Cor 4:4).

Who is the farmer?  Jesus

What is the seed? The word of the kingdom, specifically, that the king has come. God’s kingdom has come to earth in the person and work of Christ. The Word is the message of salvation thru Christ, the gospel.

How is the seed sown? In the preaching of the gospel.

What’s the significance of the various types of ground the seed hits?  People respond to the word in different ways—some reject it, some are initially interested in it but still reject it, and some receive it with joy.

In verse 12, Jesus claims that the prophecy of Isaiah 6:9-10 has now come to pass. Hard-hearted unbelievers heard the parables, but did not grasp their significance. They heard Jesus’ message and saw his miracles, but did not understand. When unbelief has advanced far enough, all its seeing and hearing will produce nothing. The quotation seems to be saying that the purpose of parables is that unbelievers (“those on the outside,” (those “without” [KJV]) may not receive the truth and be converted. This is consistent with the truth that God reveals truth to some and hardens others (John 12:39-40; Rom 9:13-18, 11:8). For some, the gospel is a fragrance of life; to others, the same message is the stench of death (2 Cor 2:15-16). God communicates truth to some and conceals it from others.
One reason Jesus taught in parables was to conceal the truth from persistent unbelievers. Even a casual reading of the Gospels shows that Jesus' parables were not always clear—even the disciples had difficulty understanding them. Parables gave Jesus’ audience the opportunity to seek for truth if they wanted it, or to continue in their stubborn unbelief if they didn’t.
The Parables of the Lamp and the Measure (4:21-25)

Note the words, “And he said unto them.” These words serve to introduce another parable. Jesus now changes the analogy from a farmer planting seed to a lamp and the light it produces. Believers, those in whose heart the seed of the Word has sprouted, are like lamps sending forth light. What’s the point of this parable? Just as it is unthinkable for one to put a lamp under a bed or under a measuring bowl, so it’s unreasonable for disciples not to let their lights shine. Jesus has enlightened believers in order for them to enlighten others. Just like the Word planted in good soil brings forth much fruit, so one enlightened by Jesus sends forth light to others.

It is of utmost importance for us to be careful hearers (.23), i.e., to have spiritual perception.
What’s the point of verses 24-25? The more one listens to the word of Jesus with spiritual perception and receives it, the more the truth about Jesus will be revealed. I.e., sincere seekers of truth will receive more truth. But whoever does not lay hold of the word now, even the little spiritual perception he has will be taken from him. Stubborn unbelief will be rewarded by continued lack of understanding. 

The Parable of the Secretly Growing Seed (4:26-29)

This parable is also introduced by the phrase, “And he said.” The other gospels do not contain this parable. Its emphasis is different from the parable of the sower. Here Jesus is emphasizing the mysterious power of the seed itself to produce a crop. This is similar to the idea contained in Romans 1:16 “The gospel of Christ . . . is the power of God unto salvation.” The gospel message itself is powerful.

The parable relates to how the kingdom grows. All the farmer can do is plant the seed in suitable ground. He cannot make the seed grow. He does not even understand how it grows (.27). But it does grow, and this without any further help from the farmer (.28). The point of the parable is as follows: the kingdom of God spreads and develops in a mysterious way. The seed (the Word) is planted, finds root, and brings forth fruit, but just how that occurs man “knoweth not how.” The implication is that God is superintending the entire process. The emphasis is on the power of the seed to grow in and of itself. The Word alone has life and imparts life to the soil, man’s heart. (C.f. Heb 4:12 “For the word of God is living, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword . . . .”)

The harvest spoken of (.29) is the judgment of the last days (c.f. Joel 3:13 “Put ye in the sickle, for the harvest is ripe.”). 

The Parable of the Mustard Seed (4:30-32)
The mustard seed was proverbial for its smallness, but it is not in fact the smallest known seed (the seed of the black orchid is smaller). Jesus obviously was not giving a lesson in botany. The mustard seed was the smallest seed his audience was familiar with. When grown, it becomes a huge treelike shrub (.32).

The main point of the parable is that the kingdom of God is like what happens to the mustard seed after being planted. It has insignificant and weak beginnings, but a day will come when it will be great and powerful. By these parables Christ encourages his disciples not to be offended and turn back on account of the lowly beginnings of the Gospel. They should not doubt its eventual success. Jesus began life on earth in a stable, gathered about him a few poor followers, and died a criminal’s death, forsaken by all. Yet after the resurrection, the gospel went forth with power, and multitudes came into the kingdom. This kingdom will culminate in a millennium of world domination, with Christ reigning the earth from the throne of David.

It is doubtful whether the detail in the parable about the birds taking shelter in the branches of the tree has any significance, though some interpreters see in it a mention of the inclusion of the Gentiles in the kingdom. 

Conclusion: These parables are helpful in that they communicate truth about Jesus and his kingdom. Some people receive the message, some don’t. Those who do have a responsibility to enlighten others. Disciples should not despair that the kingdom has a lowly beginning.

Applications:

5. People respond to the Word of God in different ways. It’s common for people to make an initial positive, even enthusiastic, response, yet their enthusiasm is temporary, and they soon fall away. Note that in three out of four cases, the seed landed on bad ground.

6. The sincere reception of the gospel is always followed by fruitfulness. Some may initially respond to the gospel, but if they produce no fruit, it’s because there was no life-giving reception of the Word. True believers persevere in faith and in good works.

7. It’s impossible for unbelievers to understand the true significance of the gospel on their own. God must enlighten their understanding. Faith is a gift. 

8. Those enlightened by Jesus send forth light to others. Don’t hide your light “under a bushel.” Put yourself on a lampstand and let your light shine.
9. The gospel message contains its own power. The Word of God does the work of God. Evangelists can add nothing to it. All they do is announce it and call people to respond to it. Conversion is the result of the Holy Spirit using the Word of God to convict someone of his need; it is not the evangelist himself convincing or persuading anyone to be saved.

10. We cannot judge the outcome of a thing by its beginning. We don’t know the eventual results of our efforts. Our labors may seem insignificant and fruitless, but God can use such work to achieve His desired goals.

Discussion:

4. How did parables reveal truth to some and conceal it from others? 

5. Why would Jesus want to conceal truth from anyone? 1. For his own good purposes; 2. To decrease his listeners’ condemnation; 3. To prevent false accusations.
6. Why is it sometimes hard to interpret parables? Because we usually want to make every detail represent something. The details of an analogy almost never perfectly correspond in every point to the truth they convey.
Lesson 6: Miracles, Mark 4:35-5:43

Remember Mark’s purpose in his book—to show that Jesus is the Christ by his mighty teaching and miraculous works. The last section we looked at, the Parables of the Kingdom, contained a lengthy recounting of Jesus’ teaching. Today’s section will examine some of the miraculous works of Christ.

Calming the storm (4:35-41)

The calming of the storm on the Lake of Galilee is a classic example of a nature miracle. Miracles of this kind seem to present the greatest problem to contemporary man. The NT, however, makes clear that Jesus Christ is not only Lord over his church but also Lord of all creation (see Col 1:16-17). 

Why did Jesus and the disciples go to the other side of the lake (.35)?  Because Jesus wanted to go. There was a purpose in this trip. Jesus planned the whole thing out. The storm is no accident or coincidence. He intended to show the apostles how weak and inconsiderable their faith still was. This is a trial of their faith.
Just as there was a plan for the disciples in this story, so God has a plan for our lives. Note the following table.

	Atheistic Fatalism:

I am enslaved by fate/circumstances.
	Theistic Determinism:

God is sovereignly directing my circumstances.

	Events have no real meaning or purpose.
	Events have both meaning and purpose.

	Events are impersonal.
	Events are personal.

	The future is uncertain and worrisome.
	The future is certain and bright.

	I have no control over my fate.
	God has control over my fate.


The Sea of Galilee was notorious for its violent and sudden storms. The hills surrounding the Sea acted like a funnel to channel fierce winds that would whip up the surface into towering waves. Mark describes the scene as a “great storm of wind” or a “furious squall” (NIV). These words describe a storm of whirlwind or hurricane force that threatened to swamp the boat. The waves were beating into the ship, causing it to take on water. Even the fishermen among the disciples, who had spent their lives on this very lake, feared for their safety.

Note the details in the story: the mention of the time of day (.35), the reference to Jesus "just as he was" (.36), the statement about the "other boats," the position of Jesus in the boat (.38), the mention of the cushion, the sharp rebuke made by the disciples, and their terror and bewilderment. Taken together these suggest the report of an eyewitness (Peter?).

How did the disciples respond to the storm? 1. They were worried about drowning; 2. They questioned the character of Jesus—“don’t you care if we drown?”  This was a rebuke: “Teacher, are we to drown for all you care?” is the sense of the question.

What did Jesus do? 1. He got up, rebuked the wind and the waves; 2. He rebuked the disciples for their fear and their lack of faith. "Faith" here means faith in God's saving power as it is present and active in the person of Jesus. This is the first of several rebukes of the disciples by Jesus for their lack of understanding and faith (cf. 7:18; 8:17-18, 21, 32-33; 9:19).
Why did the disciples deserve to be rebuked? They should have realized that if Jesus really was the Messiah, there’s no way he’d allow a storm to hurt or kill him. Thus, the disciples were perfectly safe with Jesus.
How did the disciples react to the miracle? They were terrified and asked each other, "Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!” (NIV).  Amazement and heightened sense of awe and respect for Jesus. 

Is every kind of fear sinful and contrary to faith? No. It’s not the fear, but their timidity, their dread based on a lack of faith, that Jesus rebukes them for.  It is not every kind of fear that is opposed to faith. Fear sometimes awakens faith. So it’s the fear that fails to trust in God that is sinful.
This was a faith-building crisis which served to strengthen and deepen the disciples’ faith in Jesus. The storm accomplished its purpose.

Healing the demon-possessed man (5:1-20)

After the storm, Jesus and the disciples land on the eastern side of the lake. That the population of this region was largely Gentile is shown by the name Decapolis (.20) and the presence of a large herd of pigs, animals considered unclean by Jews and therefore unfit to eat (Lev 11:7-8). The Decapolis was a league of ten Greek cities located on the east side of the Sea of Galilee and the Jordan River.

Where did the demoniac live?  The possessed man lived in the tombs (v. 3). Often in Palestine people were buried in natural caves or in tombs cut out of the limestone rock. Matthew states that there were two demoniacs (Matt 8:28-34).
Why do you suppose he lived there? Tombs provided good shelter for anyone desiring to live in them. It was a natural place for a possessed man to dwell because of the popular belief that tombs were the favorite haunts of demons. He had probably been driven out from ordinary society, and the tombs provided good shelter. Efforts had been made to control him, but without success. Although bound "hand and foot," he had broken the chains; and no one was strong enough to subdue him (v. 4).

What did the man do when he saw Jesus (.6)? He ran up to Jesus and fell on his knees. “Worship” (KJV) is literally “fall on one’s knees.”  It was an act of respect, not of genuine worship. 

Why did the demon-possessed man show this respect toward Jesus? He recognized one who had power over him. The demon uses the title "Son of the Most High God," a title that implies that the demon recognized Jesus' deity.

The demoniac said that his name was “Legion.” The significance of his name is not clear. Perhaps he had had an unfortunate experience with a Roman legion and this had caused his madness. Or perhaps he felt as if he was possessed by thousands of demons (a legion consisted of over six thousand men).

Where did Jesus send the demons? Into a herd of pigs that was feeding nearby. 

What were the results of this exorcism?


The pigs — ran into the sea and drown (“choked” KJV)


The people of the town — they were afraid (“seized with great fear” Luke) and asked Jesus to leave; they told others what had happened


The possessed man — dressed and in his right mind. He wanted to go with Jesus (.18).

What did Jesus tell the man to do? He gave him the task of returning home to his family to bear testimony to what Jesus in his mercy had done for him (v. 19). The man obeyed without argument and began to bear testimony of what "Jesus had done for him." (.20).

[This account is] “indeed a sad and shocking exhibition, but may serve to remind us how wretched and alarming it is to be placed under the tyranny of Satan . . . . Though we are not tortured by the devil, yet he holds us as his slaves, till the Son of God delivers us from his tyranny. Naked, torn, and disfigured, we wander about, till he restores us to soundness of mind. It remains that, in magnifying his grace, we testify of our gratitude.” (Calvin).
The Raising of Jairus's Daughter (5:21-24, 35-43)

This miracle story is interesting in that within it is another miracle story, the healing of the woman with an issue of blood. Both of these stories are significant because according to the OT Law, contact with graves, blood, or death made one ceremonially unclean. Mark seems to be suggesting that rather than becoming unclean himself, Jesus’ miracles made others “clean.” 

Jesus and the disciples had crossed back over to the west side of the lake, where great crowds of people were waiting for them. One of them was a man named Jairus, “one of the rulers of the synagogue” (.22). These were laymen whose responsibilities were administrative, not priestly, and included such things as looking after the building and supervising the worship. Sometimes the title was honorary, given to prominent members of the congregation with no administrative duties attached. Jesus agreed to go with Jairus to see his daughter.

