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GENERAL PREFACE 

This commentary is part of a new series of studies that will feature a number of volumes 
covering all of the New Testament books. There will be reliable expositions of the Bible 
text, a careful analysis of key words, easy outlines to follow, and helpful material to aid 
serious Bible students.  The explanations are written from a conservative evangelical 
Brethren and Anabaptist point of view. The goal is to expound the Bible text accurately, 
and to produce a readable explanation of God's truth. 

Each volume can be especially useful for pastors, Sunday School teachers, and lay 
persons. The writers aim for thoroughness, clarity, and loyalty to the Anabaptist/Pietist 
values. The meaning of the Greek text (both for those who know Greek and those who 
don't), will be part of the exposition when necessary.  

The Brethren Revival Fellowship sponsored Brethren New Testament Commentary will 
simply take the biblical text as it is, and give the exposition, along with applications for 
everyday life. All who have been asked to write the commentaries in this series agree that 
the message of God's Word in its original documents was given without error, and that 
nothing more is necessary for spiritual growth. 

Brethren Revival Fellowship is a renewal movement within the Church of the Brethren 
which aims to proclaim and preserve biblical values for living today. We believe the Bible 
is the infallible Word of God, the final authority for belief and practice, and that to 
personally accept Jesus Christ as Savior is the only means of salvation. 

 

The Brethren Revival Fellowship Committee 
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This book is dedicated to my wife, Cindy, who has been a wise and wonderful help to 
me in the 30 plus years of my ministry in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and now, Florida; and to 
my children, Leah and Michael, both of whom are still serving in ministry in various 
forms within the Church of the Brethren to this day. 

Ray Hileman 
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FOREWORD 

The Gospel of Mark 

The Gospel of Mark is a message of hope to Christian believers in the Roman world who 
were facing severe persecution, and possibly martyrdom. Out of the struggle of his own 
life, and the life of one of his spiritual "fathers," namely the Apostle Peter, John Mark 
identifies himself with people who are tempted to give up following Christ when under 
pressure and affliction.  

Is this particular Gospel relevant in today's world? Consider this: in the western world 
today, vital Christianity appears to be on the wane, as Christians are tempted to blend 
into the culture, so as not to be thought strange. In the media, Christianity is often mocked, 
dismissed, or even demonized. Pastors and church leaders are depicted either as naïve 
and stupid, or diabolical and criminal. At the very least, Christians are being relegated to 
the fringes of our society. Sometimes Christians even blur the distinction between 
allegiance to Christ and allegiance to the American flag, or to the American dollar. These 
temptations are no different from those in the first century Roman Empire, where followers 
of Christ were tortured and killed for no more than refusing to toss a simple pinch of 
incense onto an altar while saying, "Caesar is Lord." Many believe that the growing 
pressure to conform to the religious pluralism of our time will increase as the years pass, 
unless there is a revival, a spiritual awakening again in our land. 

Meanwhile, in other parts of the world, especially in Muslim and Hindu nations, estimates 
for recent years are that up to 250 million followers of Christ could die annually for their 
faith, even while the church is exploding in growth in these parts of the world. Many people 
in areas where Hinduism and Islam are dominant, are suffering for the cause of Christ. 
There are many similarities between our generation and the first century. The Gospel of 
Mark is indeed a relevant book. 

Mark sets forth a direct and concise retelling of the life, ministry, death, and resurrection 
of Christ. Many new converts to the faith are directed to the Gospel of John for the first 
reading of the New Testament that they do. My preference would be to direct them to the 
Gospel of Mark. It is short and simple in its style, and it shows the loving, serving, and 
saving heart of the King as none of the other Gospels do. Mark provides an easy and 
useful summary of the life and ministry of our Lord. But Mark also calls us to courage, 
servanthood, discipleship, compassion, mission, and allegiance to Christ alone. 

I have preached through this Gospel twice in my ministry, once in Indiana, Pennsylvania 
in the 1980s, and again in Ashland, Ohio in the 1990s. This is one reason I chose this 
book as my contribution to the BNTC series. I have become quite familiar with this Gospel, 
and Mark and Peter seem like old friends. Yet, as is always the case, I have uncovered 
many more treasures in my study and preparation for this commentary. I pray that the 
Holy Spirit will open up these treasures (and many more) to readers as they study this 
commentary alongside the open Bible. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The Gospel of Mark 

Fasten your seatbelts, everyone! We are about to embark on a "whirlwind" journey 
through the life of our Lord Jesus Christ. I say this because of several unique 
characteristics of Mark's Gospel. 

First, Bible students are generally agreed that Mark is the earliest written Gospel, dated 
somewhere between 55 and 65 A.D. Both Matthew and Luke borrowed heavily from 
Mark's account, along with other sources, to compose their Holy Spirit inspired Gospel 
accounts. In fact, all but 31 verses of Mark are quoted in Matthew and Luke, which is why 
these three Gospels have come to be known as the Synoptic Gospels (from the Greek, 
"to see together"). 

Second, Mark is the shortest of the four Gospels, with only sixteen chapters. Mark's 
account is short because he was concerned primarily about the deeds and miracles of 
Jesus. There is very little emphasis on Jesus' teaching in Mark, compared with Matthew, 
who has five major blocks devoted to Jesus' teaching. By way of contrast, Luke has 
devoted a large amount of space to recording Jesus' parables. And the Gospel according 
to John is noted for including a number of Jesus' conversations with individuals and 
groups, in which He establishes His deity. 

The Gospel according to Mark is an action Gospel. Mark's favorite word is "immediately" 
(or straightway in KJV). In Mark, the reader follows Jesus from one incident to the next, 
with little time to catch his breath. This is why the symbol for Mark has always been the 
ox, symbolizing the servant nature of the Messiah. The key verse is Mark 10:45: "For 
even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom 
for many." 

Authorship: John Mark is generally believed to be the writer of this Gospel, even though 
no author is named in the book. He has been accepted as the writer since the second 
century by early leaders such as Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Origin, 
and Eusebius. 

We know a little about Mark from the New Testament. John Mark was young when Jesus 
was crucified and raised from the dead. His mother, Mary, was apparently a well-to-do 
widow who had become a believer. Many believe her house was the site of the Last 
Supper as well as the pre-Pentecost prayer session of Acts 1. Some think that Mark may 
have been the young man who fled naked when Jesus was arrested at Gethsemane 
(Mark 14:51-52). We know that the church gathered at Mary's house to pray in 44 A.D. 
when Peter was imprisoned by Herod (Acts 12:12). 

In Colossians 4:10, Mark is named as a cousin of Barnabas. This, along with Barnabas' 
encouraging nature, would explain why Barnabas defended Mark so vigorously to Paul 
after Mark's failure in leaving the first missionary journey. Mark, like Peter, knew the sting 
of failure against Christ and His cause, but he also knew the joy of restoration and a 
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second chance. 

After Paul and Barnabas parted, with Mark accompanying Barnabas to Cyprus, we learn 
little more about him, except that he obviously redeemed himself in the eyes of Paul, who 
later called him "a fellow worker" and said that Mark was helpful to his ministry (Philemon 
24; 2 Timothy 4:11). The last we hear of Mark is as a companion of the aged apostle 
Peter, who calls him a "son" (1 Peter 5:13). 

But behind the author is another voice. Most biblical scholars believe that Mark wrote the 
eyewitness account of Simon Peter. Papias, an early church leader, wrote these words 
in A.D. 110: 

"Mark, who was the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately all that he remembered, 
whether of sayings or doings of Christ, but not in order. For he was neither a hearer nor 
a companion of the Lord; but afterwards…he accompanied Peter, who adapted his 
instruction as necessity required, not as though he was making a compilation of the Lord's 
oracles. So then, Mark made no mistake when he wrote down these same things as he 
remembered them, for he concentrated on this alone—not to omit anything that he had 
heard, nor to include any false statements among them." 

As we study Mark, we will note details which are not found in the other Synoptic Gospels, 
where the eyewitness of Peter appears to be coming through. And as we shall see, 
Peter's failure is highlighted and detailed in the Gospel of Mark, unlike it is anywhere else 
in the New Testament. 

Structure: The Gospel according to Mark is not a biography. Nothing is said about the 
birth, genealogy, or the early life of Jesus. Instead, Mark concentrates on His public 
ministry. Mark does this by writing in narrative style, and paying attention to details in an 
action-packed, vivid, colorful manner. Mark's Gospel is a fast-moving account of Jesus' 
last years. The focus in Mark's account is on what Jesus did, especially on His miracles. 

The book is easily laid out. The climax point comes in the middle of Chapter 8, the mid-
point of the Gospel. There Jesus reveals Himself to His disciples and begins to talk frankly 
about His coming passion, death, and resurrection. Everything moves toward this point, 
and then out from it. A little over one third of the Gospel is devoted to the last week of 
Jesus' earthly life. Everything in Mark points to this, with occasional hints of it being given 
by Jesus early in His ministry (example: Mark 2:19-20). 

Themes: Mark's Gospel emphasizes several themes. 

(a) Service: Jesus takes on the role of a servant and then calls His followers to 
manifest the same attitude. Again, note the key verse, Mark 10:45. 

(b) Discipleship: Jesus says much about the cost of following Him, about kingdom 
living, and about what true religion looks like. 