What happened before Jesus arrived at Jairus’ house (.35)? They got news that the girl was already dead.
Jesus was not dissuaded by the report of the girl’s death. Instead, he chose three of his closest disciples to go on with him to witness a momentous miracle. What did they find when they arrived at Jairus’ house? A great commotion was taking place. As was the custom, professional mourners had been hired; and they were already at work. "The lamentations consisted of choral song or antiphony, accompanied by hand-clapping" (Van der Loos, Miracles of Jesus, p. 568; cf. SBK, 1:521ff.). Since Jairus occupied a prominent position in the Jewish community, the number of professional mourners was large. So along with members of his family, they were making a great uproar.

Jesus claimed that the child was not dead, but asleep. How did the people receive this news? They laughed at him. Sleep is everywhere in Scripture employed to denote

death; and there is no doubt but this comparison, taken from temporal rest, points out a future resurrection.

Jesus stood by the side of the child, took her hand, and spoke the Aramaic words "Talitha koum," which Mark conveniently translates for his Gentile readers: “Little girl, I say to you, get up!” Mark is the only Evangelist who preserves the original Aramaic here. Aramaic was the language of Palestine in the first century AD and was probably the language Jesus and his disciples normally spoke.

After raising the girl from the dead, what two orders did Jesus give? 1.Not to tell anyone; 2. To give her something to eat—a beautiful evidence of his concern for man's ordinary needs.
Healing a woman with a hemorrhage (5:25-34)
The text does not state the precise nature of the woman's ailment. Probably some sort of uterine disease caused the bleeding that had persisted for twelve years (.25). Luke (8:43) says of her condition that “no one could heal her.” Mark includes vivid details: she had suffered much, had been treated by many doctors, had spent all she had; and, instead of getting better, her condition had gotten worse (.26). Someone must have interviewed the woman to get this information.

How did this miracle take place? The woman pressed thru the crowd and touched the hem of his robe.

Why does Jesus’ question, “Who touched my clothes?” seem a bit odd? 1. Because many people were pressing around touching him; 2. Because Jesus must have known what happened and who the woman was.  Beyond all question, he knowingly and willingly cured the woman; but he puts the question to her, that she may freely and publicly make it known. Jesus often asked questions to which he knew the answer.

When Jesus stopped to ask who touched him, the woman came forward, knelt at his feet, and “told him all the truth” (.33). This must have taken great courage, especially since she was regarded as ceremonially unclean. Jesus addressed her as “daughter” (.34)—the only occurrence in the Gospels of Jesus' addressing a woman by that word. He made clear to her that it was her faith (in Jesus, or God) that had healed her. The word translated “healed” is “saved.” Here both physical healing and theological salvation are in mind. In Mark's Gospel the two go closely together (cf. 2:1-12).

Conclusion: Mark is using these miracles to mount up evidence that Jesus is exactly who he said he was—the Son of God. Only the creator of the world could command nature and raise the dead.

Applications:

11. The plan of God may include difficult situations. Hardship does not imply that God no longer cares or that circumstances are beyond His control. Believers must trust that all things are moving according to God’s sovereign plan, and that God is trustworthy and faithful to care for His people. 

12. God may bring hardship and trials into the believer’s life to teach him or her important lessons. Difficulties should strengthen us, not weaken us.

13. Our adversary the Devil is alive and well, as are his helpers. Demon possession is a reality. Fortunately, the whole of Satan’s kingdom is subject to the authority of Christ. However, Christians have no commission to cast out demons. 

14. God deals kindly and gently with his people—accepts their faith, though imperfect and weak—and does not hold their faults and imperfections against them.

15. Death to the believer is little more than a temporary “sleep.” The power of death is broken. We need not fear death, because Jesus has power over it. Believers will be raised from their sleep of death at the Resurrection.

Discussion:

7. How would you know demon possession if you saw it? It would be nearly impossible to tell for sure. Many supposed manifestations of demon possession are the result of other conditions. Point—believers are not responsible to cast out demons.
8. Why is it that Jesus rebukes the disciples for their weak faith, and yet commends the woman with a hemorrhage for her weak faith? The disciples had no excuse for their lack of faith—they should have known better. One could not expect the woman to have known better. Principle—to whom much is given, much is required.
9. How do we know that Jesus was not ignorant of the woman touching his robe? Because he’s the Second Person of the Trinity, God Himself. He could not have been ignorant, neither could the woman have been healed without Jesus actively extending such healing to her. He asked the question for the benefit of the woman and those looking on.
Lesson 7: More Miracles, Mark 6:30-8:30 

In the last lesson, we looked at four miracles that Jesus did. After Jesus raised Jairus’ daughter from the dead, he went home to Nazareth, where the people rejected and tried to kill him (6:1-6).  He then sent his disciples out to heal and preach the gospel (6:7-13). Mark next relates the death of John the Baptist (6:17-29). We then have a series of miracles, which are capped off by Peter’s memorable confession, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God” (8:30). We’ll examine these miracles today.

Feeding of the Five Thousand (6:30-44) [Matthew 14:21 "five thousand men, beside women and children."]
Jesus by this time in his ministry was becoming very popular, mostly because of the amazing miracles he had been doing. In fact, even when Jesus wanted to spend time alone with the disciples, the crowds found out where they were going and met them there (6:33). On one such occasion, Jesus was teaching late into the afternoon, and the crowds were still gathered to listen. What did his disciples urge Jesus to do (.35-36)?  Tell the people to disperse so they could find food in the surrounding villages. “It’s their problem, send them away so they can deal with it.”
Why did Jesus not want to do this? He had compassion for the crowds (.34). He saw the multitude as “sheep without a shepherd.” 
What did he tell the disciples to do (.37)?  “You give them something to eat.”

The reply of the disciples to this suggestion indicates how startled they were at Jesus' command. They could only think of the impossible amount of money it would take to feed a crowd like this one. Two hundred denarii represented the pay a common laborer earned in a period of about eight months. Not even that amount of money would buy enough bread for all to eat (cf. John 6:7: “for each one to have a bite”).

How much food was on hand? Not much—five loaves and two fish. The loaves were small, flat cakes of bread, unlike what we think of as loaves. This was one person’s lunch.

Jesus did what any faithful Jew would have done before eating—he prayed (.41). The usual form of the prayer was a thanksgiving: “Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who bringeth forth bread from the earth.” As to how the miracle was performed, Mark does not inform us. He simply says that Jesus broke the loaves, divided the fish, and gave them to the disciples to distribute among the people.
How much did they have left over (.43)?  12 baskets full.

Walking on the Water (6:45-52)

Jesus told the disciples to go ahead of him to Bethsaida, a town not far from them. They got into a boat and left while Jesus stayed to dismiss the crowd. The time of this incident was “evening” (.47). Since it was “already very late” (.35) before the feeding of the five thousand, “evening” here must mean late at night. 

The Lake of Galilee is only about four miles wide. Thus a boat in the middle of the lake could easily be seen in the full moon of Passover time (assuming that the incident took place at that time) from the shore.

Apparently the wind was blowing from the north or northeast and had blown the disciples off their course. They were “straining at the oars” (.48)—an indication of a stiff headwind. Matthew literally says “the boat was being put to the test by torture.” Jesus came to them “walking on the lake,” at about the fourth watch. According to Roman reckoning (and Mark follows this), the night was divided into four watches: 6-9 P.M., 9-12 P.M., 12-3 A.M., and 3-6 A.M.

What did the disciples think when they saw someone walking on the water (.49)? They thought it was a ghost. “When they were urged by strong necessity to desire the presence of their Master, it showed very extraordinary stupidity to be alarmed at his appearance as if he had been a ghost” (Calvin).
How did the disciples react to Jesus’ walking on the water (.51)?  They were absolutely amazed. Matthew says that when Jesus got into the ship, the disciples bowed down to him and said “You truly are the Son of God.”

Mark doesn’t record the fact that Peter walked on the water (Matt 14:28-31). 

How does Mark explain the disciples’ reaction (.52)? 1. They still didn’t understand who Jesus was—they didn’t understand the miracle of the loaves and fishes; 2. Their hearts were hardened or blinded.

Healings Near Gennesaret (6:53-56)

Jesus stayed with the disciples in the boat and crossed over with them to Gennesaret, referring either to the plain north of Magdala on the western side of the lake or to a city in the plain. 

Jesus had achieved widespread fame as a healer. As soon as the people recognized him, they brought out all those who were sick, and Jesus healed them.

The Faith of the Syrophoenician Woman (7:24-30)

Jews normally had no relationship with Gentiles because associations with them made Jews ritually unclean. Jesus now shows by example that the Jewish oral laws are invalid and deliberately associates himself with a Gentile woman. Another purpose of this miracle is to emphasize the mission to the Gentiles. The gospel of the kingdom is not limited to Israel, even though historically it came to the Jews first (.27).  

What did the woman want (.26)?  For Jesus to cast a demon out of her daughter.

How did Jesus respond to her request? Jesus' reply is in the form of a comparison between the children of the household and the little dogs (“puppies”) that were kept as household pets (v. 27). This word (little dogs) is not as negative as it sounds. The contrast is between the privileged position of Israel (“children”) and the less privileged Gentiles (“little dogs”). First the children are to be fed. C.f. Rom 1:16 “to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.”
The reply of the woman (.28) was remarkable. She admitted her status (“Yes, Lord”—the only time Jesus is called “Lord” in Mark) but refused to believe she was thereby excluded from any benefits. “Quite so, Lord; and in that case I may have a crumb?” is the sense of her reply.

What did Jesus do then (.29)? He agreed to help the woman. He exorcises the demon.
Healing a Deaf and Mute Man (7:31-37)
Next Jesus journeys north from Tyre through Sidon and then apparently in a southeasterly direction through the territory of Herod Philip to the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee and into the territory of the Decapolis. This territory of ten Greek cities was largely Gentile, but there were also a significant number of Jews living there.

Describe how Jesus performed this miracle? Jesus put his fingers into the man's ears. Then he spit and touched the man's tongue. He looked up to heaven and with a deep sigh said to him, “Ephphatha!” (which means, “Be opened!”). At this, the man's ears were opened, his tongue was loosened and he began to speak plainly.
Feeding the Four Thousand (8:1-10)

The miracles of healing—the opening of the ears of the deaf man (7:31-36) and the eyes of the blind man (8:22-26)—are illustrative of and prepare the way for the opening of the spiritual understanding of the disciples.

The same circumstances as we’ve seen previously occurred again—Jesus had attracted a large crowd who had nothing to eat. Jesus has compassion on the multitude and suggests that the disciples feed them. The disciples claim that they have no resources to meet the need. Jesus takes what little food they can find, has the people sit down in groups, multiplies the food and passes out enough for everyone.

Note: in both miracles of feeding the multitudes, the number of left over baskets of food is probably insignificant, i.e., there’s no special meaning to the numbers twelve or seven.

Healing a Blind Man at Bethsaida (8:22-26)

This incident, which is recorded only in Mark, takes place at Bethsaida (“house of the fish”) located on the east bank of the Jordan River, where it flows into the Sea of Galilee.  

There were two towns near the Sea of Galilee called Bethsaida (the other one was on the western side of the lake near Capernaum).  What is remarkable about this miracle? 1. That Jesus brought the man away from the crowds; 2. That Jesus spits on the man’s eyes; 3. That the man sees “men like trees walking”; 4. That the healing was gradual—the man could see correctly after Jesus put his hands on the man’s eyes.  This wasn’t a second effort by Jesus—he didn’t fail the first time and succeed the second time. We should not make too much of the man’s description of “men like trees walking.” He wasn’t seeing demons or angels, etc. His vision was just unclear—the people around him looked odd to him.

As for the reason why Jesus did this healing gradually, Mark gives us no hint. Jesus was demonstrating his sovereign freedom to operate as he pleased. What are some of the practices Jesus used when healing? Sometimes he just spoke, sometimes he touched people. He didn’t do it the same way all the time.

The importance of this story for Mark is that it anticipates the opening of the eyes of understanding of the disciples. It is the second in a pair of incidents that only Mark records (the first one is 7:24-37) and that fulfill the OT messianic expectations of Isaiah 35:5-6. Mark uses both incidents to lead up to the revelation of the messianic identity of Jesus to the disciples (8:27-30). Their eyes too are opened, not by human perception, but by the miracle of God's gracious revelation, which was as much a miracle as the opening of the blind man's eyes.

Recognizing Jesus as Messiah (8:27-30)

This incident is usually taken to mark the end of the first half of Mark's Gospel. The account mounts to a climax with the story of the disciples' recognition of Jesus' messiahship.

Who were the people saying that Jesus was (.28)? “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.”
Jesus is asking, “Who do you, my most intimate and trusted friends—in contrast to the other people who neither know me nor understand me—think I am?” Peter, true to form, had a ready answer: “You are the Christ.” Peter speaks for himself and for the rest of the disciples. His confession, that Jesus is the Christ, is the theme of the gospel message. It is Mark’s purpose—to demonstrate that Jesus is the Christ.
The Greek word Christos (“Christ”) translates the Hebrew masiah (“Messiah”) and means the “Anointed One” of God. In the OT the word is used of anyone who was anointed with the holy oil, as, for example, the priests and kings of Israel (cf. Exod 29:7, 21; 1 Sam 10:1, 6; 16:13; 2 Sam 1:14, 16). The word carries with it the idea of being chosen by God, consecration to his service, and special empowerment to accomplish the task assigned.

Peter's confession revealed real insight into the nature of Christ's person and mission, but his concept of Jesus' messiahship was far from being perfect. Peter still had much to learn of Messiah's suffering, rejection, and death.

Conclusion: These miracles reinforce and strengthen the idea that Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ of God.

Applications:

16. God has great compassion for the lost, who wander about as sheep without a shepherd. Believers should have such compassion. The spiritual condition of the lost should motivate us to reach them with the gospel.

17. God is not bound by the laws of nature. Miracles clearly display God’s total control over His creation. Believers should have confidence that God can do anything, far beyond what they can ask or think. Miracles are not irrational.

18. Miracles may cause amazement, but they don’t always generate belief or understanding.

19. Our resources, though so little from a human perspective, become effective when presented to God. “Little is Much when God is in it.”

20. God meets our needs. He has compassion on us and understands our weaknesses. His supply often goes far beyond meeting our basic needs.

21. The Gospel ministry extends to all people without respect to their ethnic backgrounds. God does not play favorites based on national background. 
Discussion:

10. Some churches practice “Power Evangelism.” That is, they believe that demonstrating signs and wonders (miracles) will convince unbelievers of the truth of the gospel. What have such churches overlooked? The fact that miracles don’t necessarily cause conversions. The disciples witnessed many miracles first hand, but yet were still hard-hearted. Judas saw plenty of miracles and still betrayed Jesus, and Peter denied Him. It’s the gospel message that is the “power of God unto salvation” (Rom 1:16).
11. If that’s the case, why then does Mark include so many miracle stories? Miracles served to validate Jesus’ ministry and message to the Jews (and especially to the disciples). The Jews expected the Messiah to do miracles, in accordance with OT prophecy. So Jesus’ miracles gave clear testimony to the fact that Jesus was who he claimed to be (c.f. 1 Cor 1:22 “the Jews require a sign …”)

12. Why should we pray before we eat? It’s biblical. Doing so recognizes and reinforces the idea that God is the source of the food and that we are relying on God.
13. What are some things that people say about Jesus? That he was a great teacher or a great leader, a rebel, a crazy man, a prophet or teacher, etc.
14. Why are some people reluctant to use Jesus’ title “Christ”?  Because the word has a significant meaning. Christ means Messiah. Jews almost never use the title “Christ” when referring to Jesus. They don’t recognize him as the Messiah.
Lesson 8: Discipleship, Mark 8:34-9:50

A new section in Mark's Gospel begins with 8:31. Its structure centers around three predictions Jesus makes of his suffering and death (8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34). What had previously been veiled is now stated openly: the Son of Man must go up to Jerusalem, suffer and die, and on the third day be raised from the dead. Mark also stresses what this will mean for Jesus' followers. Throughout the section there are sayings about what true discipleship is, with the stress on suffering. Another purpose of this middle section of Mark's Gospel is to provide for Jesus' move from Galilee (where almost his entire ministry took place) to Jerusalem for the climactic events of his ministry. Mark does this by means of a travel narrative. Jesus progressively moves closer and closer to the Holy City. The final event, the healing of blind Bartimaeus (10:45-52), takes place when Jesus is coming out of Jericho with the crowds of people on the way to the Passover Feast in Jerusalem. Chapter 11 opens with the Triumphal Entry into the city.

This section with its emphasis on the suffering of the Messiah and of those that follow him must have had special meaning for the persecuted Christians in Rome. Mark is reminding them that to follow Jesus is to walk the path of suffering and even death. There is much material in this section, but we’ll focus on what it means to be a disciple (discipleship).

Requirements of Discipleship (8:34-38)

The purpose of the section is to encourage and strengthen the Roman Christians who are faced with persecution and trials. Mark is saying to them that such experiences are normal in the life of discipleship. Jesus suffered, and so will his followers.

Two requirements of discipleship are (1) denial of self and (2) taking up one's cross and following Jesus. The word “deny” means to disown or to refuse association with. By denial of self, Jesus does not mean to deny oneself of something. He means to renounce self—to cease to make self the object of one's life and actions. God, not self, must be at the center of life. Paul teaches the same thing when he instructs that believers should no longer live for themselves, but for him who died for them (2 Cor 5:15).

Cross bearing does not refer to some uncomfortable or inconvenient aspect of life. Rather, it involves the way of the cross. The picture is of a man, already condemned, required to carry his cross on the way to the place of execution, as Jesus was required to do (cf. Luke 23:26). The cross is that suffering which results from our faithful connection with Christ. Disciples of Christ will have their share of suffering. To bear the cross is to follow Jesus, even to the extent of suffering and death—a message especially appropriate for Mark’s readers, who were facing persecution. Although the cross was a Roman method of execution, it was well known to the Jews of Jesus' day. 
The cross represents:

1. Denial — 
Believers deny themselves, substituting the will of God for their own will.

2. Death — 
The cross means the abrupt, violent death of a human being. It means the end of life. To take up one’s cross means dying to your self.

3. Discipleship —  One takes up his cross and follows Christ. The cross speaks of identification with Christ in his suffering and death.
[(Lenski quoting Godet) Travelling with Jesus requires 3 things: 1. Saying farewell to self, 2. Picking up your baggage (the cross), 3. Proceeding on the journey (following Christ).  The tense of these verbs is important. The first two are aorists—point of time acts. The third is a present tense verb—continual action is required.]
No one should consider himself to be a true disciple of Christ who refuses to pursue the same course as his Master. Note that Jesus’ invitation to salvation includes negative elements. Unlike many modern evangelicals, he didn’t try to “sell” himself or his gospel. He plainly explained that following him would be very costly.

Jesus warns that by denying him, one's physical life may be saved; but one's eternal life, his salvation, will be lost. On the other hand, to lose one's physical life by remaining true to Christ, by confessing him even when faced with loss of life, is to be assured of eternal life and salvation. This idea would have sounded a warning to any in Mark's audience who might be thinking of deserting the faith under hardship.


What are verses 36-37 talking about?  The folly of striving for material wealth at the expense of the immortal soul. It’s irrational to reject Jesus because you love what the pleasures of the world.
Verse 38 is the climax of the warning. To be ashamed of Jesus and his words means to reject or deny him, to turn away from him. In the End, at the Judgment, the Son of Man will disown those who were ashamed of him and his message. The mention of “his Father's glory with the holy angels” suggests the final judgment (cf. 2 Thes 1:7).
Note: Jesus makes an inseparable connection between himself and his words. You can’t have one without the other. You can’t admire Jesus as a person and reject what he taught.

The Position of Discipleship (9:33-37)

What were the disciples arguing about on the way to Capernaum (.34)? Who would be greatest. 

What does this tell us about the spiritual state of the disciples?  The dispute betrays the disciples’ arrogance and their continued failure to understand Jesus’ message and mission. Jesus and his followers are marching toward the cross, not toward a crown. Sacrifice, self-denial and persistence are required. It’s not a time to be disputing over who is the greatest. 

The disciples must have been embarrassed and ashamed of themselves when Jesus mentioned the dispute. Instead of contemplating Jesus' death and the suffering it would involve for both him and them, they had been occupied with senseless argument about greatness. Since questions of this sort were common among the Jews of the day, the disciples' dispute shows how much they were influenced by the culture of their time.
What’s the point of verse 35? True greatness comes through service of others. This is a complete reversal of worldly values. How important this principle is can be seen by its repetition in the tradition (cf. Mark 10:31, 43-44; Matt 23:8-11; Luke 22:24-27). The very fact that the disciples were concerned about who was greatest underscores again their failure to understand Jesus' statements about his suffering and death. The kind of service Jesus was talking about involved sacrifice.
What’s the paradoxical (surprising) result of selfish ambition? The first shall be last. Those who seek to promote themselves shall be demoted.
How did Jesus illustrate his point (.36a)?  By taking a little child into his arms.

True greatness means caring about people, even insignificant people like children, because Jesus himself is concerned about them. Ambition for notoriety and high position should not enter the mind of a disciple.

More Demanding Requirements of Discipleship (9:43-50)
The main point of verses 43-50 is that eternal life is so important that radical means must be taken to remove whatever may be hindering it, namely, sin.

Is Jesus suggesting here that the hacking off of one’s body parts will prevent one from sinning? No. Note that the parts he’s talking about come in pairs. Hacking one off will not prevent the other from sinning. Further, it’s not really the body part that sins, it’s the soul. Instead, he is demanding the cessation of the sinful activities of these members. The heart is what needs to be changed. Radical spiritual surgery is demanded.
The word translated “hell” is gehenna, a Greek form of the Hebrew words ge hinnom (“Valley of Hinnom”). This was the valley along the south side of the city of Jerusalem, which was used in OT times for human sacrifices to the pagan god Molech (cf. Jer 7:31; 19:5-6; 32:35). King Josiah put a stop to this dreadful practice (2 Kings 23:10); and the Valley of Hinnom came to be used as a place where the city dumped and burned its garbage. The fire of gehenna never went out, and the worms never died. So it came to be used symbolically of the place of divine punishment. All NT uses of the term refer to the place of eternal torment, not to the literal valley where they burned the trash.

Note: Jesus clearly and repeatedly taught the reality of eternal torment for the damned. While it’s not a popular doctrine today, the reality of hell as a place of eternal punishment cannot be denied.
What do you suppose verse 49 means? The “fire” here probably refers to the trials and persecutions of the disciples of Jesus. The previous verses relate to the dedication of the various members of the body (hand, foot, eye) to God. These must be sacrificed, if need be, to enter into the kingdom of God. Here the total self is in mind. Every true disciple is to be a total sacrifice to God (cf. Rom 12:1); and as salt always accompanied the temple sacrifices, so fire--i.e., persecution, trials, and suffering--will accompany the true disciple's sacrifices (cf. 1 Peter 1:7; 4:12).
This saying, which is preserved only by Mark, must have had special meaning for the persecuted Roman church. It helped them understand that the purifying fires of persecution were to be expected as part of the Christian life.
Conclusion: These passages teach us much about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. We should evaluate what kind of disciples we are by the standards Jesus sets here.

Applications:

22. What do we learn about disciples/discipleship?  

a. Disciples deny their own desires and follow Christ, no matter what the costs. The cross is a means of death. When believers take it up, they are forsaking their own lives.  

b. Disciples should expect persecution. Being “salted with fire” is part of the Christian experience. People hated Jesus; it follows that they will hate Jesus’ disciples. 
c. Disciples are to be like salt, preserving and adding “taste” to their world. Those who lack devotion and refuse to sacrifice are incapable of advancing the cause of Christ.
23. What do we learn about the cost of following Christ?  Following Christ is costly. We must remember that Christ is calling his disciples to a life of sacrifice and service, not to a life of ease.  Also, we must not fail to mention the requirements of discipleship when leading someone to Christ.

24. What do we learn about the value of individuals? People are precious and valuable. One soul is worth more than all material possessions.  Those who seek wealth at the expense of their souls are fools. 
25. What do we learn about true greatness and service for others?  True greatness is found in caring for others, not in promoting your self. Those who desire to lord over others deserve the lowest positions. Humble service will be rewarded by promotion.
Discussion:

15. Jesus doesn’t promise his disciples a very glamorous life. In fact, he declares that his followers will encounter suffering and even death. Why then would anyone follow him? 1. Because doing so is the only means of eternal life; 2. Because eternal rewards are better than worldly goods; 3. Because the life of discipleship is better than anything the world has to offer.
16. Why is it important to present the costs of discipleship when presenting the gospel?  1. That’s what Jesus did; 2. To be fair; 3. To give the person all the information he needs to make an informed decision; 4. To prevent false professions.
17. What does it mean to be “salt”? Being an influence for Christ, speaking the Word of God into a situation, standing for truth and righteousness, etc.
18. How can you be “salty” in your world? 1. By living a righteous lifestyle; 2. By telling others; 3. By standing up for right and biblical principles. 

Lesson 9: Triumphal Entry and Questions Answered, Mark 11:1-12:37

At this point a new section in the Gospel of Mark begins. Jesus arrives in Jerusalem, and the rest of his ministry takes place within the confines of the city. Traditionally this period, beginning with the Triumphal Entry on Sunday and ending with the Crucifixion and Resurrection seven days later, has been designated the Passion Week. 

The section 11:1-13:37 is essentially made up of three parts: (1) the initial events of the entrance into the city and the cleansing of the temple (11:1-19); (2) instructions to his disciples (11:20-25; 12:35-44; 13:1-37); and (3) conflict with the religious leaders (11:27-33; 12:1-12, 13-17, 18-27, 28-34). The time sequence is difficult to sort out because Mark often does not follow a strict chronological sequence.  Remember that Mark’s gospel is not a history or a biography; it’s preaching material.

The Triumphal Entry 11:1-11

Find Bethany and the Mount of Olives on a Bible map.  Bethany, located on the eastern slope of the Mount of Olives, was about two miles from Jerusalem (cf. John 11:18). The Mount of Olives is directly east of the city, rising to an elevation of about twenty-six hundred feet. Its summit commands a magnificent view of Jerusalem and especially of the temple mount.
Read Zechariah 9:9. The Jews expected the Messiah to ride into Jerusalem on a donkey. Jesus specified that the colt must be an unused one (“which no one has ever ridden”). Such animals were regarded as especially suitable for sacred purposes (cf. Num 19:2; Deut 21:3; 1Sam 6:7). Matthew says both the colt and his mother were brought (21:7).