(c) Evangelism: This is the Good News of Jesus Christ mentioned in Mark 1:1. Jesus 
directs His public ministry to the Jews first, but He also heals and preaches to the 
non-Jewish world as a foretaste of His greater mission. Syrians, Romans, and 
others Gentiles are given the Good News. Jesus challenges His followers to take 
His message into all the world, preaching the gospel of salvation. 
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The four Gospel accounts are important messages. The books before them are 
anticipatory. The books after them are explanatory. The Gospels tell us a bit of history 
that we must know, for our soul's eternal salvation depends upon what happened in the 
earthly life of Christ. They tell of His virgin birth, His sinless life, His countless miracles, 
His magnificent teaching, His atoning death, His glorious resurrection, His public 
ascension, and His victorious return. 

My prayer, for all who read this commentary—as you use it for Sunday School lesson 
study, sermon preparation, or as a helpful Bible study tool—is that your own faithfulness, 
courage, and discipleship will be enhanced as you are encouraged by the example of our 
Lord and of the many faithful original readers of this Gospel who loved not their lives even 
unto death (Revelation 12:11). 
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1. THE COMING OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 1:1-45 

Chapter one sets the stage for this "Gospel of Action". Mark establishes the Messiah's 
credentials in this chapter, as he writes of the announcement of Jesus by John the Baptist, 
the acknowledgement of Jesus by both His Father and Satan, the beginnings of His 
ministry, and the demonstration of His authority in a number of areas. 

1. The Ministry of John the Baptist (1:1-8) 

John came on the scene suddenly and caused a stir among the people of Israel, who 
have had no prophetic voice for over 400 years. Word of his ministry also serves as a 
sign for Jesus that it is time for Him to begin the work for which He has been sent. 

(1:1-3) The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, As it is written 
in the Prophets: "Behold, I send My messenger before Your face, who will prepare 
Your way before You. The voice of one crying in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way 
of the Lord; make His paths straight.'" 

Mark enters into the subject, not using genealogies or birth narratives (like Matthew and 
Luke), nor a deep prologue (like John). The book starts: "The beginning of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God." God has provided salvation through Jesus' life, death, and 
resurrection. 

Mark uses the common formula, "it is written." In Greek, the imperfect tense conveys the 
idea of "it stands written," and then he quotes from Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3. The 
passages together stress the themes he will emphasize in verses 4-8. These include the 
messenger, the wilderness, and the coming Lord. 

Like Elijah, John seems to appear out of nowhere. His ministry was in the arid region west 
of the Dead Sea. The wilderness in Scripture symbolizes the place where Israel rebelled 
and disobeyed during the wandering to Canaan, but also the place where God would 
meet with His people. 

(1:4-6) John came baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the remission of sins. Then all the land of Judea, and those from 
Jerusalem, went out to him and were all baptized by him in the Jordan River, 
confessing their sins. Now John was clothed with camel's hair and with a leather 
belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 

John's baptism for repentance was a sign of the approach of the New Covenant. John 
was serving as the last great prophet of the Old Covenant. John baptized those who came 
in repentance, deliberately turning from sin to righteousness. His preaching recalls that 
of the prophets. Hosea 3:5 says "Afterward the children of Israel shall return and seek the 
Lord their God and David their king. They shall fear the Lord and His goodness in the 
latter days." True repentance always brings God's forgiveness. Jesus reminds us in 
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Matthew 5:4 that the one who is comforted is the one who mourns (over one's own sins 
and the sins of the world). The act of baptism itself was not new. It was used for Gentile 
converts to the Jewish faith. But it was radically new for Jews to be baptized. 

Mark uses a literary hyperbole to show the high interest in John's ministry from around 
the region. However, it is estimated that as many as 300,000 people could have come to 
hear him during the days of preaching in the wilderness. Baptism was offered in the 
Jordan River, a principal waterway, beginning in the snows of Mount Hermon far to the 
north, and flowing south into the Dead Sea. The verb tenses are significant. The Greek 
text states that the people "kept coming out" and "were regularly being baptized" as they 
were "continually confessing their sins." 

John's simple clothing was both a protest against the ungodliness and materialism of the 
day, and a reminder of the ministry of Elijah and other prophets who dressed in a similar 
fashion (see 2 Kings 1:8 and Zechariah 13:4). The camel-hair robe would be worn by 
poorer persons, and the belt was likely a simple leather thong. His diet of locusts (protein) 
and wild honey (carbohydrates) was easily accessible in this area. They were clean foods, 
and they actually comprised a healthy and balanced diet. 

(1:7-8) And he preached, saying, "There comes One after me who is mightier than 
I, whose sandal strap I am not worthy to stoop down and loose. I indeed baptize 
you with water, but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." 

Mark gives a brief account of John's preaching, which focused on the coming Messiah. 
John used a vivid expression of humility to show his relationship to this superior One. At 
the same time, he was fearless in his proclamation about the better baptism which the 
coming One would bring. The Messiah's baptism would be a mark of internal change. 
Jesus brings a radical answer to our radical need. 

This greater baptism was prophesied by Joel and fulfilled at Pentecost. John's baptism 
was preparatory, symbolic, and temporary. The Spirit's baptism which the Messiah would 
bring, would introduce lasting change into the repentant, believing heart (see Ezekiel 
36:25-27). 

In evaluating the success of John's preaching, we note first, a divine authority to his 
message. It was a passionate and complete message, emphasizing both the sinfulness 
of man and the divine answer to the problem of sin. 

Second, John was marked by personal integrity. His character modeled his message, and 
he was consistent, in that the same message he preached in the wilderness, he was bold 
to preach also in Herod's palace. 

Third, his authentic humility allowed God to greatly bless and use his witness. In John 1, 
he answered questions from the Jewish leaders concerning his identity in three short 
replies: "I am not the Christ," "I am not," and "No." When pressed, he responded with 
different images, saying that he was a voice crying, a light shining, a finger pointing, as 
the best man to the groom. He summed up this attitude in John 3:30: "He must increase, 
but I must decrease."  
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2. The Baptism and Temptation of Christ (1:9-13) 

Mark spends little time on these key events, devoting a small paragraph to each, but also 
adding details not found in the other synoptic gospels. 

(1:9-11) It came to pass in those days that Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee, 
and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And immediately, coming up from the 
water, He saw the heavens parting and the Spirit descending upon Him like a dove. 
Then a voice came from heaven: "You are My beloved Son, in whom I am well 
pleased." 

Jesus would have been approximately 30 years old. The year is estimated to have been 
A.D. 27. Jesus had spent most of His previous life in Nazareth, seventy miles north of this 
area. But the news of John's work was the sign the Spirit used to move Jesus out of His 
family's carpenter shop and on to His life's purpose and calling.  

Mark's account of Jesus' baptism is terse, but it is significant that the Greek prepositions 
can easily be translated so that Jesus was baptized into the Jordan and that He came up 
out of the Jordan, which implies that immersion was the mode of baptism.1 Jesus humbly 
submitted to baptism by John the Baptist for several reasons: 

1. To fulfill all righteousness—to give Himself in an act of consecration to, and 
approval by, His Father. 

2. To publicly announce the beginning of His own ministry (see John 1:31-34). 
3. To identify with sinners, placing Himself among the guilty, for our salvation, not 

for His own guilt. 
4. To set an example for His followers. 

Mark uses his favorite word, "immediately," found 42 times in this Gospel, and only twelve 
times in the rest of the New Testament. The entire Trinity was manifested at Jesus' 
baptism. The Son was baptized, the Spirit descended in the form of a dove, and the Father 
voiced His approval. 

Brethren believe that the act of baptism symbolizes several truths—one is that baptism 
symbolizes the Spirit's filling and anointing for ministry (Luke 4:18), because all of God's 
people, in essence, are to be in ministry.  

The use of "You" (verse 11) is emphatic: "You and you alone." When we are born of God, 
we become children of God, but we will never be sons of God in the same way Jesus is. 
He is uniquely the Son of God.  

The Father's words are a combination of two Old Testament texts, Psalm 2:7, where the 
Messiah's royalty is proclaimed, and Isaiah 42:1, which lifts up His servant ministry. These 
verses remind Jesus at the outset of His mission, about His primary work of sacrifice for 
the sins of the world. Ray Stedman, for many years pastor of Peninsula Bible Church in 

                                            

1    Also, in verse 8, the words "with water" can just as easily be translated "in water." The correct translation 
of the Greek word which is translated "with," has been a matter of controversy among Christians over the 
years. 
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Palo Alto, California, put it this way in the titles of his two-part study of Mark: Jesus is both 
"The Servant Who Rules" and "The Ruler Who Serves."2 

(1:12-13) Immediately the Spirit drove Him into the wilderness. And He was there in 
the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan, and was with the wild beasts; and the 
angels ministered to Him. 

Again, the scene quickly shifts, implying the urgency of the moment. The word "drove" 
does not mean that Jesus was reluctant to go, but that divine necessity called Him to 
undergo this experience before He would begin His public ministry. As Israel was 
"baptized into Moses," then was led by the pillars of cloud and fire through the testing of 
the wilderness—so Jesus, having been baptized, was led by the Spirit into an area of 
loneliness and danger to be tempted by the devil. Jesus fought a spiritual battle for 40 
days. God kept Him safe throughout, and He overcame the tempter by using God's 
Word—as Matthew and Luke point out. 

Only Mark notes the presence of the beasts (jackals, hyenas, wolves, etc.) in the 
wilderness. This may be his cryptic way of providing comfort to the Roman Christians 
reading this Gospel, as they faced their own ordeals with wild beasts in the arena, 
knowing that their Lord had gone before them, and that God would be with them 
throughout and beyond this life. The verb tense indicates that the angels ministered to 
Jesus throughout the 40-day experience. There is no indication that either Satan or the 
angels ever withdrew from Jesus after this event was completed. 