Why do you think the owners of the colt didn’t object to the disciples’ using it? They apparently they knew Jesus and recognized His authority.
It didn’t take long for the crowds to recognize what was happening. They were already buzzing about the raising of Lazarus from the dead. A spontaneous celebration arose in which the people cried out “Hosanna,” which literally means “save now,” but it had become simply an exclamation of praise. “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” is an accurate quotation of Psalm 118:26, one of the psalms which were used liturgically at the feasts of Tabernacles and Passover. This quotation was a customary religious greeting or blessing pronounced on pilgrims who had come to Jerusalem for the feast. The kingdom blessed is the “kingdom of our father David,” clearly the messianic kingdom promised to David's son. The triumphal entry is a deliberate, clear messianic claim on the part of Jesus.

We’re leaving out some info here about the cleansing of the temple.

The Question About Jesus' Authority (11:27-33)

Jesus and his disciples entered the temple area, the focal point of his ministry while in the city (.27). On this occasion the opposition came from three elements of the Jewish religious establishment: chief priests, teachers of the law, and elders. These groups made up the Sanhedrin, the high court of the Jews. They could have arrested Jesus on the spot, but his popularity among the people prevented that—at least for the time being. Instead they directed a question to him (.28) about the source of his authority “for doing these things” (a reference to his Triumphal Entry and his cleansing the temple). 

Why did they seek to trip Jesus up through sneaky questions? They weren’t looking for any new information—they knew very well by what authority Jesus did these things. Their hope was that by his answer, Jesus would be brought into disfavor with the people, and thereby clear the way for their arresting him. 
Why didn’t the authorities want to answer Jesus’ question? Either answer would look bad.

Note: In answering Jesus’ question about John, the leaders of the Jews would be answering their question about Jesus. The two ministries came from the same source—God. The source of authority for both John and Jesus was identical.

The Question About Paying Taxes to Caesar (12:13-17)

The Herodians opposed the Pharisees on political grounds as the Sadducees did on theological grounds. Yet the three groups united in their opposition against Jesus. Their purpose was to trip Jesus up in his words so that he would lose the support of the people, leaving the way open for them to destroy him.

Why do you think the Jews prefaced their question with a flattering compliment? To throw him off guard, to make him think they were his friends. Note that Jesus sees right through their hypocrisy and deceit.

Why is this question so “loaded”?  Any way he would have answered would have gotten him in trouble. To deny the tax would get him in trouble with the Romans and their supporters, and to support the tax would get him in trouble with most of the Jews.

For many years, Jews had been required by the Romans to pay taxes into the fiscus, the emperor's treasury. Some Jews (e.g., the Zealots) flatly refused to pay it, because it was for them an admission of the Roman right to rule. The Pharisees disliked paying it but did not actively oppose it, whereas the Herodians had no objections to it. The intent of this question was to force Jesus to a direct answer (.15a), identifying himself either with the Zealots or with the Herodians.

How did Jesus respond to their question? (.15-17) Jesus knew their hypocrisy. “Why are you trying to trap me?” he asked. “Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.”  They brought the coin, and he asked them, “Whose portrait is this? And whose inscription?”  “Caesar's,” they replied. Then Jesus said to them, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar's and to God what is God's.”

“Intending to dig a pit for Jesus, they tumble into it themselves.” (Lenski)

What did Jesus mean by his answer? Caesar (i.e., the government) has a legitimate claim and so does God. Give to each his rightful claim. One should obey both God and Caesar (the government). God and government are not two opposites. One’s obligation to one necessarily  covers one’s obligation to the other. We are to be good citizens of both the world’s kingdom and God’s kingdom.

The Question of Marriage at the Resurrection (12:18-27)

This is the first mention of the Sadducees by Mark. The word “Sadducee” probably comes from the name Zadok (Saddouk in Gr.) and is usually traced to the high priest of that name during the time of David. In the time of Jesus, the Sadducees were small numerically but exerted great influence politically and religiously. They were not, however, popular among the masses. The Sadducees represented the urban, wealthy, sophisticated class and were centered in Jerusalem. When Jerusalem was destroyed in A.D. 70, they disappeared from history. The Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection.
Explain the question the Sadducees raise. The case cited arose out of a provision in the Mosaic Law (Deut 25:5-6), which required that if a man died without children, his brother had to marry his widow. The purpose of the levirate law (from the Lat. lesir, “brother-in-law”), as it was called, was to protect the widow and guarantee the continuance of the family line. With this law in mind, the Sadducees now presented a hypothetical case in which one woman married seven brothers in turn, all of whom died childless (vv. 20-22). In the Resurrection whose wife of the seven would she be (v. 23)? The case is so ludicrous it may have been a well-known Sadducean joke used for poking fun at the Pharisees' doctrine of the Resurrection
What did Jesus blame for the stupidity of this question? They knew neither the Scripture nor the power of God (.24).

In the eternal state, marriage will not exist as it does now, but all life will be like that of the angels. This evidently means that the basic characteristics of resurrection life will be service for and fellowship with God. Since in heaven there will be no more death, the need for marriage and the propagation of the race will not exist.
The Question Concerning the Great Commandment (12:28-34)

The rabbis counted 613 individual statutes in the law, 365 which were negative and 248 positive. Attempts were made to differentiate between the “heavy,” or “great,” and the “light,” or “little,” commandments. The rabbis also made attempts to formulate great principles from which the rest of the law could be deduced.

In answer to the question, Jesus quoted two passages from the OT (Deut 6:4-5; Lev 19:18). Deuteronomy 6:4 is central to the Shema, named after the first word of the verse, which means “Hear” (v. 29). This passage is a confession of faith that is recited by pious Jews every morning and evening. It basically affirms two things: (1) the unity of God (“the Lord is one”) and (2) the covenant relationship of God to the Jewish people (“the Lord our God”).

Jesus brought Leviticus 19:18 together with Deuteronomy 6:5 to show that love of neighbor is a natural and logical outgrowth of love of God. These two commandments belong together; they cannot be separated. Thus although the teacher of the law had asked for the one most important commandment, Jesus gave him two—love God and love your neighbor.

The Question About David's Son (12:35-37)

Jesus was still in the temple courts, surrounded by the people. Up to this point, others were asking him questions. Now he takes the initiative and asks a question himself. The Messiah, the Anointed One, the King appointed by God, was expected to be from the family of David—everyone knew this (cf. Isa 9:2-7; 11:1-9). The Triumphal Entry clearly shows that the restored kingdom was a popular expectation. Jesus’ question is, “In what sense is the Messiah the son of David?” That is, how can he at the same time be David's son and David's Lord (.37)?

Jesus does not wait for an answer from his listeners. He provides it himself. The quotation is from Psalm 110:1. David calls the Messiah “my Lord.” The answer Jesus was looking for was “The Messiah is indeed to be descended from David, but he has a more exalted role than that of a successor of David; he is the Son of God.” Jesus here exposes the Pharisees’ error in thinking that the Messiah was a merely human son of David.

Mark says that the crowd was delighted to listen to Jesus. Apparently they enjoyed seeing the so-called experts stumped! The remark also serves to show that, though the religious leaders opposed Jesus, the common people were for him.

Conclusion:  Mark’s goal in this section is to continue to show his readers that Jesus truly is the Christ. At the Triumphal Entry, Jesus makes an unmistakable messianic claim, and in his answers to difficult questions, Jesus again displays his unique abilities as the Son of God.

Applications:

26. What do we learn about a believer’s responsibility to government? Caesar (i.e., the government) has a legitimate claim and so does God. Give to each his rightful claim. One should obey both God and the government.
27. What do we learn regarding the source of bad theology? People are ignorant of the Scripture, and thus do not understand the power and nature of God. If we want to know God better, we’ve got to know the Bible better.

28. What do we learn about life’s highest priorities? Loving God is first, and loving others is second. These are the two things one ought to center his life around. There are no greater aims in life. Note that there is a priority—loving God is first; loving others is second. Don’t rearrange them.
Discussion:

19. Many Christians get involved protests, marches, and various forms of civil disobedience. Is this biblical?  The Bible does not condone or command civil disobedience. When the laws of the land prohibit true religion, then we have to obey God rather than men. But most of the time, we can obey both. One’s obligation to one necessarily  includes one’s obligation to the other. We are to be good citizens of both the world’s kingdom and God’s kingdom.
20. We understand about “rendering unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s,” but what about “rendering unto God the things that are Gods”? What are the things we should give to God?  Honor, worship, sacrifice, love, obedience, submission 
Lesson 10: The Olivet Discourse, Mark 13:1-37
This material, often called The Olivet Discourse, is the longest connected sermon in Mark's Gospel. It is also the most difficult to understand. The main purpose of the discourse is not to satisfy curiosity about the future but to give practical, ethical
 teaching for the present time. In this discourse Jesus combines eschatology (information about end time events) with exhortation. He is preparing his disciples—and by implication the church—to live and to witness in a hostile world.

The meaning of the passage is closely tied in with the two major predictions in it: the destruction of the city of Jerusalem in AD 70 and the Tribulation at the end of the age. Probably the best way to understand the discourse is to realize that Jesus shifts back and forth between two viewpoints—near and remote future. Some of the events even seem to describe the destruction of the city, while others describe end time (tribulation) events. The former event foreshadows the later event. [Some of the prophecies in the OT (e.g., Joel) operate this way—a near event (e.g., a locust invasion) is a forerunner or example of a future event (the Day of the Lord). So this style of prophecy is not out of line.] It’s often hard to tell which Jesus is talking about.

The Olivet Discourse was probably given on Tuesday or Wednesday of the Passion Week.

Introduction to the Discourse (.1-4)

What impressed the disciples about the temple area? Its massive stones and beautiful buildings. The temple was full of marble and gold—very highly decorative and beautiful.

Herod the Great had rebuilt the temple area (beginning in 19 BC), including the temple building itself. (The second temple, built by Zerubbabel, had fallen into bad disrepair.) It was not completely finished until AD 64. The courtyard had been greatly enlarged (to about four hundred by five hundred yards) in order to accommodate the large throngs of Jews who came to Jerusalem for the festivals. The massive stones used for the construction may still be seen today, since part of the wall escaped the destruction of AD 70. The temple was an architectural wonder and its size and location dominated Jerusalem. To the Jews, nothing was as magnificent as their temple.

What did Jesus say about the temple? “Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.”
Was this prophecy fulfilled? Yes, in AD 70, when Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed by the Roman general Titus. Jesus' prophecy is very specific: “Not one stone here will be left on another.” Although some of the huge stones Herod's workmen used in the great walls supporting the temple platform were not battered down by Titus's soldiers, all the buildings on the temple platform, including the temple itself to which the prophecy refers, were utterly destroyed. So completely were they destroyed that no trace of them remains today. Even their exact location on the temple mount is disputed.
Note that the location now changes to the Mount of Olives (hence the name Olivet Discourse). What two things did the disciples want to know? When will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are all about to be fulfilled?” The disciples apparently saw the destruction of the temple as being connected with the end of the age.
What the disciples wanted was a sign, some sure way by which they might know that the destruction of the temple was about to occur and that the end of the age was approaching. But Jesus refused to give them “signs of the times.” Throughout the discourse he is more concerned to prepare them by exhortation and warning for the trials that lay ahead than to give them dates and signs.

Warnings Against Deceivers And False Signs Of The End (.5-23)

How did Jesus suggest the disciples might be deceived? By the claims of false messiahs. Read also .21-23 for same idea.

Are “wars and rumors of wars” a sign that the end times are upon us? No (.7). Such things must necessarily happen, but the end is “not yet.”

What “end” Jesus is talking about here (.7) likely refers to both the destruction of Jerusalem and the end of the age.

What will happen to the disciples? (.9) persecution,  death, and opportunities to witness for Christ. “They shall deliver you up to councils; and in the synagogues ye shall be beaten: and ye shall be brought before rulers and kings for my sake, for a testimony against them.”

What must happen before the end? (.10) the gospel must first be preached to all nations. In Matthew’s account the statement of the universal preaching of the gospel ends with “and then the end will come” (Matt 24:14). Jesus seems to be saying here, “Instead of looking for signs of the end, get busy and spread the `good news'! All nations must hear before the End comes.”
List some other things that will happen before the end. (.12-13) Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. All men will hate you because of me.

The phrase “abomination of desolation,” or “abomination that causes desolation,” (.14) is an expression derived from the Book of Daniel (cf. Dan 9:27; 11:31; 12:11). The word “abomination” suggests something repugnant to God, while “desolation” suggests that something will cause the temple to be deserted and left desolate. The appearing of the “abomination of desolation” is the one true sign that the end is very near.

The fulfillment of Daniel's prophecy of the “abomination that causes desolation” is usually found in the desecration of the altar of burnt offering in the temple of Jerusalem by a representative of Antiochus IV, Epiphanes, in 167 BC. [He set up an altar to the Greek god Zeus in the temple and sacrificed a pig on it, thereby defiling the temple.] The fact that Jesus uses the same expression here makes it clear that its fulfillment was not restricted to the events of Daniel’s time. What it does refer to has been hotly debated. The temple was again profaned in AD 67-68, just before the city’s destruction, and the destruction of the temple certainly again defiled it. Futurists see this prophecy as being fulfilled again (or fully) in the end time by the Antichrist. [The multiple fulfillment view suggests that the prophecy was fulfilled in the Maccabean period, in the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, and by the Antichrist in the Escaton.]

The warnings of verses 14-18 make good sense in the context of the approach of the Roman army before the Fall of Jerusalem in AD 70. Summarize what the days will be like before the Second Coming. No time to rescue anything from one’s house, very difficult for those pregnant or with small children, extra bad if it occurs in winter.
The language of verse 19, though fulfilled partially in the great stress that occurred at the Fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, looks forward to the Great Tribulation that will precede the End. Mark uses language derived from Daniel's portrayal of the last days (Dan 12:1; cf. Jer 30:7). Nowhere else in Scripture is there a reference to the shortening of the time of tribulation (.20).

The Coming of the Son of Man (.24-27)

“In those days” (.24) is a common OT expression having eschatological associations (cf. Jer 3:16; Joel 3:1; Zech 8:23). Matthew’s account makes clear that Jesus is talking about eschatological events, not the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. The “end” immediately follows the tribulations of this time.

The coming of the Son of Man will be associated with abnormal events in the atmosphere. The imagery and language are derived from the OT descriptions of the Day of the Lord. The quotation is an echo of Isaiah 13:10, but other OT passages reveal similar language. It is difficult to know whether the poetic language here is to be understood literally or figuratively. The repeated assertion in Scripture that the end times will be accompanied by cosmic disturbances seems to imply that there will be unprecedented atmospheric disturbances of some kind. Such events demonstrate the judgment of God upon the world.

Men “will see” Jesus and see him for who he really is. Whereas he has been the lowly Suffering Servant, despised and rejected by men, the Son of Man at his Second Coming will come in triumph—”with great power and glory.”  The Second Coming will be personal, visible, and glorious.

What will Jesus do when he returns? (.27) bring together his people so that they may be with him. He sends forth his angels to gather the elect from all over the world. The term “the elect” refer to all believers.
The Lesson of the Fig Tree (.28-31)

What’s the point of the example of the fig tree (.28-29)?  The fig tree loses its leaves in the fall, and when in the spring the sap rises in its branches and the tree begins to leaf out, summer cannot be far off. The parable is essentially an antidote to despair. In contrast to the sufferings and persecutions promised in the previous verses, here the prospect of the coming of the Son of Man is offered.

The chief problem in verse 29 is the identification of “these things.” Do they refer to the events surrounding the fall of the city of Jerusalem or the events immediately preceding the end of the age? What Jesus appears to be saying is that the signs that foreshadow the end are not to be confined to a remote future; his hearers would themselves experience them. [Thus it must be true that parts of the prophecy concern the present (AD 70) and parts are future (the Escaton).]

The same problem appears in the next verse—who is “this generation”? Many interpretations have been suggested. It seems best to understand it to mean Jesus’ own generation specifically as well as a future generation who will be living at the time of the Great Tribulation. Thus, Jesus’ audience will experience these things, and future disciples will experience similar things at the Second Coming. 
How certain are Jesus’ words? (.31) There is nothing that would cause them to fail.
An Exhortation to Watchfulness (.32-37)

Jesus repeatedly calls for watchfulness: “Be on guard! Be alert!” (.33); “Therefore keep watch” (.35); “do not let him find you sleeping” (.36); and “Watch!” (.37). Again, these warnings would be meaningless and misleading to his audience if there were no near fulfillment of these prophecies.

“That day” clearly refers to the Second Coming. Of “those days,” i.e., the days that precede the time of the End, certain signs have been given; but of “that day” neither the angels of heaven nor Jesus himself knows the time. Only the Father knows that time. And Jesus, at his ascension, clearly says that it was not for the disciples “to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority” (Acts 1:7). A map of the future would be a hindrance, not a help, to faith. Their responsibility and ours is to get busy and do his work without being concerned about date setting. 

How do you explain the fact that Jesus says he did not know the day or the hour of “that day”?  Jesus’ ignorance of the day or hour of his coming must be understood in terms of the NT teaching concerning the Incarnation. A lack of knowledge was part of the emptying of himself (Phil 2:5f). Jesus purposely laid aside temporarily the exercise of his omniscience as part of what was involved in his becoming man. How exactly the Son could restrict himself in the use of his divine attributes is a mystery.
Conclusion:  Because of the nature of prophecy, the Olivet Discourse is somewhat difficult to understand. However, we can understand enough of what Jesus said to obey his commands to be alert and be on guard. Jesus’ comments here must have been a comfort to Mark’s audience, who were threatened by persecution for their loyalty to Jesus.

Applications:

29. The Second Coming of Christ is a guaranteed future event. It will happen just as Jesus said it would.
30. Instead of looking for signs of the end, believers should be busy spreading the gospel. All nations must hear before the End comes.
31. No human knows the day or the hour of the Second Coming of Christ. Thus, all date setting and speculation about the time is futile and counter-productive. Those groups that participate in such speculation are most likely cults.
32. Believers must be on guard against false prophets who make messianic claims.
33. Believers should not be upset or alarmed by wars or natural disasters. Such events will occur until the End.
34. God is sovereignly controlling history to achieve His own purposes. All things will unfold just as the Bible describes.
35. Our responsibility as disciples is to be ready for Jesus’ return and to be zealous in spreading the gospel until “that day.” Believers should watch and work in the expectation of his imminent return.
Discussion:

21. Many people speculate about the date of the Second Coming. Some even say that it has already happened (the JW’s). What should be our response to such teaching? We should see it for what it is—false prophecy, pure speculation, deceit, and falsehood. We should expose it for what it is and avoid those groups who participate in it.
22. Jesus repeatedly warns his disciples to be ready and to watch. What application do these warnings have for modern believers?  Be ready for the Second Coming. Read 2 Pet 3:13-14. The Parousia should motivate us to holy living and service for God.
23. Why is the futurist approach the best way to interpret the Olivet Discourse?  It seems to handle the facts of the passage best, recognizing both a near and far fulfillment.
Lesson 11: Preparation for Death , Mark 14:1-26
We now come to the section of Mark that deals with the final days of Jesus Christ. Circumstances are starting to come together that would result in Jesus’ crucifixion.
The Plot to Arrest Jesus (14:1-2)
Explain the background of Passover.  Passover is the Jewish festival commemorating the occasion when the angel of the Lord passed over the homes of the Hebrews on the night he killed all the firstborn sons of the Egyptians (cf. Exod 12:13, 23, 27). The lambs used in the feast were slain on the fourteenth of Nisan (March/April), and the meal was eaten that evening between sundown and midnight. 

The Feast of Unleavened Bread followed Passover and lasted seven days. Since the Last Supper was probably a Passover meal and took place on Thursday night, the incident reported here must have taken place on Wednesday of Passion Week. 

Why did the Jewish leaders think they had to be tricky when they arrested Jesus (“take him by craft” KJV)? . The possibility of a riot was too great (v. 2). Thousands of people invaded the Holy City to celebrate the feast of Passover. It is said that the population doubled (from twenty-five thousand to fifty thousand) during the week. The chief priests and teachers of the law realized that it would be too risky to arrest Jesus with such a highly excitable crowd present It would be wiser to wait for a more favorable moment--perhaps after the pilgrims had left the city to go home. 

The scribes and the chief priests, who made up the Sanhedrin, had apparently made an official decision to seek the death of Jesus. The fact that this body, which was responsible to uphold the civil and religious laws, decided to put an innocent man to death shows how blind and corrupt the Jewish leaders were.

The Anointing at Bethany (14:3-9)

Where does this incident take place?  The incident takes place in the home of Simon the Leper at Bethany. Simon was probably a leper who had been healed. Mark does not identify the woman who anointed Jesus, but we know from John’s Gospel (12:3) that she was Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus. 

The “alabaster jar” that contained the perfume was a vessel with a rather long neck which was broken off when the contents were used. The “nard” (perfume) was made from the root of a plant found chiefly in India and was very expensive. Mary took the bottle and broke the neck so that she could pour the ointment over Jesus’ head. This kind of perfume evaporated quickly and left a wonderful odor.

Matthew says it was the disciples who reacted so indignantly at the “waste” of the costly perfume (.4).  Judas probably expressed the most forceful protest because he was the treasurer of the Twelve. 

Why did they object to this “waste”? The perfume had a value of more than three hundred denarii (a denarius was what a man received for a day’s work--thus NIV’s “more than a year’s wage”). The mention of the poor is natural because it was the custom for the Jews to give gifts to the poor on the evening of the Passover. The insensitivity of Jesus’ disciples to this beautiful expression of love and devotion is amazing. Mark uses the word meaning, “to be angry,” “to express violent displeasure” to describe the feeling of the disciples toward Mary. This is all the more surprising since they had often enjoyed the generous hospitality of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, while in Bethany.

Jesus rushed to Mary’s defense (.6). Instead of condemning her, they should have commended her. Her action of anointing Jesus with a bottle of expensive perfume was a beautiful expression of her love and devotion to him, and she should not have been rebuked. 

How else did Jesus interpret this anointing? As an anointing of his body beforehand in preparation for his burial (v. 8). The text suggests that Mary, unlike the disciples, did understand that Jesus would soon be killed and buried.
The Betrayal by Judas (14:10-11)

Judas was “one of the Twelve” (.10). He had all the advantages of being a member of the group, yet he betrayed Jesus. Spiritual privilege in itself is no guarantee of sincere faith.

Why do you think the leaders of the Jews were so happy that about Judas’ offer to betray Jesus? Because, being on the inside, he could choose the most opportune time to hand Jesus over to them. In that way they could avoid what they feared most, a riot of the people. 
The Lord’s Supper (14:12-26)

Ordinarily “the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread” would have been Thursday. Jesus and his disciples were probably in Bethany. Since the Passover had to be eaten within the walls of the city, the disciples asked Jesus where in Jerusalem they were to go to make preparation. There was no time to lose because the Passover meal had to be eaten between sundown and midnight Thursday night (Friday to the Jews started at sunset Thursday night).

How were the disciples supposed to find the place? Jesus gave explicit instructions to two of his disciples (v. 13). We know from Luke that the two were Peter and John (Luke 22:8). The “man carrying a jar of water” would easily be identified because customarily women, not men, carried water jars. He was to lead them to the house where the owner had a guest room (v. 14). Jewish custom required that if a person had a room available, he must give it to any pilgrim who asked to stay in it, in order that he might have a place to celebrate the Passover (cf. SBK, 1:989). Mark seems to indicate that Jesus had made previous arrangements with the owner of the house. The upstairs room is described as “furnished and ready” (v. 15), i.e., with what was necessary for the celebration: table, couches, cushions, etc. The disciples would have to get the food and prepare it. This would include the unleavened bread, wine, bitter herbs, sauce haroset, and the lamb. The two disciples went into the city as instructed by Jesus, found everything as he had said, and made the necessary preparations (v. 16).

Jesus and his disciples had probably spent the day in Bethany. In the evening they returned to the city. Mark says Jesus “arrived with the Twelve.” This suggests that Peter and John, after making preparations, returned to Bethany, a distance of only a couple of miles, and then accompanied Jesus when he went into the city in the evening. Since the Jewish day began at sundown, it was now Thursday night.

Jesus uses the solemn formula “I tell you the truth” (“Verily I say unto you” KJV) to reveal the fact that one of them would betray him. This must have been a shocking surprise to the disciples. It’s noteworthy that none of them suspected Judas.

How did Jesus identify the betrayer?  He said it would be “one who is eating with me.” To betray a friend after eating a meal with him was, and still is, regarded as the worst kind of treachery in the Middle East. Jesus may have had in mind Psalm 41:9: “Even my close friend, whom I trusted, he who shared my bread, has lifted his heel against me.”
How did the disciples react to this announcement?  The response of the disciples to Jesus’ startling disclosure was one of sadness and self-distrust. One by one they asked Jesus, “Surely not I?” In Matthew’s Gospel even Judas asks the question (Matt 26:25). 

Jesus said that the betrayer is the “one who dips bread in the bowl with me.” The reference is to dipping a piece of unleavened bread in the sauce that was part of the Passover meal. 

Note how prophecy and human action intersect in verse 21. Judas was fulfilling the Scripture, even though he was acting according to his own desires. Man is not excused for his sin even if the sin is part of God’s plan. See Acts 2:22-24 for another example.

The NT records four accounts of the Lord’s Supper (Matt 26:26-30; Mark 14:22-26; Luke 22:19-20; 1Cor 11:23-25). All four include the taking of the bread, the thanksgiving or blessing, the breaking of the bread, the saying “This is my body,” and the taking of the cup. The bread Jesus took was the unleavened bread of the Passover meal. He first gave thanks. At Passover the blessing for the bread that immediately preceded the meal itself went thus: “Praised be Thou, O Lord, Sovereign of the World, who causes bread to come forth from the earth.” 