3. The Beginning of Christ's Public Ministry (1:14-45) 

Jesus now begins His public ministry, preaching, calling followers, teaching, casting out 
demons, and healing. One writer calls this section "A Day in the Life of Jesus." 

(1:14-15) Now after John was put in prison, Jesus came to Galilee, preaching the 
gospel of the kingdom of God, and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom 
of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel." 

Mark does not include in his Gospel the early Judean ministry of Jesus; only John does 
that. The arrest of John the Baptist by Herod Antipas signaled the beginning of Jesus' 
public preaching in Galilee. His message was clear and urgent: the coming of the King 
brings the kingdom within reach and sets in motion all that will bring about the final state 
of affairs where God will rule supremely. Now it is time for decisive action because a new 
era of God's dealings with humanity has arrived in Jesus. This is the kairos, the critical 
moment of history. A line is being drawn in the sand, and each person will have to choose. 

The choice involves a dual act. The first part is repentance, turning from sin. Peter Nead, 
Nineteenth Century Brethren doctrinal writer, noted these aspects of repentance: (1) 
heartfelt sorrow for and bitter hatred of sins committed against God; (2) confession of sin 

                                            

2    Ray C. Stedman, The Servant Who Rules and The Ruler Who Serves (Waco: Word Books, 1980, Page 
22). 



 18 

to God; (3) a resultant amendment or reformation of life.3 

The second part of the act is faith in the good news that this repentance will bring God's 
forgiveness, as well as faith in Jesus, the One who can change our lives. Quaker writer 
Elton Trueblood puts it this way: "To be a Christian is to bet your life that Christ is right." 
4  

The kingdom comes now into hearts that will submit to Christ as the King, and it will come 
in the future in a literal kingdom upon the earth in the last days. 

(1:16-20) And as He walked by the Sea of Galilee, He saw Simon and Andrew his 
brother casting a net into the sea; for they were fishermen. Then Jesus said to 
them, "Follow Me, and I will make you become fishers of men." They immediately 
left their nets and followed Him. When He had gone a little farther from there, He 
saw James, the Son of Zebedee, and John his brother, who also were in the boat 
mending their nets. And immediately He called them, and they left their father 
Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and went after Him. 

Jesus now walked along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, a beautiful fresh-water lake 700 
feet below sea level, fourteen miles long by six miles wide, fed by the upper Jordan River. 
Fishing was the major industry in that area. The historian Josephus says that up to 330 
fishing boats could be found sailing on the lake at one time.5 

Here we see Jesus' authority over people's destiny. Jesus found Peter and Andrew 
casting for fish with their circular net. The net could be thrown and then drawn tight to 
capture fish. The men were standing in shallow water or fishing from a boat. We must not 
see this scene as if Jesus was observing these men for the first time, issuing a simple 
call, and having them, like zombies, just drop everything and go. We know from John's 
Gospel (John 1:35-42) that Jesus had previous interaction with these four men, along 
with Nathanael and Philip. No doubt, they had witnessed His earliest miracles and had 
heard Him teach. They had had time to process their experience with Jesus, so that when 
this call to full discipleship came, they were ready to answer. They had counted the cost. 

The call to follow Jesus is definite and demands total commitment. We note that these 
men were called from ordinary walks of life. While Peter and Andrew appeared to have 
had their own business, James and John's family had a small but prosperous business 
which could take on hired servants. We also note that, as in most if not all biblical cases, 
persons were called while in the midst of their daily work (like Moses and David with their 
sheep and Gideon at his threshing floor). When these men followed, they became 
permanent disciples of Jesus. Indeed, that is the only kind of commitment He will accept. 

                                            

3     Nead's comment is quoted in the article written by Dale R., Stoffer, Church of the Brethren, Yesterday 
and Today, Donald F. Durnbaugh, ed. (Elgin: Brethren Press, 1986, pages 46-47). 

4      Cited in David L. McKenna, Mark: The Communicators Commentary (Waco: Word Books, 1982, page 
47). 

5    Rodney L. Cooper, Mark: The Holman New Testament Commentary, Max   Anders, Ed. (Nashville: 
Broadman and Holman, 2000, page 12). 
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The urgency of the call demanded a response. The response of the sons of Zebedee, in 
particular, showed the radical nature of the call to discipleship as they left family ties and 
tradition to go with Jesus, leaving the business in the hands of their father to pass on to 
someone else. We need to embrace these examples again in a day when people are 
making, at best, half-hearted commitments to the Lord, to His Word, to public worship, 
and to the service of the church. 

There are two more points here, which are obvious but could easily be missed in a 
superficial reading of the text.  

First, we note the cause and effect of Jesus' call. He says that if we follow Him, He will 
make us to become fishers of men, as in the popular children's Sunday School song: "I 
will make you fishers of men if you follow Me." Since this is true, if we are not fishing 
(sharing our faith), then we are not truly following.  

Second, Jesus says that He will make us to become fishers of men. This means that 
discipleship is a decision, but this decision is followed by a process of growing to Christian 
maturity. 

(1:21-22) Then they went in to Capernaum, and immediately on the Sabbath He 
entered the synagogue and taught. And they were astonished at His teaching, for 
He taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 

In these verses, Mark shows Jesus' authority with the truth. Capernaum was a sizeable 
town at that time, a prosperous fishing village on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee. 
It lay on a major trade route and had a Roman garrison stationed there. Capernaum was 
the home of Simon and Andrew (Mark 1:29), and no doubt also of James and John. 
Peter's house became the base of operations while Jesus ministered in Galilee. 

Jesus and His first disciples attended a synagogue service on the Sabbath, The 
synagogue was developed during the Jewish exile in Babylon (many believe, by Ezra) 
when the Temple was inaccessible. It became a place to study the Scripture and to 
worship. A synagogue could be established in any town with at least ten Jewish men. 
Jesus availed Himself of the custom that allowed visiting teachers to participate by 
invitation of the synagogue leaders, just as He had done in His home synagogue at 
Nazareth (Luke 4:16-17). Mark frequently mentions Jesus' teaching ministry. 

Another idea that Mark refers to often is the amazement of the people at the ministry of 
Jesus. They saw and heard an inherent authority in the words of Jesus—an effectiveness 
that was lacking in the teaching of the scribes, who always had to refer to other sources 
for their teaching. Jesus quoted no source, nor did He need to quote others because He 
Himself is truth (John 14:6). His teaching was clear, concise, and relevant to life. It had 
"the ring of truth." 

One time a visitor to Pastor Harry Ironside's service greeted him and said he had enjoyed 
the service, although he did not think Ironside was a great preacher. Ironside replied, "I 
know that I'm not a great preacher. But what was it about my preaching brought you to 
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that conclusion?" The man answered, "I understood everything you said."6 Some people 
equate obscurity with depth. Jesus belied that theory, and so should His preachers and 
teachers today. The authority for all our attempts to proclaim Bible truth is this:  "Thus 
says the Lord." 

(1:23-28) Now there was a man in their synagogue with an unclean spirit. And he 
cried out, saying, "Let us alone! What have we to do with You, Jesus of Nazareth? 
Did you come to destroy us? I know who You are—the Holy One of God!" But Jesus 
rebuked him, saying, "Be quiet, and come out of him!" And when the unclean spirit 
had convulsed him and cried out with a loud voice, he came out of him. Then they 
were all amazed, so that they questioned among themselves, saying, "What is this? 
What new doctrine is this? For with authority He commands even the unclean 
spirits and they obey Him." And immediately His fame spread throughout all the 
region around Galilee. 

At this point Jesus demonstrated His authority over demons. A demon-possessed man 
interrupted the service. It was actually the demons who cried out, not the man. Demons 
were seen to be unclean and morally impure. Notice that they knew who Jesus was. 
Satan counterfeits God in every way that he can. Through demon possession, he apes 
the incarnation of God in flesh. Several demons seem to be involved here, since the voice 
uses the plural pronoun. 

The demons declared Jesus to be both human ("Jesus of Nazareth") and divine ("Holy 
One of God"). The demons knew Jesus to be pure and sinless, and also to have been 
sent by the Father to destroy the works of the devil. 

Jesus commanded the demon to (literally) "Be muzzled!" In today's colloquial vernacular, 
He would be saying, "Shut your mouth, and leave!" While other exorcists would invoke 
some deity or magic formula, Jesus needed no such tools. The demon could not resist 
sending one more agonizing convulsion through the man, but he had to obey. The people 
had now seen Jesus' authority shown two times in dramatic ways, and His fame quickly 
spread. 

(1:29-34) Now as soon as they had come out of the synagogue, they entered the 
house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. But Simon's wife's mother lay 
sick with a fever, and they told Him about her at once. So He came and took her by 
the hand and lifted her up, and immediately the fever left her. And she served them. 
At evening, when the sun had set, they brought to Him all who were sick and those 
who were demon-possessed. And the whole city was gathered together at the door. 
Then He healed many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many 
demons, and he did not allow the demons to speak, because they knew Him. 