Did Jesus mean that the bread turned into his body?  No. There is no indication that the bread was changed--it remained ordinary bread. Furthermore, Jesus often used symbolic language to speak of himself. He spoke of himself as the true vine, the way, the door, etc., by which he meant that certain aspects of his person or work were symbolized by these objects. In the same way the bread symbolized his body i.e., his abiding presence; and the wine symbolized his blood about to be shed

The cup Jesus referred to (.23) is the third cup of the Passover meal, which was drunk after the meal was eaten. The beverage in the cup was wine mixed with water. Again Jesus gave thanks. The meaning of the cup is clearly connected with his sacrificial death, which is the basis of God’s covenant relationship with sinful man. The blood that establishes the covenant will be “poured out” (a clear reference to Christ’s death) “for many.” The word “many” here means “all,” i.e., the whole human race. Although Christ died for all, the benefits of his death extend only to believers.

Assuming the meal to have been a Passover meal, it ended with the singing (.26) of the second part of the Hallel (Pss 115-118). It is noteworthy that Jesus went to Gethsemane and its agony with such promises as follows:

The LORD is my strength and song, and is become my salvation.

The voice of rejoicing and salvation is in the tabernacles of the righteous: the right hand of the LORD doeth valiantly.

The right hand of the LORD is exalted: the right hand of the LORD doeth valiantly.

I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the LORD.

            (Ps 118:14-17)

Conclusion:  Jesus’ divine appointment with the cross is drawing very near. On the verge of his great sacrifice, Jesus takes time to share a meal and enjoy fellowship with his disciples. 

Applications:  What are a few timeless biblical principles we can glean from this text?

36. No sacrifice as an expression of love to Jesus is too expensive. Others may criticize us for such sacrifices, but this should not prevent them.
37. Hypocrisy is common among believers, as is false profession. Not all those who claim to be followers of Christ are genuine disciples. Eventually, one’s true nature will expose itself. Spiritual privilege in itself is no guarantee of sincere faith.
38. The events of Jesus’ life were part of the sovereign plan of the Triune God. Nothing that happened to Jesus was random or out of control. God is behind every scene, directing the action.

39. Man is not excused for his sin even if the sin is part of God’s plan.
40. The Lord’s Supper is a solemn occasion for remembrance and reflection on the sacrifice of Christ for us. It should also cause believers to look forward in living hope to his glorious return.
Discussion:

24. What are the various ways that people understand the Lord’s Supper?  1. Roman Catholics see it as a repeat of Christ’s death. They think they are re-sacrificing Christ on the cross. They also believe in transubstantiation—that the bread and wine actually turn into the blood and flesh of Christ. They also see it as a “sacrament” i.e., a means of grace.  2. Lutherans believe in consubstatiation—the idea that the body and blood of Christ are somehow spiritually present in and around the bread and wine. They also call it a sacrament. 3. Many evangelicals believe the Lord’s Supper is symbolic/memorial. The actual blood and flesh of Christ are not present. We see it as an ordinance, not a sacrament.
25. Note 14:21. How can God hold someone accountable for sin if that sin is part of God’s plan?  See Rom 9:19-20. Our sin is volitional—we sin because we want to. God is not the author of sin and does not accept responsibility for sin, even if it’s part of His plan. The Bible suggests no contradiction between God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility—they work side by side. I don’t know how it works that way, but it does. Since God is just and righteous, He can do so even if we don’t understand how.
Lesson 12: The Arrest and Trial of Jesus, Mark 14:27-15:20
We now come to the events immediately preceding the crucifixion. Remember the context here: Jesus and the disciples had just finished the Last Supper. Jesus had identified Judas as his betrayer, and the group had gone out into the Mount of Olives.

The Prediction of Peter's Denial (14:27-31)

Jesus probably spoke the predictions recorded here as he walked with his disciples from the Upper Room to the Mount of Olives. Jesus is predicting, not that the disciples will lose their faith in him, but that their courage will fail and they will forsake him. When the Shepherd (Jesus) is struck, the sheep (the disciples) will be scattered. The quotation is from Zechariah 13:7.  How was this prophecy fulfilled?  The disciples scattered when Jesus was arrested. John was the only one of the Twelve present at the foot of the cross.

How does Peter react to Jesus' prediction? He disagrees. The other disciples may forsake Jesus, but Peter would not. 

What does Jesus say in response?  That Peter most certainly would deny him; in fact, he’d do so three times. Jesus' reply emphasizes the absolute certainty of Peter's denial (v. 30). Not only does Jesus use the amen (“I tell you the truth”) formula, but he also uses the emphatic “today--yes, tonight.” The denial is not only certain, it is imminent. 

The Agony of Gethsemane (14:32-42)
The name “Gethsemane” (.32) is probably from the Hebrew gat semani (“press of oils”). It was a garden located somewhere on the lower slopes of the Mount of Olives, in which there were olive trees and olive presses. It was one of Jesus' favorite spots (cf. Luke 22:39; John 18:2), no doubt often used by him and his disciples as a place to be alone. 

Who did Jesus take with him to pray?  Peter, James, and John (v. 33). He must have felt his need for their presence in this time of crisis. 

The two verbs translated “deeply distressed and troubled” together describe an extremely acute emotion, a compound of bewilderment, fear, uncertainty and anxiety, nowhere else portrayed in such vivid terms as here. Why do you think Jesus wanted his disciples to witness his agony? Probably because he wanted them to know something of the depths of suffering he was about to experience for the redemption of the world. 

Under a great burden and severely distressed, Jesus addressed his prayer to “Abba, Father” (.36). The word “Abba” is the Aramaic intimate form for father (“Daddy”)—a word the Jews did not use to address God because they thought it disrespectful. Since Jesus was the unique Son of God and on the most intimate terms with him, it was natural for him to use it. 

What is the “cup” that Jesus is talking about?  This cup is the same one Jesus referred to in 10:38-39--the cup of the wrath of God. In the OT it is regularly used as a metaphor of punishment and judgment. Here it obviously refers to Jesus' death. Jesus' desire was for the removal of the cup. But he willingly placed his will in submission to his Father's will.
What were the disciples doing when Jesus returned to them?  Sleeping. They were doubtless very tired; the hour was late, probably past midnight, and they had experienced some exciting events during the long day. Nevertheless it was a critical time, and they were expected to be awake. Note that Peter, who said he was ready to die for Christ, could not even “watch and pray” for one hour.

This same scenario is repeated again twice. The third time Jesus returns and tells his disciples that he’s about to be arrested. What “hour” is Jesus talking about?  “The hour has come,” i.e., the time of his betrayal and death. Up to this point, Jesus always avoided arrest and other trouble, saying that his “hour” had not yet come. Now his “hour” had arrived.
The Betrayal and Arrest (14:43-52)

A crowd sent from the three groups of the Sanhedrin accompanied Judas: chief priests, teachers of the law, and elders. As John's Gospel tells us, this group of perhaps 400 men consisted of a detachment of soldiers and some official attendants of the Sanhedrin (18:3). 

What was the prearranged “signal” or means of identifying Jesus? For Judas to kiss him (v. 44). This suggests that the members of the arresting party did not know Jesus, or perhaps since it was dark they wanted to be sure not to arrest the wrong person (v. 46). Rabbis customarily were greeted by their disciples with a kiss. Thus Judas's act would not be suspected for what it really was. 

What’s so repulsive about being betrayed with a kiss? A kiss was a sign of friendliness and love. To betray someone with a kiss was the height of  disloyalty. In fact, the structure of the language shows that Judas kissed him several times.

Mark does not say who wielded the sword, but we know from John that it was Peter and that the ear belonged to Malchus, a servant of the high priest (John 18:10). Apparently Peter aimed at his head; but Malchus sidestepped, and Peter only caught his ear. Jesus' rebuke to Peter (Matt 26:52) and the restoration of the ear (Luke 22:51) are not recorded by Mark

Why did the arrest take place at night? They feared the people's reaction to Jesus' arrest. So they carefully chose both the time and the place
Only Mark records this mysterious episode. The “young man” (.51) is not identified, but some suggest that he is Mark, the author.

Jesus Before the Sanhedrin (14:53-65)

The trial of Jesus took place in two stages: a religious trial [conducted by the Jewish religious authorities] followed by a civil one [conducted by the Roman authorities]. Compiling the information from each of the Gospel accounts, we find that each had three parts. The religious trial included (1) the preliminary hearing before Annas, the high-priest’s father-in-law (John 18:12-14, 19-23); (2) the trial before Caiaphas the high priest and the Sanhedrin (Mark 14:53-65); and (3) the trial before the same group just after daybreak (Mark 15:1). The three episodes of the civil trial were (1) the trial before Pilate; (2) the trial before Herod Antipas (Luke 23:6-12); and (3) the trial before Pilate continued and concluded. 

Where was Peter during the trial? He followed at a distance because he was afraid, but he did follow. Apparently he could not bring himself to desert Jesus completely. Eventually he arrived at the high priest's palace. 

What problem developed at the trial? (.56)  the false witnesses could not agree with one another.  According to the law (Num 35:30; Deut 17:6; 19:15), it was necessary in cases that required the death penalty to have two witnesses. These witnesses must, however, give consistent evidence. 
What charge did they finally stick Jesus with?  (.64) Blasphemy.

Jesus’ confirmation of his messiahship is followed by a quotation that brings together Daniel 7:13 and Psalm 110:1. The two main ideas are the enthronement of the Son of Man and his future coming. Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin are sitting in judgment on him. In that future day, Jesus will pass final judgment on them. 

What was the significance of the tearing of one's clothes? a sign of great grief. These were not the official robes of the high priestly office—these were worn only on special occasions.

Is blasphemy a capital crime?  Yes, according to Lev 24:16.

Note verse 65: the members of the Sanhedrin themselves began to abuse Jesus. This judicial body, the Supreme Court of the Jews, probably well-educated, respected men, showed their true nature— “low-down rabble of the coarsest type” (Lenski).

Peter's Denial of Jesus (14:66-72)

While Jesus was being mocked, spit upon, and beaten in the upstairs room of the high priest's palace, Peter was below in the courtyard, waiting to see what would happen to Jesus. 

Who recognized Peter? The servant girl (probably the “girl at the door,” John 18:17). 

Peter's second denial (.70) was not convincing. So the next time, not the servant girl, but the others accused him. Peter was now like a cornered animal. He called down curses on himself if he was lying and swore that he didn't know “this man you're talking about” (.71). 

The second crowing of the rooster (.72) followed the third denial. Luke (22:61) tells us that at that very moment the Lord “turned and looked straight at Peter.” Jesus was at this time probably being taken from one place to another by the Temple guards. Peter then remembered what Jesus had said about his denial of him. The look of Jesus and the reminder of the crowing rooster proved too much for Peter. “He broke down and wept.”

The Trial Before Pilate (15:1-15)

Mark is apparently describing the final stages of the meeting of the Sanhedrin that had begun late the night before. The Jews decided to charge Jesus not with blasphemy,  but with treason. The Roman government would not have considered blasphemy a punishable crime because one’s religion was of little or no concern to the Roman authorities. But high treason was a crime they could not overlook. 

The Sanhedrin then hands Jesus over to Pilate and the Roman authorities. The official residence of the Roman governors of Judea, whenever they came to Jerusalem, was the palace of Herod. It was here that the trial of Jesus before Pilate took place. Early in the morning Jesus was led from the palace of the high priest, located in the southwestern part of the city, through the streets of Jerusalem to Herod's palace. 

Pilate's first question to Jesus—“Are you the king of the Jews?”—shows that the charges against Jesus had already been made known to Pilate. Mark gives us only a summary of the trial. According to Luke, the Sanhedrin brought before Pilate three charges against Jesus: (1) he is “subverting our nation”; (2) he “opposes payment of taxes to Caesar”; and (3) he “claims to be Christ, a king” (Luke 23:2). Pilate was primarily interested in the third accusation. This is clear from his question: “Are you the king of the Jews?” Jesus’ answer to Pilate's question was “Yes, it is as you say.” 

The releasing a prisoner at the Passover Feast (.6) was a Roman custom. Who was Barabbas? He was probably a member of the sect of the Zealots, who deeply resented the Roman occupation of Palestine. He had been thrown in prison for revolution and murder. The crowd was likely there in the first place to ask for Barabbas’ release.
Did Pilate know the real reason why the Jews were seeking Jesus’ death? Yes (.10). He reasoned, and rightly so, that they envied Jesus' popularity and influence with the people.
Pilate attempted release of Jesus instead of Barabbas. But the Jewish leaders weren’t about to let that happen. So they urged the crowd to force Pilate to carry out their request—the release of Barabbas, not Jesus of Nazareth. 

The chief priests had stirred the crowd up to a frenzy. “Crucify him!” they shouted (.13). And when Pilate, in a final attempt to save Jesus, asked, “Why? What crime has he committed?” the crowd, now a mob, ignored his question (.14). They shouted all the louder, “Crucify him!”

Pilate saw that he could not change the mind of the mob. He would have to go through with Jesus’ crucifixion. He released Barabbas and ordered Jesus flogged, hoping that the crowd would be satisfied with seeing Jesus suffer.

Flogging was no light punishment. The Romans first stripped the victim and tied his hands to a post above his head. The whip (flagellum) was made of several pieces of leather with pieces of bone and lead embedded near the ends. Two men, one on each side of the victim, usually did the flogging. The Jews mercifully limited flogging to a maximum of forty stripes; the Romans had no such limitation. By the end of a flogging, the victim’s back is hanging in long ribbons and the entire area is an unrecognizable mass of torn, bleeding tissue. It is not surprising that victims of Roman floggings seldom survived. This also explains why Jesus didn’t live very long on the cross.

The Mocking of Jesus (15:16-20)

The Roman soldiers then took Jesus to the Praetorium, Pilate’s official residence. The whole company then mocked and abused him.
 The soldiers thought it was a great joke that this gentle Jew claimed to be a king. So they took an old purple robe (signifying royalty) and threw it across his shredded and bleeding back (.17). The crown was made of some kind of prickly plant such as abounds in Palestine. This they pressed into his scalp. Again there must have been extensive bleeding. 

The mocking was followed by further physical violence. The blows hitting his head from the staff drove the thorns more deeply into Jesus’ scalp and caused even more profuse bleeding. Matthew (27:29) says that they first forced Jesus to hold the staff as a mock scepter. They also kept spitting on him, and the climax came when they mockingly fell on their knees and paid homage to him. It is difficult to imagine a greater demonstration of inhumanity and cruelty than the soldiers’ treatment of Jesus.

In John’s account Pilate makes one final appeal to the crowd (19:4-16). He brings Jesus, badly beaten and with blood streaming down his face, before them and says, “Behold the man!” (.5). Perhaps he wanted to appeal to their sympathy. But scourging was not enough. “Crucify him!” they shouted. John says that Pilate wanted to set Jesus free, but the Jews’ warning that if he let Jesus go he was no friend of Caesar forced his hand. His political future was at stake. So Pilate gave in to their bloodthirsty cries.

Conclusion: From his arrest to the flogging and to the mockery, Jesus had suffered exceptionally. The trial is over, but the agony is not through yet. The stage is now set for the final events in Jesus’ life—his death by crucifixion and his resurrection.
Applications:  

1. Prayer is the proper response to a crisis situation. If Jesus needed communion with his Father, how much more do we!
2. Pride invariably leads to a fall. Those who think they stand should take heed lest they fall.  [e.g., Peter’s claim to never deny Jesus]
3. If denial of Jesus Christ was possible for an apostle, and one of the leaders of the apostles at that, then all believers must be constantly on guard lest they too deny Jesus. If anyone does fail Jesus under persecution, there was always a way open for repentance, forgiveness, and restoration.
4. Believers commonly fail in their commitment and service for the Lord. “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.” The Christian life is one of a continual struggle between the spirit and the flesh (c.f. Gal 5:17f).

5. Christ’s words and God’s plan are utterly infallible. All things happen exactly as God plans them, and no man can change them.  [e.g., even tho Peter said he would never deny Christ, yet he did, 3 times. Peter was unable to interfere with God’s plan. Jesus’ “hour” of suffering and death had finally come. This was all part of God’s plan.]
6. Man is totally depraved, and thus capable of the worst kinds of sinful behavior. Torture more gruesome and inhuman than what Jesus endured can hardly be imagined.

Discussion:

1. Does one lose his salvation if he denies Christ? No. If you’re truly saved, you will not finally and sincerely reject or deny Jesus. One may deny Christ under some sort of pressure and still be a believer. Those who do reject Christ and never repent were not saved in the first place. Genuine believers persevere in faith. 
2. What are some ways believers commonly deny Jesus?  Avoiding “religious” conversations, not speaking up when someone curses using Jesus’ name, living a hypocritical lifestyle, not standing up for Christ when one has an opportunity.
Lesson 13: The Crucifixion and Resurrection of Christ, Mark 15:21-16:20
We now approach the final hours of Jesus’ earthly life. He’s been beaten, flogged nearly to death, mocked, spat upon, and generally abused for several hours. Pilate finally grants permission, and Jesus is led away to be crucified.

The Crucifixion (15:21-32)

Men condemned to die by crucifixion were often required to carry the heavy wooden crosspiece (or even the whole cross) to the place of execution. They were usually led through the busiest streets of the city, and a large audience would gather to watch. Jesus started out carrying his cross (John 19:17), but it proved too much for him. No Roman soldier would demean himself by carrying a condemned man’s cross. Who helped him?   Simon of Cyrene. Since Cyrene (in North Africa) had a large Jewish population, Simon was no doubt a Jew (not an African black as some have suggested) and was on his way to the city of Jerusalem for the Passover celebration. 

Both Roman and Jewish executions were usually performed outside the city. John (19:20) says that the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city, but it was outside the city wall. “Golgotha” is a slightly modified transliteration of the Aramaic word for skull. The traditional site is located inside the famous Church of the Holy Sepulchre, which is within the present walls of the city. Another possible site is called Gordon’s Calvary, a hill outside the city walls were there is currently a Moslem graveyard.

Jesus was offered wine mixed with myrrh when he arrived at the place of execution. It must have been meant to deaden the pain. Jesus refused the drink, choosing rather to experience the terrible sufferings of the Crucifixion with his senses intact.

Read the handout, “What is Crucifixion Like?”  
What did the sign on the cross say?  “THE KING OF THE JEWS.” A wooden board stating the specific charge against the condemned man was commonly fastened on the cross above his head. None of the Gospels record the same wording of the inscription, but they all assert that Jesus was crucified on the charge of claiming to be the King of the Jews. For the Romans, this was high treason. The sign probably said, “This is Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.”
What was the significance of the placement of Jesus between two thieves (more probably rebels or insurrectionists)? It’s more mockery—he claimed to be the messiah, but really he’s just another rebel against Rome. C.f. also Isa 53:12 “He was numbered among transgressors.” 

Who insulted Jesus?  The two robbers/rebels and the Jewish rulers

The Death of Jesus (15:33-41)

The cry of agony “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” suggests that Jesus was fully experiencing the wrath of God against the sin that Jesus was bearing. This statement is a quote of Psalm 22:1, a messianic psalm. It was during this time that Jesus was made sin for us (2 Cor 5:21) and became a curse (Gal 3:13-14). For the first time ever, God the Father turned away from God the Son.

What did some people think Jesus was saying?  They took it to be a cry for Elijah, who was regarded as the forerunner and helper of the Messiah and was also regarded as a deliverer of those in trouble. 
After six hours of hanging on the cross (from about 9 AM until about 3 PM), Jesus cried out and died. Crucifixion is an extremely slow process—it was not uncommon for those crucified to live up to four days on the cross. But Jesus had been previously flogged, which often in itself kills the victim. So it’s no wonder that Jesus didn’t last long on the cross.

The curtain referred to (.38) was the one that separated the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place in the temple. What is the significance of the tearing of this curtain? It signifies 1) the end of the OT system; and 2) the free access of the believer to the presence of God (cf. Heb 9:1-14; 10:19-22).
Who were the women standing near the cross?  Mary Magdalene; Mary the mother of James the younger and Joses; and Salome, the wife of Zebedee and mother of James and John. These three women had been with Jesus in Galilee (v. 41) and had served him there. They had come up to Jerusalem, along with many other women also, especially to be with him and to serve him.
The Burial of Jesus (15:42-47)

Preparation Day was the name given to the day before a festival or a Sabbath (.42). Here it refers to the day before the Sabbath, as Mark explains for the benefit of his Gentile readers. Since the Jewish Sabbath began at sundown, and it was now late in the afternoon (probably around 4:00 P.M.), there was not much time to take Jesus’ body down from the cross. This is apparently what spurred Joseph of Arimathea into action. 

Why was Joseph’s request for the body of Jesus a bold act? Because it would inevitably have identified him with Jesus and his followers. For a man in Joseph’s position (“a prominent member of the Council,” i.e., Sanhedrin), such an act could have serious consequences. But he was a pious man who, according to Luke, had not consented in the decision and action of the council (Luke 23:51); and he “was himself waiting for the kingdom of God.” C.f. Isa 53:9 “He made his grave . . . with the rich in his death.”
After being properly prepared for burial (cf. John 19:40), Jesus’ body was placed in “a tomb cut out of rock.” The location of the tomb was in a garden very near the site of the Crucifixion (John 19:41). Archaeological excavation has shown that the traditional site of the burial of Jesus (Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem) was a cemetery during the first century AD. Tombs cut out of the rock were closed by rolling a stone against the entrance. This stone was likely a flat stone disc that rolled in a sloped channel. 

The Resurrection (16:1-8)

The climax to Mark’s Gospel is the Resurrection. Without it the life and death of Jesus, though noble and admirable, are nonetheless overwhelmingly tragic events. With it Jesus is declared to be the Son of God with power (Rom 1:4), and the disciples are transformed from defeated and inactive followers into the flaming witnesses of the Book of Acts. The Good News about Jesus Christ is that God, by the resurrection of Jesus, defeated sin, death, and hell. It was this message that lay at the heart of the apostolic preaching.

When the Sabbath was over (about 6:00 P.M. Saturday evening), the three women mentioned at the Crucifixion (15:40), two of whom were also present at Jesus’ burial (15:47), bought aromatic oils to anoint the body of Jesus. The anointing was not for the purpose of preserving the body (embalming was not practiced by the Jews) but was an act of love and devotion probably meant to reduce the stench of the decomposing body. 

What were the women concerned about as they walked to the tomb? Their chief concern was with the heavy stone they knew had been rolled in front of the opening of the tomb (cf. 15:46-47). They probably didn’t know about the sealing of the tomb or the posting of the Roman guard (cf. Matt 27:62-66). 

Whom did the women see in the tomb?  An angel.  

How did they react to the angel and the empty tomb? “They were dumbfounded” (NEB)
What did the angel say to the women? “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. But go, tell his disciples and Peter, `He is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you.’ “
Why is Peter singled out? Because he had denied Jesus (14:66-72) and now needed reassurance that he was not excluded from the company of the disciples. Jesus had forgiven and restored him. 

Note: Some manuscripts of The Gospel of Mark end with 16:8. The longer ending is contained in the great majority of the manuscripts and is attested from a very early date. For our purposes, we will assume that the longer ending is genuine.  [Lenski argues for the longer ending, the author in Expositor’s argues against it.]
The Appearances and Ascension of Jesus (16:9-20)

What were the disciples doing at this point?  They were in a state of shock and sorrow. 

Did the disciples believe Mary’s testimony?  No. The reluctance of the disciples to believe her is certainly understandable (v. 11; cf. Matt 28:17; Luke 24:11). A resurrection is no ordinary event!
The rebuke Jesus gave his disciples on this occasion is particularly severe--more severe, in fact, than any other rebuke he gives them elsewhere in the Gospels. 

Note how belief and baptism are so closely associated here. The inward reception (belief) is immediately followed by the external act or witness to that faith (baptism). Professed belief with baptism following should be the norm.

The promise of signs (.17) is not limited to the apostles. They will accompany “those who believe.” These include the converts of the apostles. The evidence of the Book of Acts suggests that such signs did indeed characterize some believers throughout the apostolic age. Once the apostles died, so did the sign gifts such as those mentioned here.

The Ascension was predicted by Jesus (cf. 14:7) and witnessed by the apostles (cf. Acts 1:9). It was the resurrection and the ascension of Christ that energized the disciples to go forth and preach the gospel everywhere, as is recorded in the Book of Acts. If these events did not actually occur, the church would not exist today.

Conclusion: This last section of Mark presses home the point that Jesus truly is the Son of God, the Messiah. His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension prove that beyond doubt.

Applications:  

7. Sinful men are capable of the worst imaginable brutality and cruelty. The heart of man is “desperately wicked” (Jer 17:9).
8. The death of Christ on the cross was a vicarious atonement. That is, Jesus died as a sacrifice for sin in the place of the sinner. God poured out His wrath against sin on Jesus. Jesus suffered in our place. Such suffering satisfied the wrath of God against sin. 

9. The Resurrection of Christ is the single most significant event in the history of mankind. If it never really happened, then believers are of all people most miserable and deceived (1 Cor 15:19). But the tomb really was empty, because Jesus rose from the dead.
10. The Resurrection proved Jesus to be exactly who he said he was. Everything he said about himself is true.

Discussion:

3. Can one be a Christian and not believe in the resurrection?  No, it’s a fundamental, necessary element of Christianity.
4. Why do the writers of the Gospels not record the exact same information?  Because each writer had his own purpose for his work. Each also has his own point of view. Remember that Mark is probably getting his material from Peter.
5. What is the state of those who believe but do not get baptized?  They are saved but disobedient. Baptism should follow belief—this is the NT pattern.
What is the “baptism of the Holy Spirit”?


  Much confusion and disagreement exists regarding Holy Spirit baptism. The church, the spiritual body of Christ, is formed as believers are immersed by Christ with the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:13). Christ is the Baptizer who immerses each believer with the Spirit into unity with all other believers.  All believers are placed into the body of Christ by means of the Holy Spirit at the point of conversion. There cannot be any believer who has not been Spirit-baptized, nor can there be more than one Spirit baptism per believer. Believers have all been Spirit-baptized and thus are all in one body. This is not an experience to seek, but a reality to acknowledge. (MacArthur)


  It is incorrect and inaccurate to call a special “power” from the Holy Spirit the baptism, anointing, or unction of the Holy Spirit.  Spirit baptism occurs only once—at conversion, and all believers are equally baptized and share equally of the Spirit’s power.  Spirit baptism is non-experiential and positional.


  Being baptized with the Spirit is not the same as being filled with the Spirit (Eph 5:18).  Spirit filling occurs as the believer submits himself to the controlling influence of the Holy Spirit.  Spirit filling can and should be the daily experience of serious believers.  Special empowerment for ministry should rightly be called filling, not baptism or anointing.