Just like Sunday dinner today, the main Sabbath meal came right after the synagogue 
service, around noon. We know from this passage that Peter was a married man. He is 

                                            

6    R. Kent Hughes, (Preaching the Word Commentary: Mark, Volume 1, Westchester, IL: Crossway 
Books), page 41. 
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the only apostle of whom this is specifically stated (1 Corinthians 9:5). His mother-in-law 
was ill. Doctor Luke adds the detail that she had a "high fever" (Luke 4:38). This was a 
serious, perhaps life-threatening illness. The touch of Jesus as He took her by the hand 
to lift her up, speaks volumes about His nature. He could have healed her any way He 
chose to do it, since He used a variety of means in His healing ministry—but this natural 
action sprang from His love for hurting people. The only responsible response to this act 
of mercy is just what the mother-in-law did—she served them food. Romans 12:1-2 
reminds us that if we really understand the mercies of God on our behalf, the only logical 
response for any believer is to offer one's life to the Lord as a living sacrifice. 

It was after sunset, around 6:00 P.M., when the Sabbath had ended, until people would 
be permitted to carry anything, according to Sabbath law. A surging mass of crippled, 
disabled people and their friends showed up at Peter's doorstep, and Jesus wonderfully 
showed His authority over disease. Sadly, most came because they merely wanted 
something from Jesus. 

Jesus, wanting to show what kind of Messiah He was before clearly declaring Himself, 
did not let the demons frustrate this goal. Believers need to remember that the demons' 
theology is orthodox (James 2:19), but that they at the same time refuse to submit to this 
truth. 

(1:35-39) Now in the morning, having risen a long while before daylight, He went 
out and departed to a solitary place; and there He prayed. And Simon and those 
who were with Him searched for Him. When they found Him, they said to Him, 
"Everyone is looking for You." But He said to them, "Let us go into the next towns, 
that I may preach there also, because for this purpose I have come forth." And He 
was preaching in their synagogues throughout all Galilee, and casting out demons. 

Here we see, from a human standpoint, the source of Jesus' authority. Jesus rose, 
literally, during the "last watch of the night" (between 3:00 and 6:00 A.M.) to find a place 
to pray and to commune with His Father. Mark records three other times that Jesus 
prayed. Each time Jesus was preparing for a crisis. Luke spells out Jesus' prayer-life even 
more clearly, and shows that it was a habit for Him. One preacher defines prayer as "time 
exposure to God."7  

All disciples of Jesus should take time daily to just be in the Father's presence, to take in 
His Word, to hear His voice, and to speak to Him from their hearts. Many will admit that 
we are too busy to pray. Prayer is the believer's life and the source of his power. But 
sometimes we try to live the Christian life and to run our churches without it. Prayer is the 
greatest work we can do, but we substitute lesser things for it—like meetings, agendas, 
strategies, votes, and resolutions. If the Son of God lived in dependence on the leading 
of His Father and the power of the Holy Spirit, how much more must we do that same 
thing? 

Like us, Peter and his friends did not understand. They wanted to capitalize on the 

                                            

7      Cited in Hughes, Mark: Jesus, Servant and Savior, Volume 1, page 49. 
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excitement of the previous evening. Jesus surprised them with His desire to go to other 
towns and preach. Thus began the first of possibly three tours of Galilee during Jesus' 
ministry. This tour could have lasted for weeks and even a few months. Preaching, not 
healing, was the primary focus of His ministry. He had heard the voice of the Father.  

Are we content to merely do good things, or are we seeking to do God's things in our 
church work and through various ministries? Only consistent time in prayer, Scripture 
reading, and meditation will give us God's clear leading. Let Jesus be our example. 

(1:40-45) Now a leper came to Him, imploring Him, kneeling down to Him and saying 
to Him, "If You are willing, You can make me clean." Then Jesus, moved with 
compassion, stretched out His hand and touched him, and said to him, "I am 
willing; be cleansed." As soon as He had spoken, immediately the leprosy left him, 
and he was cleansed. And He strictly warned him and sent him away at once and 
said to him, "See that you say nothing to anyone; but go your way, show yourself 
to the priest, and offer for your cleansing those things which Moses commanded, 
as a testimony to them." However, he went out and began to proclaim it freely, and 
to spread the matter, so that Jesus could no longer openly enter the city, but was 
outside in deserted places; and they came to Him from every direction. 

Here is a prime example of Jesus' servant heart. Jesus not only has authority over 
disease, but He showed compassion in its presence. Leprosy was one of a number of 
skin diseases that could make a person ceremonially unclean. This was likely the most 
serious form of leprosy, what we today call Hansen's disease, since Doctor Luke 
describes the man as being "full of leprosy" (Luke 5:12). With no feeling of pain—fingers, 
toes, noses, and ears were often worn off without knowledge. Lepers would be 
considered walking corpses. This was not only a physical, but a social disease. The leper 
was defiled according to Mosaic Law, an outcast from family, friends, society in general, 
and even from synagogue worship. 

The leper knew Jesus could cleanse him, but he did not know if He would. But Jesus 
chose compassion over ceremony and said, "Oh, I want to." The Greek word for 
compassion is from the word for intestines, or guts, and is found only in the Synoptic 
Gospels. It is used only of Jesus. Jesus felt the man's misery deep within Himself. He 
touched the leper even as He healed him. The touch was unnecessary, except that Jesus 
knew this man would not have experienced a human touch since he had contracted the 
disease. Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest comments that the rule of Greek grammar here 
is that the action of the present tense participle goes on simultaneously with the action of 
the leading verb. Thus, Jesus touched the man at the same time as He expressed His 
willingness to cleanse him.8 

Leprosy is used in the Bible as a type of sin—and how accurate this symbolism is! Like 
leprosy, sin controls people with one of two opposite lies. Either the person does not feel 
that he is a sinner and sees nothing wrong with his life (just as the leper does not know 
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his body is decaying because he feels nothing)—or the person feels that his sin is so bad 
that he is beyond help (just as lepers feel hopeless to ever be part of the community 
again). 

Jesus' instructions to the healed leper show that He respected the Mosaic Law but was 
not bound by it. The priest to whom the leper would show himself, would be whoever was 
on duty at the Temple at the time. The appearance was to be used as a testimony to the 
priest, and to the people who had witnessed the cure. The warning not to tell others again 
was given so that Jesus' primary ministry of preaching and teaching would not be 
hindered by an undue emphasis upon His healing work. 

The now-cleansed man, however, did not follow Jesus' orders, so that Jesus now could 
not enter a city without being mobbed by those seeking cures.9 Some Bible students 
suggest that the leper's proclamation may have caused Jesus to be looked upon as 
unclean for a period of time, since He had touched him, and according to law, had defiled 
Himself. Whatever the case, Jesus now kept mostly to the uninhabited regions in order 
to allow the excitement to die down. Characteristically, Luke adds that Jesus spent much 
of this "down time" in prayer (Luke 5:16). 

There is one very real irony at the close of this chapter. Jesus commanded the leper not 
to tell, but the leper told everyone he could find. Jesus commands us today to tell the 
Good News to everybody, and we tend to keep quiet about our faith! 

  

                                            

9     Brethren commentator L. W. Teeter says the words translated in our NKJV text, "he began to proclaim 
it freely," can be translated "blaze abroad," that is, telling publicly "like a herald, what Jesus had done for 
him" (New Testament Commentary, Volume 1, page 136).  
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2. THE CONTROVERSY OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 2:1-3:6 

Chapter 1 draws the battle lines between Jesus and the power of Satan. Chapter 2 
introduces the resistance of the Jewish religious leadership. The scribes and Pharisees 
do not know how to handle the forgiveness, fulfillment, and freedom Jesus offers, even 
to the "least of these." 

1. A Paralytic is Healed and Forgiven (2:1-12) 

In this account, Jesus offered forgiveness to one who had come for healing, and in doing 
so, He drew the attention of the scribes who had come to investigate.  

(2:1-4) And again He entered Capernaum after some days, and it was heard that He 
was in the house. Immediately many gathered together, so that there was no longer 
room to receive them, not even near the door. And He preached the word to them. 
Then they came to Him, bringing a paralytic who was carried by four men. And 
when they could not come near Him because of the crowd, they uncovered the roof 
where He was. So when they had broken through, they let down the bed on which 
the paralytic was lying. 

The passage says that Jesus returned to Capernaum after an unspecified amount of time, 
and then after a while, word got out that He was back. The details here (probably from 
Peter to Mark) show that the scene, again, is likely at Peter's house. There was standing 
room only. Jesus was speaking "the word" (the Greek indicates a conversational tone). 
For all the stir about His miracles, He always brought the crowds back to the message. 

Four men (the number is only given by Mark—and it is not clear whether they are servants 
or friends), carried a paralytic on a crude pallet, a thickly padded quilt or mat, with one 
friend at each corner. The common access to roofs of Jewish houses was a side stairway 
which would form a sort of verandah. The roof was flat and earthen with branches and 
other materials placed over support rafters, then packed with dried mud. So the four men 
literally dug through the roof. 

The paralytic was blessed in two ways. First, he had an affliction that caused him to 
recognize his need. Second, he had friends to bring him to Jesus.10 They were persistent, 
not giving up when they saw the crowded doorway. They were creative in getting him up 
to the roof and digging through to lower him to Jesus. And they were sacrificial, for they 
certainly had to reimburse Peter (or whoever the owner was) for the damage done.11 

                                            

10    Will people in our churches go out of their way as these men did to bring their friends to Jesus? 

11     Do we give up too soon in praying for our lost neighbors? Do we continue to use methods to reach 
them which may not be relevant to their needs? Does our congregation stress the importance of local 
evangelism? 
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Every Christian needs to learn a lesson from the four friends of the paralytic. 

(2:5-7) When Jesus saw their faith, He said to the paralytic, "Son, your sins are 
forgiven you." And some of the scribes were sitting there and reasoning in their 
hearts, "Why does this Man speak blasphemies like this? Who can forgive sins but 
God alone?" 

Whose faith did Jesus see? At least, He saw the faith of the four friends. Their action said 
the same as the leper's words: "You can, if You will." But there was also faith in the 
paralytic—faith to admit his need, and courage to be calm while he was hauled up the 
stairs and lowered through the hole in the roof. If Jesus saw an element of repentance in 
the paralytic that led Him to offer forgiveness, it is not stated. Jesus said to the man 
(literally), "Child, your sins are put away." We can forgive sins against ourselves, but only 
Jesus can cancel their harsh effects (compare Galatians 6:7-8). In this case, sin and 
infirmity are linked. Jesus' pronouncement shocked the religious leaders.  

Here is the first mention of the "scribes." They must have come early to have a place to 
sit, having heard about Jesus' message and miracles, and wanting to see for themselves. 
The Greek says that they "dialogued with themselves." It is always easier to sit and 
criticize than it is to stand up and get involved. 

To their credit, they reasoned well. Jesus had not forgiven a mere personal offense; He 
forgave all the man's sins. This action assumed God's prerogative to forgive sins. But 
while the scribes reasoned correctly, they chose poorly—having regarded this act of 
Jesus as blasphemy, the punishment for which would be stoning.  

Unless Jesus was speaking the truth, He was blaspheming. But this is where their logic 
broke down. They could not accept Jesus as the Messiah and as God in the flesh. 
Forgiveness of sins was a sign of the coming Messianic age (see Joel 2:32, Micah 7:18-
19, and Zechariah 13:1)—but this truth did not seem to occur to them. 

(2:8-12) But immediately, when Jesus perceived in His spirit that they reasoned 
thus within themselves, He said to them, "Why do you reason about these things 
in your hearts? Which is easier to say to the paralytic, 'Your sins are forgiven you,' 
or to say, 'Arise, take up your bed and walk'? But that you may know that the Son 
of Man has power on earth to forgive sins"—He said to the paralytic, "I say to you, 
arise, take up your bed, and go to your house." Immediately he arose, took up his 
bed, and went out in the presence of them all, so that all were amazed and glorified 
God, saying, "We never saw anything like this!" 

The Greek indicates that there was complete knowledge on Jesus' part. This was no mere 
hunch. He was God, and although He sometimes restrained the full use of His power, He 
still could see into each person's heart. The critics knew about Jesus' ability to heal and 
probably expected Him to immediately heal the man. Instead, they heard Him forgive the 
man's sin. To them, it sounded like blasphemy and an easy way out. 

Jesus, in His response, used the term "Son of Man" for the first time in Mark. This was 
clearly a Messianic term with its origins in Daniel 7:13-14, where this person is "given 
dominion and glory and a kingdom." It was also His own favorite self-designation. He 
claimed the authority (literally, the "right") to forgive the man's sins. After all, being God, 
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the sins were ultimately against Him. His words to the paralytic were a clear command, 
to be immediately obeyed. "Get up" (with your previously useless legs), "take up your 
mat" (with your previously useless arms), and "go home" (don't hang around, drawing 
undue attention). 

The healing was instantaneous, and the paralytic was sent home with a new life. By their 
own admission, the scribes had said that only God could forgive sin, and with their own 
words, Jesus had proved His right to claim deity. 

Obeying, the man rose up and left "in the presence of them all." Those who made no 
room to allow him to be carried into the house, now made room for him to depart. The 
crowd glorified God, but did not acknowledge Jesus as God. And they missed Jesus' 
words about the greater purpose of His miracle (verse 10). Truly none are so blind as 
those who will not see. 

2. A Tax Collector is Called and Accepted (2:13-22) 

Here Jesus called another disciple and showed His willingness to be a "friend of sinners," 
further arousing the ire of the religious leaders 

(2:13-14) Then He went out again by the sea; and all the multitude came to Him, and 
He taught them. As He passed by, He saw Levi the Son of Alphaeus sitting at the 
tax office. And He said to him, "Follow Me." So he arose and followed Him. 

Verse 13 marks an important development in Jesus' ministry that began in 1:14-15 and 
climaxes in 3:6. He had preached the word throughout Galilee, but had only received 
attention as a miracle worker. So He returned to the seaside (a pattern in His ministry).  

He saw Levi (Matthew), literally, at the "toll gate." Set up close to Capernaum, Levi's 
"office" was situated along the busy road which extended from Damascus to the 
Mediterranean Sea, where both land and sea trade took place. The original text says that 
Levi sat "upon" the place. This means that it was probably an elevated platform, from 
which he could survey anyone who might owe a debt to Rome. He was one of the most 
despised persons in Israel, a Jew collecting taxes from his own people for the hated 
Roman authorities. Tax collectors were expected to take a commission on taxes 
collected, but most of them overcharged and kept the extra profits for themselves.  

Jesus "saw" Levi's empty heart, and also what he could become. Just as Michelangelo 
took a discarded piece of stone that nobody else wanted, and used it to sculpt his 
masterpiece, "David"—so Jesus can bring change to a seemingly useless life. Again, this 
was surely not the first time they had met. But now Jesus issued the call, and again there 
was radical obedience. Careful readers will note that Jesus here did not offer an invitation 
but a command. Jesus called Levi to "walk the same road with Me" (continuing action in 
the Greek verb). So Levi "burned his bridges" behind him, left his profitable business, 
turned his back on Rome, Herod, and a lifetime of wealth—and followed Jesus. Jesus 
relates His message to the individual situation. He called fishermen to become "fishers of 
men," and He called Levi, the businessman, to enter into a new partnership. And though 
Mark does not mention it, we know from the other Gospels that he received a new name 
from Jesus. Levi, formerly one who took excessive tax money from people, now would be 



 27 

called Matthew, "the gift of God." 

(2:15-17) Now it happened, as He was dining in Levi's house, that many tax 
collectors and sinners also sat together with Jesus and His disciples; for there 
were many, and they followed Him. And when the scribes and Pharisees saw Him 
eating with the tax collectors and sinners, they said to His disciples, "How is it that 
He eats and drinks with tax collectors and sinners?" When Jesus heard it, He said 
to them, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. 
I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance."   

Luke says that Levi hosted a party for his friends, so that they could meet the Man who 
had forgiven him and changed his life. Sinners who were barred from the synagogue 
flocked to Jesus. Jesus did not separate Himself from them, but instead sought them out! 
Eating and fellowshipping with them was itself an evangelistic appeal. The scribes and 
Pharisees could not grasp how Jesus could reconcile His mission and Person with His 
public associations. Their courage was growing. Now they did not just think these things, 
they said them—but to Jesus' disciples, not to Him. A "sinner," in the Pharisee's mind, 
was anyone who did not follow strictly their interpretation of the Law of Moses. "Sinners" 
included ordinary, hardworking people, as well as those who practiced sinful lifestyles. 

The Pharisees and scribes posed their question to the disciples, but the answer came 
from Jesus. He referred to a common-sense proverb. A "sinner" in Jesus' mind is anyone 
who recognizes his or her need for a doctor.  

But self-righteousness blinded the scribes and Pharisees to their own need. Jesus said 
that those who were righteous need no Savior, but He knew what the Scripture declared, 
and what Paul later proclaimed in Romans 3:10, that "there is none righteous, no not 
one." 

Individuals need to first realize their own sickness (sin) before they can turn to the Great 
Physician for the divine cure. Warren Wiersbe writes that Jesus is the Great Physician 
because only He can make a perfect diagnosis, provide a final and complete cure, and 
pay the bill Himself (which He did on the cross).12 

But unlike the paralytic, the scribes and Pharisees would not admit their need. There is 
no cure for those who refuse treatment. 

(2:18-20) The disciples of John and of the Pharisees were fasting. Then they came 
and said to Him, "Why do the disciples of John and of the Pharisees fast, but Your 
disciples do not fast?" And Jesus said to them, "Can the friends of the bridegroom 
fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom with 
them, they cannot fast. But the days will come when the bridegroom will be taken 
away from them, and then they will fast in those days." 

The Law of Moses only required one fast-day a year, which is the Day of Atonement. But 
over the centuries many more days for fasting had become common. The Pharisees 

                                            

12    Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, New Testament, Volume I (Colorado Springs: 
Victor Books, 2001, page 142). 
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fasted every Monday and Thursday for twelve hours, from sunrise to sunset. Apparently 
John's disciples (and maybe John in prison), were also fasting at this time, likely for a 
valid reason, such as praying for John's release. They were probably puzzled at the 
tendency of Jesus to attend dinners while John was in a dungeon. So they posed the 
question. 

Biblical fasting can be defined as a preoccupation with the things of God which results in 
losing any thought or desire for food or other pursuits. Fasting can be done for both 
negative reasons (penitent sorrow over sin), and positive reasons (a desire to grow closer 
to God). 

Jesus' answer was somewhat ambiguous, but nevertheless authoritative. He responded 
with a rhetorical question. Jesus said that His presence was an occasion for joy and 
gladness. The Greek language here adds a small word that demands a negative answer 
to the question which He asked, "The friends of the bridegroom cannot fast while the 
bridegroom is with them, can they?"  

John's disciples were fasting as a sign of mourning for sin, and to prepare for the 
Messiah's coming. But they did not need to fast, for the Messiah was here with them! 
Jesus did not condemn fasting (He practiced it), but it was to be done at the right time for 
the right reason. Occasional fasting is proper at times, but joyful celebration should be 
the believer's normal experience.  