The Importance of Repentance in the New Testament





From the very outset of the Gospel accounts, and throughout the rest of the NT, repentance is a primary theme.  John preached repentance (Mark 1:4), Jesus taught repentance (Mark 1:15), and so did the apostles (Acts 2:38, 20:21).  Some suggest that repentance is really synonymous with faith, i.e., it’s simply redirecting one’s belief from some other object to Christ.  But the repentance that John, Jesus, and the apostles taught clearly required acknowledging one’s sin, sorrow for it, and a turning from it.  That’s why John, Jesus, and the apostles expected to see “works suitable for repentance” in the lives of those who repented (Luke 3:8; Acts 26:20).





The Doctrine of the Trinity


The doctrine of the trinity asserts that one God exists indivisibly and eternally as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  God is three persons in one essence.  The divine nature exists in three distinctions—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  All three Persons possess the divine attributes, yet the essence of God is undivided.  The Persons do not act independently of one another.  God is three Persons, yet one God.


Misinterpretations of the Trinity:


Tri-theism: three separate gods rather than one God in three persons


Modalism: three roles or modes of existence.  The one God manifests Himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit


Arianism: the Son is created and subordinate to the Father in nature or essence  (Jehovah’s Witnesses are Arians) [not Aryans—racial distinction]








Conversion: repentance and faith





  Repentance and faith is the means of salvation.  This has been the accepted “formula” for salvation since the beginnings of Christianity.  During the middle ages when the Roman Catholic Church controlled most religious thought, faith plus works replaced it to a large degree.  But with the coming of the reformation, the emphasis on salvation by faith was again reestablished.


  Today, there is a continuing denial of repentance as a part of a gospel presentation.  Advocates of no-repentance conversion either redefine the concept or deny it altogether.  But Jesus’ words here seem to settle the issue.  Salvation occurs when one repents of sin and believes the Gospel.  Repentance and saving faith are two sides of the same coin—they always go together.





The Kingdom of God





The concept of the kingdom of God (or of heaven) is a major one in the Scriptures.  It’s a key component in much of the preaching of Christ.  There is some disagreement as to its meaning and significance.  Most agree that the universal kingdom of God describes God is a King Who exercises sovereign control over the universe. Beyond that, non-dispensationalists hold that the kingdom is synonymous with the Church, i.e., Christianity in general or all saved people.  All the OT promises regarding a coming kingdom are symbolically fulfilled in the Church, and there is no literal future kingdom.  Dispensationalists hold that the kingdom is primarily future.  That is, kingdom language generally refers to the millennial reign of Christ on earth.  The Jews of Jesus’ day undoubtedly understood kingdom language to refer to the Messianic reign.  The kingdom was near in that the King was present.  Some dispensationalists acknowledge a present, spiritual aspect of the kingdom, i.e. the reign of Christ over believers.  





What’s A Synagogue?





The word “synagogue” comes from the words meaning “with” and “to lead,” hence a bringing together or assembly.  The synagogue originated in the Exile as the result of Jews meeting together for prayer and the study of the Torah. In NT times synagogues were found all over the Roman Empire wherever there were sufficient numbers of Jews to maintain one. The synagogue became Judaism's most enduring institution.





What About Demons?





  The Scriptures clearly distinguish between all ordinary forms of disease and the peculiar affliction of demonic possession (Lenski). This case was not just a psychological or mental problem.  Mark often calls demons “unclean spirits,” which carries the idea of immorality, wickedness and opposition to anything good.  Jesus often encountered demon opposition, and he always showed his total authority over them.


  While demon possession is still occurring, we should not expect to experience the same level of demonic activity today as was the case when Jesus was on the earth.  Satan made a special effort to defeat Jesus, which accounts for the high level of demonic activity at that time.


  It’s currently popular in some circles to blame a demon for just about every problem and/or sin.  For example, there are demons of alcohol, bitterness, envy, lust, etc.  Some preachers make casting out such “demons” a significant part of their ministries.  But it’s both unbiblical and unwise to blame demons for one’s own ungodly behavior and attitudes.





Who Were the Pharisees?





    Scholars know little of either the origin or the predecessors of this sect. The probability is that they were the successors of the Hasidim, the pious Jews who joined forces with Mattathias and his sons during the Maccabean period. After religious liberty was achieved, they largely deserted the Maccabees in their struggle for political independence. They first appear under the name "Pharisee" during the reign of the Hasmonean John Hyrcanus (135-104 BC).


    The Jewish historian Josephus says, "The Pharisees are a body of Jews with the reputation of excelling the rest of their nation in the observances of religion, and as exact exponents of the laws" (War I, 110 [v. 2]). Although many of them were doubtless pious and godly men, those Jesus came into conflict with represented some of the worst elements of traditional religion: jealousy, hypocrisy, and religious formalism. "Pharisaism is the final result of that conception of religion which makes religion consist in conformity to the Law, and promises God's grace only to the doers of the Law" (Metzger, The New Testament, p. 41). The friendship of Jesus with people who openly refused to keep the requirements of the law prompted the question "Why does he [supposedly a ‘religious' or observant Jew] eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners'?"





What is an Apostle?





The word “apostle” comes from the verb “apostello,” meaning, “to send.” An apostle is a person sent by another; a messenger or an envoy. Jesus Christ, the Sent One of the Father, is called an apostle (Heb 3:1; Jn 20:21). The word is generally used as designating the disciples to whom he intrusted the organization of his church and the preaching of his gospel, "the twelve," as they are called. Our Lord gave them the "keys of the kingdom," and by the gift of his Spirit fitted them to be the founders and governors of his church. After his ascension he imparted to them, according to his promise, supernatural gifts to qualify them for the discharge of their duties. Paul was later added to their number. 





In order to be an apostle, one had to meet the following requirements: 


1. 	to have seen the Lord, and been able to testify of him and of his resurrection from personal knowledge (Jn 15:27; Acts 1:21,22; 1 Cor 9:1) 


2. 	to have been called to that office by Christ himself (Luke 6:13; Gal 1:1) 


3. 	to have been infallibly inspired, and thus secured against all error and mistake in their public teaching, whether by word or by writing (Jn 14:26, 16:13; 1 Thes 2:13) 


to have the power of working miracles (Mk 16:20; Acts 2:43; 1 Cor 12:8-11) 





The apostles therefore could have had no successors. They are the only authoritative teachers of the Christian doctrines. The office of an apostle ceased with its first holders.


from Easton’s Bible Dictionary





Some Accusations of the Jews against Jesus:





Born out of wedlock (Jn 8:41)


A Samaritan and demon possessed (Jn 8:48)


Demon possessed and crazy (Jn 10:20)


Greedy, a drunk, and a friend of sinners (Lk 7:34)





What’s a Parable?





   Parables are the most striking feature in the teaching of Jesus. Although he did not invent this form of teaching (parables are found both in the OT and in the writings of the rabbis), he used it in a way and to a degree unmatched before his time or since.


    Many parables are stories taken out of ordinary life, used to drive home a spiritual or moral truth. But they are not always stories. Sometimes they are brief similes, comparisons, analogies, or even proverbial savings. 


    The teaching found in the parables is more than general religious truth. It is always related in a dynamic way to Jesus' message and mission, i.e., to the life situation of his ministry. Like all Scripture, the parables contain truth relevant for God's people everywhere--those of the twentieth-century world as well as those of the first-century world. 


    For centuries parables were interpreted allegorically; i.e., each element of the story was assigned a specific meaning. Now we are more apt to look for the one main point a parable teaches. This is not to say that all Jesus' parables have only one point to make. Some clearly have more than one, but the principle is a generally valid one. Don’t make the parables “walk on all fours.” That is, try to see the main point and disregard the unessential details.  





from Expositor’s Bible Commentary





The Kingdom of God





    These parables are knows as “kingdom parables” because they reveal truth about the kingdom. What exactly is the kingdom? As we pointed out in Lesson Two, the word is used in several senses. (1) God is a universal king who reigns over the world. (2) Jesus Christ will one day reign over the earth from the throne of David. This is the millennial reign, the kingdom that the Jews of Jesus’ time were looking for—the Messianic kingdom. (3) There is also a sense in which Jesus is currently reigning over believers. All Christians are currently part of this spiritual kingdom. 


    It’s often difficult to discern exactly what aspect of the kingdom Jesus is talking about. Context has to tell the reader whether Jesus is speaking of his coming physical reign over the earth or his current spiritual reign over believers. 





Demon Possession





    Taken at face value, the Bible clearly teaches that demon possession is a reality. Nevertheless, the New Testament does not give the believer much instruction regarding how to deal with demons. We are told to stand against the tricks of the Devil (Eph 6:11), to resist the Devil (James 4:7), and to be sober and vigilant because Satan is trying to destroy us (1 Pet 5:6f). But we are never told to cast out demons, to bind them, or to attack them. In fact, even powerful angels did not bring an accusation against Satan (Jude 1:9). Believers are to dress themselves with the whole armor of God in order to stand against Satan. They are not directed to offensively attack him.


    It has lately become popular to blame a demon for nearly any kind of sin or weakness in someone’s life. Alcoholics, gamblers, and other addicts are said to be motivated by demons. Even the sins of greed, lust, anger, and bitterness are supposedly evidences of demonic oppression or possession. Such ideas find no support in the Bible.





Regular Believer or Disciple?





Did the gospel writers intend to create a distinction between regular, garden-variety believers and disciples? That is, are disciples a class of “super believers” who have a whole different set of standards and responsibilities than normal believers do? The answer is an emphatic no. All believers are disciples and are expected to live as such. There is only one class of believer—disciple. The requirements for following Jesus are not just for the Twelve but for all Christians.





“What carelessness and what brutal stupidity is this, that men are so strongly attached to the world, and so much occupied with its affairs, as not to consider why they were born, and that God gave them an immortal soul, in order that, when the course of the earthly life was finished, they might live eternally in heaven! . . . The soul is of higher value than all the riches and enjoyments of the world; but yet men are so blinded by [worldly] views, that they knowingly and willfully abandon their souls to destruction.” 


John Calvin








He is no fool who gives up what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.


Jim Elliot





Please Pass the Salt





Salt played an important role in the ancient world. The rabbis considered it necessary to life. It was used to make food tasty and as a preservative to keep food from spoiling. Jesus calls his disciples the “salt of the earth” (Matt 5:13). The figure of salt losing its saltiness is striking—who ever heard of that happening? Jesus is warning his disciples not to lose that “saltiness” in them that brings life to the world and prevents its decay. The disciples' spirit of devotion and self-sacrifice to Jesus Christ and his gospel, if lost, will neutralize their influence. 








Four Views on Future Events





Following are the four ways Christians have traditionally viewed the eschatology (biblical predictions concerning the last days) of the Olivet Discourse:





Historicist: the events of the Discourse cover the whole of church history. The Discourse is a kind of pre-written account of church history.


Preterist: all events described in the Olivet Discourse happened during the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. 


Futurist: although some of the events obviously do refer to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, at least some of the events described will take place in the future. Dispensationalists are futurists.


Spiritualist: the events are symbolic and allegorical, standing for spiritual conflicts the church will endure. The Discourse relates a great drama depicting spiritual realities, not actual events.





What is a Covenant?


A covenant is an agreement or a contract between two parties.  Some covenants are conditional, while others are unconditional.  Conditional covenants depend upon the fulfillment of the covenant’s obligations by both parties — “If you . . . , I will . . . .” Many covenants are unconditional.  That is, God obligates Himself to accomplish certain things, despite any failure from man.  Human disobedience in these cases never cancels the terms of the covenant. God says, “I will . . . .” no matter what man does.


God promised a “new” covenant to Israel (Jer 31:31-33). Jesus’ sacrificial death initiated or ratified this new covenant. The Church operates under the terms of the new covenant. [The new covenant specifically applies to Israel, but the Church is currently enjoying many of the benefits of the new covenant. The new covenant will be totally fulfilled during the millennial reign of Christ.]


In both the old and new covenants, the blood of a sacrifice sealed or ratified the covenant. 








� Much of the material in these lessons comes directly from Expositor’s Bible Commentary.


� Steadman


� John F. MacArthur, Jr., The MacArthur Study Bible, (Dallas: Word Publishing) 1997.


� “Immediately” or “straightway” is one of Mark’s favorite words—he uses it very often.


� The word is very strong, meaning “dumbfounded, struck as by a blow, absolutely amazed.”  Mark uses about eight different words in his book to express the people’s response of wonder, fear, and amazement.


� Actually, Mark doesn’t record the whole day in his account.  Jesus started the day by preaching the Sermon on the Mount, and healing a leper and the centurion’s servant (Matt 5-8).


� The verb “came out” refers to Christ leaving heaven.  That is, the purpose for which Christ left heaven was to preach the good news.


� John F. MacArthur, Jr., The MacArthur Study Bible, (Dallas: Word Publishing) 1997.


� ethical — having to do with morality, right and wrong behavior and the like


� The mockery of Jesus by the soldiers is an exceptional case. No other instance of such treatment of a prisoner is found in recorded history. Perhaps Pilate himself ordered the mockery in an attempt to prevent the crucifixion.