When a Jewish wedding ceremony was completed in those days, the couple did not leave 
for a honeymoon, but hosted what was essentially an open house at their home for up to 
a week. Friends dropped by throughout the time, and there was a great celebration. For 
John's disciples especially, Jesus' reference to "friends of the bridegroom" would bring 
back the words of the Baptizer himself in John 3:29-30: "He who has the bride is the 
bridegroom, but the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly 
because of the bridegroom's voice. Therefore this joy of mine is fulfilled. He must 
increase, but I must decrease." Perhaps Jesus' answer satisfied John's disciples, but it 
most likely did not satisfy the Pharisees. 

Jesus' words about the bridegroom being taken away imply either His death, or the church 
age when He would no longer be present in person; perhaps both events were in mind. 
It is good to remember that both joy and suffering are often two sides of the same coin 
(John 16:20). 

(2:21-22) "No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, or else the 
new piece pulls away from the old, and the tear is made worse. And no one puts 
new wine into old wineskins; or else the new wine bursts the wineskins, the wine 
is spilled, and the wineskins are ruined. But new wine must be put into new 
wineskins." 

The gospel will not fit into the old rigid system of Jewish religion. When we follow Christ, 
we need to be prepared for new ways to live, to think, to look at people, and to serve 
others. Paul shows this in 2 Corinthians 5 with his statements leading up to the marvelous 
truth of verse 17: "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation." 

The word Jesus uses here for "new" suggests the sense of "totally different." The new 
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disrupts and is incompatible with the old. In each illustration, something is destroyed. 
Using new cloth to patch old clothes, often results in a larger tear in the garment. Putting 
new wine with its fermenting gases into an old goatskin, which would now be hard and 
brittle and not pliable like a new skin, only causes the skin to burst and the good wine to 
spill out. 

God does not just mend our hearts—He gives us new hearts (Ezekiel 36:26). Christianity 
is not a mere extension of Judaism. Hebrews 8:13 says, "In that He says, 'A new 
covenant,' He has made the first obsolete. Now what is becoming obsolete and growing 
old is ready to vanish away." The Law which God gave to Israel at Sinai was good, but it 
did not make man perfect, so God inaugurated a new agreement, and the old began to 
disappear. 

There is a personal application here. Becoming a follower of Christ does not mean a 
partial patching up of one's life. It means getting a whole new life. A London businessman 
was selling his warehouse property. It had been empty for months and needed repairs. 
Vandals had damaged doors, smashed windows, and strewn trash around. As he was 
showing the prospective buyer the property, the businessman took great pains to say that 
he would replace the windows, bring in a crew to correct structural damage, and clean 
out the garbage. The buyer stopped him and said, "Forget the repairs. I'm planning to 
build something completely different. I don't want the building. I want the site!" When God 
comes into a person's heart, He does not intend to renovate it, but to replace it with a new 
heart that will follow Him and love Him willingly. Remember the words found in 2 
Corinthians 5:17. 

There is also a corporate application here. We tend not to allow room for the freedom and 
joy that the Holy Spirit gives when we worship and pray and reach out to others. We 
should not structure our church programs so rigidly that there is no room for a fresh touch 
of the Holy Spirit in attempting to use updated ideas and methods. 

3. Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath (2:23—3:6) 

In these two episodes, Jesus holds up the priority of human need over religious rules, 
thus elevating freedom in Christ above the bondage of human regulations. 

(2:23-28) Now it happened that He went through the grain fields on the Sabbath; 
and as they went His disciples began to pluck the heads of grain. And the Pharisees 
said to Him, "Look, why do they do what is not lawful on the Sabbath?" But He said 
to them, "Have you never read what David did when he was in need and hungry, he 
and those with him, how he went into the house of God in the days of Abiathar the 
high priest, and ate the showbread, which is not lawful to eat except for the priests, 
and also gave some to those who were with him?" And He said to them, "The 
Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath. Therefore, the Son of 
Man is also Lord of the Sabbath." 

Jesus and His disciples walked, literally, "alongside" some fields of grain, that is, on one 
of the footpaths which were common in any farmer's field in those days (see Mark 4:4). 
The disciples got hungry and began to pluck and eat some of the ripened heads of grain. 
The KJV uses the term "corn," but this would not be like American ears of corn; rather, it 
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referred to grain like wheat or barley. It was not unlawful to pluck grain (with one's hand) 
from another's field. Deuteronomy 23:25 says that a person may pluck the heads of grain 
when walking through a neighbor's field, as long as he did not use a sickle.  

The problem phrase here is "on the Sabbath." In the thinking of the Pharisees, the 
disciples were reaping, winnowing, threshing, and preparing a meal; thus, they were 
working. Ironically, these Pharisees were "on the job" on the Sabbath, spying on Jesus 
and His followers to catch them in a wrongful act.  

The Pharisees had taken the simple concept of the Sabbath, which God instituted as part 
of creation to allow time for rest and worship—and had turned it into an intolerable burden 
by defining work in a series of 39 basic actions, and the prohibited actions were then 
subdivided into hundreds of minute regulations. It was hard to rest on the Sabbath when 
one had to keep being sure that he was not working. This gift of God had been made into 
a crushing load. The Pharisees began to attack the disciples, who were not doing daily 
work, and they were not stealing. Therefore, they were not breaking any divine law. 

Jesus responded quickly with a phrase which He used often, and which must have 
aggravated these experts of the law—"Have you never read?" That is, "Don't you know 
your Scriptures?" He referred to 1 Samuel 21, which they had read many times. But since 
they had read it without comprehension, He went over it again for them.13 

Twelve loaves (literally, "loaves of the face," that is, the presence of God) were baked 
fresh for every Sabbath and placed on the table in the Holy Place of the Tabernacle, at 
which time the week-old bread which was there could be eaten by the priests. David 
received his portion from these week-old loaves. The High Priest understood in this 
particular situation that the need of these men was more important than the Sabbath 
regulations. David and the priest had broken an actual law of Moses. The disciples had 
only violated a man-made tradition. So Jesus says, by implication, "Condemn Me, and 
you must also condemn David." 

Only Mark records the words of verse 27. Here is the spiritual principle underlying the 
observance of the Sabbath, which was given for the benefit of all mankind. The Sabbath 
is for our benefit. Even the priests had to do some work on the Sabbath to prepare for 
worship, even as preachers and teachers must do now on the Lord's Day. 

Jesus says that rather than being a Sabbath breaker, He is the Sabbath Creator. He is 
clearly claiming to be greater than (and above) the Law. This concept was heresy to the 
Pharisees. But Jesus created principles and rules for our lives, and so He has the power 
to decide when and where they can be set aside for the greater good of human need.  

The section which follows concludes the controversy passages and sets the stage for a 

                                            

13    Some Bible students get hung up with the use of the name "Abiathar" for the high priest when it was 
his father, Abimelech, who gave David the consecrated bread, according to Samuel. Even the Old 
Testament confuses father and son at times. The Greek construction allows for the translation, "in the days 
of Abiathar, the one who would become high priest." These are minor technical problems which, in no way, 
influence the meaning of the text. See Frank E. Gaebelein, Ed. The Expositors Bible Commentary, Volume 
8, Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984, page 638. 
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turning point in Christ's earthly ministry. We have seen the growing hostility in the 
questions asked of Christ in Mark 2:16, 2:18, and 2:24. Now Jesus brings the conflict to 
a head.  

(3:1-3) And He entered the synagogue again, and a man was there who had a 
withered hand. So they watched Him closely, whether He would heal him on the 
Sabbath, so that they might accuse Him. And He said to the man who had the 
withered hand, "Step forward." 

Luke tells us that it was Jesus' custom to go to the synagogue worship on the Sabbath. 
With no definite article here in the Greek and no location named, the text simply says that 
Jesus went to the synagogue, much like we would say, "We went to church." A man with 
a physical infirmity was present. The Greek shows that the man was not born with the 
disfigurement. The deformity happened to him somewhere along the way in his life, either 
through accident or disease. The scribes and Pharisees "watched" Jesus (the Greek verb 
means "carefully observed"). The purpose of their watching was "to accuse" Him, the 
Greek verb meaning "to accuse publicly and formally in a courtroom setting." While 
everyone was watching to see what Jesus would do with the disfigured man, the 
Pharisees were looking for evidence by which they could bring a formal accusation 
against Him. The wickedness of their human hearts was exposed. It was the Sabbath, 
and they were at the synagogue, the place where the people assembled to hear God's 
Word, and to worship—yet the religious leaders were plotting against the Lord. 

The tradition only allowed for healing and the practice of medicine on the Sabbath in life-
threatening situations. Clearly, the man's problem could have waited until the next day. 
But Jesus had a deeper view of the Sabbath. In the kingdom, every day is holy, and 
healing can come to anyone at any time.14 

We can sense the tension. The man is waiting in expectation. Everyone is watching, but 
for different reasons. So Jesus brought the man out and said, "Step forward." Eugene 
Peterson paraphrases Jesus' words as "Stand here where we can see you" (3:3b, The 
Message). 

(3:4-5) Then He said to them, "Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil, 
to save life or to kill?" But they kept silent. And when He had looked around at them 
with anger, being grieved by the hardness of their hearts, He said to the man, 
"Stretch out your hand." And he stretched it out, and his hand was restored as 
whole as the other. 

No one could advocate doing evil, but tradition would have people refrain from doing 
good. Jesus implies that refraining from doing good, when it is within one's power, is to 
do evil. James wrote, "Therefore, to him who knows to do good and does not do it, to him 
it is sin." (James 4:17). The added question, "to save life or to kill?" is especially 
meaningful in light of Mark 3:6. Apparently, it never occurred to the Pharisees that it was 

                                            

14    Jesus approved work on the Sabbath in a number of situations. He gave approval to works of 
necessity—care for livestock (Luke 13:15), works of mercy—ministering to the sick (Luke 14:1-6), and 
works of piety—activities such as preaching (Matthew 12:5; Numbers 28:9). 
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still the Sabbath! 

Many of the Pharisees had long since forgotten the spirit of the Law. The letter said to 
keep the Sabbath holy, but the spirit of the Law demanded respect for human beings as 
those made in God's image. Now the Lord of the Sabbath declares that failure to do good 
when it is in your power to do so, is evil, and to not save a life when one can save it, is to 
destroy it. 

The response of the Pharisees was to keep on being silent. The idea here is that of a 
long, embarrassing, and painful silence. Now Jesus turns it into a showdown. He could 
have waited until the next day, but if He had, He would be submitting to their authority, 
agreeing that petty rules were equal to God's Law. The authors of the Life Application 
Bible Commentary on Mark add clarity to the discussion on the place of rules in the 
Christian faith. 

Does love govern the rules you follow? Ask yourself: 

1. Does the rule serve God's purposes? 
2. Does the rule reveal God's character—mercy, justice, and compassion? 
3. Does the rule help people get into God's family, or keep people out? 
4. Does the rule have strong biblical roots? 

Rules have a place when they are faithful expressions of God's truth, but good rules 
should pass the above tests.15 

Jesus "looked" at them (a swift, sweeping glance) in anger. There is a righteous anger 
that is brought on by the sad concern over the violation of God's principles. While the 
glance was swift, the Greek word shows that His grief over their sin was ongoing. He was 
and is grieved at human hard hearts. In Western thought, hardness of heart is the sense 
of being cruel and cold, but in Near-Eastern thought, hardness of heart refers to an 
inability to understand God's will, caused by unwillingness to understand. 

The irony here is that by simply asking the man to stretch out his hand without any touch, 
Jesus broke no Sabbath law. The words, "as whole as the other," convey the idea that 
the withered hand was restored to its former state. Jesus by this action gave the man his 
life back just as He did for the leper and the paralytic. The man with the crippled arm could 
now work again and be productive, no longer embarrassed by his deformity. 

(3:6) Then the Pharisees went out and immediately plotted with the Herodians 
against Him, how they might destroy Him. 

Jesus' death was already being planned! Two normally incompatible groups, one religious 
and one political, drew together to reject Jesus. The Herodians were a Jewish party who 
wanted to return the Herod dynasty to the throne. King Herod had ruled from 36 B.C. to 
4 B.C. When he died, his kingdom was divided among his sons. Archaelaus ruled in the 
Judean area, but the Romans soon deposed him and replaced him with a procurator. The 

                                            

15     Mark: Life Application Bible Commentary, Grant Osborne & Philip Comfort, Eds. (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale 
House, 1994, page 73). 
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Herodians were trying to influence Rome peacefully. In the end, the Pharisees did evil, 
departing to work out a death plot while Jesus departed to continue His life-giving ministry. 

The section is summed up vividly: What revelatory fire comes from the repeated collisions 
of Christ and the religious establishment. From these, we see that Christ's great work is 
to heal us from our sin; that Christ comes to sinners who realize their need; that the new 
life He brings cannot be held in old religious structures or old lives. How these incendiary 
truths invite us. If many in the world could only see this Christ, they would find Him 
irresistible!16 

  

                                            

16   R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word Commentary: Mark, Volume 1   (Westchester: Crossway Books, 
1989, page 26). 
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3. THE STRATEGY OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 3:7-35 

A crisis point came in Jesus' ministry. Great crowds followed Him, but their interest was 
mainly in miracles. The religious leaders wanted to destroy Him, and even His family 
questioned His ministry. Jesus changed His ministry strategy in two significant ways: the 
calling of twelve apostles, and also the use of parables in His teaching. 

1. The Early Popularity of Jesus (3:7-12) 

This paragraph begins the second major section of the Gospel which culminates in the 
mission of the Twelve in Galilee (6:7-13). The emphasis is on the crowds. Jesus was at 
the height of His popularity. Having aggressively confronted the Pharisees, He sought to 
withdraw for a time. He appeared only one more time in a synagogue in Mark's account. 
The synagogue was from then on only mentioned negatively—in 12:39 when He spoke 
of the scribes grasping for personal prestige, and in 13:9, when He warned His followers 
of the rejection they would face for His sake. 

(3:7-8) But Jesus withdrew with His disciples to the sea. And a great multitude from 
Galilee followed Him; and from Judea and Jerusalem and Idumea and beyond the 
Jordan; and those from Tyre and Sidon; a great multitude, when they heard how 
many things He was doing, came to Him.  

Jesus withdrew to the seashore, but this time He was not alone. The disciples now play 
an increasing role in the proclamation of the kingdom. 

The crowds were also there, estimated to have been in the tens of thousands. The 
religious leaders apparently had little influence over the general populace. The description 
shows how far reports of Jesus had spread. People came from the south (Judea and 
Jerusalem, 70 miles south; and from Idumea, even farther south). They also came from 
the east (beyond the Jordan), and from the north and west (Phoenicia, signified by its two 
major cities, Tyre and Sidon along the Mediterranean coast). 

Yet in spite of Jesus' emphasis on the Word, it was the "many things He was doing" that 
was drawing them. And people who had traveled far would not be denied. 

(3:9-10) So He told His disciples that a small boat should be kept ready for Him 
because of the multitude, lest they should crush Him. For He healed many, so that 
as many as had afflictions pressed about Him to touch Him. 

Peter's eyewitness would specify the "small boat" used here, a vessel much like a 
rowboat, which was often carried on or alongside a larger fishing vessel. Several disciples 
acquired one and probably rowed near the shore, keeping a watchful eye on their 
Master—like having a car nearby with the engine running. The reason was that the crowd 
might "crush Him." They were pushing against Him in the belief that any contact would 
bring healing. Being fully human as well as fully divine, Jesus was tiring and feeling the 
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immense strain. Standing at the water's edge, He was prepared to use human means to 
escape if necessary. 

(3:11-12) And the unclean spirits, whenever they saw Him, fell down before Him 
and cried out, saying, "You are the Son of God." But he sternly warned them that 
they should not make Him known. 

Demoniacs were falling before Jesus, confessing His Person. The imperfect Greek verbs 
show the continual action of demons watching, falling, and crying out—and of Jesus 
rebuking them. It was a chaotic scene. The crowds fell upon Jesus to receive a miracle, 
and the demoniacs fell before Him, unable to stand in His presence. 

In an unearthly voice, they cried out (literally), "As for You, You are the Son of God." But 
Jesus refused to recognize demonic testimony. Perhaps they could not help confessing; 
perhaps they were trying to control Him by naming Him; perhaps they wanted the people 
to believe Jesus was the son of their god, Satan himself. In any case, Jesus would have 
none of it. The disciples and the crowd would welcome this adulation, but it could not be 
tolerated. If people would not see or hear Jesus for themselves, they must not believe the 
words of demons who had no desire to advance His cause. Jesus wanted His identity to 
be discovered by faithful disciples. The tragic irony is that the demons knew who He was, 
but the crowds did not. 

2. The Calling of the Apostles (3:13-19a) 

The shallowness of the crowd prompts Jesus to go in the first of two new directions in His 
ministry—the call and empowering of a special group of disciples. 

(3:13-15) And He went up on the mountain and called to Him those He Himself 
wanted. And they came to Him. Then He appointed twelve, that they might be with 
Him and that He might send them out to preach, and to have power to heal 
sicknesses and to cast out demons. 

Jesus now called a specific group of disciples, by invitation only, to go with Him into "the 
mountain" (probably the hill country of Galilee). We know from Luke 6:12 that Jesus spent 
a night in prayer before doing this. 

Out of this group, Jesus (literally) "made the twelve." Just as He had promised to make 
them "fishers of men," He now made them apostles, that is, these disciples were sent 
with a commission, backed up with His own authority. The number would recall the twelve 
tribes of Israel. Just as Jacob's sons became the nucleus of the nation of Israel, now God, 
who was establishing "a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation," (1 Peter 
2:9)—the church. The twelve apostles whom Jesus chose became the nucleus of this 
new community. 

The Twelve were called for two purposes, and even though they had a unique task, it is 
the same for all believers today. We are called "to be with Him" (in an apprentice 
relationship, with the goal of becoming like Him,), and to be "sent out" to proclaim the 
gospel, and to do powerful acts of compassion—a mission of word and deed. The 
authority to do this was and is delegated. We speak His Word, and serve in His power 
(see 1 Peter 4:11). 
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Note the order: being with Him precedes doing in His name, and preaching precedes 
other forms of ministry. 

While none of us is an apostle in the strict sense of the term, there is certainly an 
application for our lives. Many Christians today are happy when Jesus says, "Come unto 
Me" (to be with Me) but they are more hesitant when He says, "Go into all the world." 
Balanced Christians and churches give attention to worship, study, prayer, and personal 
growth—as well as mission, service, and outreach. We are free neither to practice 
spiritual disciplines while neglecting evangelism and service, nor to be active in outreach 
while having no spiritual depth. God wants to build into our lives a healthy balance of 
coming and going. 

(3:16-19a) Simon, to whom He gave the name Peter; James, the son of Zebedee and 
John the brother of James, to whom He gave the name Boanerges, that is, "Sons 
of Thunder"; Andrew, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James the Son of 
Alphaeus, Thaddeus, Simon the Canaanite, and Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed 
Him. 

Jesus gave Simon the name Peter, an Aramaic equivalent for the Greek name Cephas, 
meaning "rock or outcropping." A name often indicated a characteristic which the teacher 
saw in the disciple. Peter's confession of Christ (Matthew 16:16), and his later reputation 
for standing firm under persecution (Acts 4:19-20) made his new name appropriate. Peter 
is the one who denied Jesus, but eventually, he became a leader in the Jerusalem church, 
brought the gospel first to the Gentiles, wrote two epistles, and courageously died for his 
faith. 

James and John were also nicknamed. Here we have the first Aramaic word that Mark 
translates for his Roman audience, Boanerges—probably due to their fiery disposition. 
They were short-tempered, judgmental, and ambitious at first (see Luke 9:52-55 and Mark 
10:35-45). Just as Peter had to grow into a rock, so John had to grow into an Apostle of 
Love. The brothers were the "bookends" of the Twelve. James was the first to be martyred 
(Acts 12:1-2) and John was the last, being the only apostle to live a long life of suffering, 
and to die a natural death. He wrote his Gospel, three Letters, and the Revelation late in 
life. 

Andrew means "manly." He was always bringing people to Jesus, including his brother, 
Simon Peter, and a number of others (John 1:42, 6:8-9, 12:20-22). His name has become 
associated with evangelistic enterprises such as Billy Graham's "Operation Andrew" and 
the Anabaptist Evangelism Organization now called New Life Ministries, but formerly 
known as the "Andrew Center."  

Philip was the fourth one to meet Jesus (John 1:43), and he brought Nathanael, who is 
here called by his family name Bartholomew, or "Son of Tolmai." Thomas means "twin," 
perhaps because he had a twin sibling. While he is unfairly remembered only for his 
doubting, Thomas also loved his Lord, had courage, and was the first to declare Christ to 
be God after His resurrection (John 20:28). 

James, Greek for the Hebrew "Jacob," was later called "the Less," which likely meant that 
he was either younger or smaller than the other James. Matthew, whom we have already 
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met as Levi, wrote the Gospel that bears his name. Both of these have a father with the 
same name, but it is not clear whether this is the same Alphaeus, which would make 
James and Matthew brothers. 

Little is known of Thaddeus. In other gospels, he is called Judas or Jude, the son of 
James. Simon the Canaanite should not be confused with the Old Testament Canaanites. 
In Greek, "Canaanean" came to mean "zealot," and whether this means he was simply 
zealous for God's honor, or that he was a member of the radical Jewish political sect that 
sought to overthrow Rome by violence, is not clear. 

In every list of the Apostles, Judas Iscariot is named last and always with the qualifying 
statement about his treachery. His name probably means "from Kerioth," a town in 
southern Judea, making him the only non-Galilean in the group. We know the whole story, 
but this statement would have been shocking to first time readers or hearers. 

There are several other points to note. First, these were ordinary men. We today are no 
more or less qualified than they. But Jesus chose them for a special task. Today He still 
calls us to "come" in faith and to "go" in mission. 

Second, these men were not chosen because of faith, talent, or ability. They were hot-
tempered, weak in faith, and often oblivious to what Jesus was saying and doing. They 
came from a wide range of backgrounds. Imagine the first time Simon the Zealot and 
Matthew the tax collector sat down together. Someone has compared this to members of 
the NAACP and the KKK sitting together today. In their common love for Him, and in their 
common mission, Jesus was able to help them transcend the barriers. Herschel Hobbs 
sums it up this way: 

Was there ever a group of men that could be labeled more as the least likely to succeed? 
Yet Jesus took this raw material and forged it into a mighty force in the Kingdom of God, 
so that the march of these eleven men, and those who have come after them, has blazed 
a path of faith down the centuries and around the world.17 

These men doubted and failed, but they were used by Christ to build His church. One 
betrayed Him. The rest, save John, died martyrs' deaths, some in distant lands. What 
kind of disciples will we be? 

3. Pharisees and Family Investigate Jesus (3:19b-22) 

The crowds missed Jesus' main purpose, thinking He was only there for their own needs, 
as many do today. Now the misunderstanding becomes more specific, as His family 
believes Him to be going insane, and the opposition believes Him to be in league with the 
devil. This sets the stage for Jesus' second new strategy for His ministry. 

(3:19b-21) And they went into a house. Then the multitude came together again, so 
that they could not so much as eat bread. But when His own people heard about 
this, they went out to lay hold of Him, for they said, "He is  out of His mind." 

                                            

17     Herschel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: Mark (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1970, 
page 61). 
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Jesus and His disciples headed back to Capernaum. If Jesus hoped that the crowds 
would go to their homes during His absence in the mountains, He instead found the 
situation to be nearly out of control. It was now impossible to even find leisure time for 
rest, food, or instruction. 

"His own people" in the Greek translation of the Old Testament, as well as in other 
sources, refers to family. Literally, it reads, "those from the side of Him." This was His 
mother and brothers. Here we have the only place in Mark's Gospel where Mary the 
mother of Jesus appears, and her mission is seen to be a failure. 

What did they hear? The heard everything about His ministry, including His neglect of 
health and nutrition. David McKenna says, "In a culture where meals are rituals and food 
is scarce, anyone who refuses to eat must be 'out of His mind.'"18 Kent Hughes adds: 
"Besides, no sane man would give up a business which met his needs, set himself against 
the powers that be, and gather a motley group around him as he had. They were afraid 
that his crazy life would kill him."19 He simply was not living a normal life! 

Their conclusion? "He is crazy." So they set out from Nazareth to Capernaum to take Him 
home. This was a thirty-mile journey, so they would not arrive on the scene until verse 
31, In between, the scribes of Jerusalem came with their accusation. Mark often places 
a story within a story, as we will see in later chapters. But we must not miss the irony. At 
the same time that His enemies are calling Him "possessed," His family is calling Him 
"insane." 

John tells us that Jesus' brothers did not believe in Him (John 7:5), although they would 
later (Acts 1:14). James became leader of the church in Jerusalem and the writer of the 
Epistle of James. Judas is better known as the author of the Epistle of Jude. Mary believed 
that her Son was special, but she did not understand His ministry. She had come to think 
that He needed protection from Himself. Jesus understands the difficulty of witnessing for 
Him to our own families. But if we stay consistent and true to our beliefs and respond to 
their attacks with an outgoing love, in time, we may win them to Him. 

(3:22) And the scribes who came down from Jerusalem said, "He has Beelzebub," 
and "By the ruler of the demons He casts out demons." 

The scribes from Jerusalem were probably invited by the local scribes to investigate. The 
charge was probably due to the confession of the demons to His ministry. They could not 
deny His miracles and His supernatural power, but they refused to believe the source of 
that power. Mark it down—the more effective we are in our Christian lives, the more Satan 
will attack by any and all means. 

The continued antagonism between Jesus and the Jewish leaders was certainly not 
because He failed to try to communicate with them. They accused Him of being in league 
with "Beelzebub." Some texts render the word as "Beelzebul" (lord of the dwelling). The 

                                            

18     David L. McKenna, Mark: The Communicator's Commentary, Lloyd John Ogilvie, Ed. (Waco, TX: Word 
Books, 1982, page 84). 

19     Hughes, Preaching the Word Commentary: Mark, pages 89-90. 
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name also meant "dung god." It had come to mean Satan in later Jewish theology, so the 
scribes' meaning is clear. The charge was that Jesus "has" Beelzebub, that is, He was 
indwelled by Satan. 

4. The Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (3:23-30) 

We are told here that Jesus spoke in parables. If others refused to see who He really was, 
He would make their dimming light even dimmer, while making it easier for those who 
wanted to understand to do so. We will elaborate on this strategy of Jesus in the next 
chapter. 

(3:23-27) So He called them to Himself and said to them in parables: "How can 
Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot 
stand. And if a house is divided against itself, that house cannot stand. And if Satan 
has risen up against himself, and is divided, he cannot stand, but has an end. No 
one can enter a strong man's house and plunder his goods unless he first binds 
the strong man. And then he will plunder his house." 

Jesus was never afraid to confront error. While it was unusual for Jesus to defend Himself, 
this was an exceptional accusation. He "called them to Himself" and used a logical 
argument against them to answer the ridiculous charge. In short, Jesus said that while 
Satan is evil, he is not stupid. Why would Satan cast out Satan if he wants to advance his 
cause? How is it possible that Satan is driving himself out of people? It is illogical to think 
of Satan working against himself. If this is true, he should have been weakened, which 
he clearly was not. 

Next Jesus told them what was really happening. Playing on the name Beelzebul ("lord 
of the dwelling"), Jesus pointed out how Satan is still enslaving humanity with sin, 
sickness, possession, and death. Yet at this very moment, his house (his power and 
demons) was being plundered. The explanation is clear. Someone empowered by a Spirit 
who is greater than he, was conquering him from the outside. Jesus claims to be the 
Stronger One because He is empowered by a Spirit who is greater (1 John 4:4). 

They had to admit that demons were being cast out. But the scribes could not bring 
themselves to admit that the Kingdom had come in the Person of Jesus. Jesus' picture 
reflects a wealthy person's home, a virtual fortress, where servants could form a small 
army. The "goods" were the helpless victims held in bondage. The only way for the 
demons to be cast out was to first limit Satan's power. Jesus' coming into the world did 
just that (1 John 3:8). 

God permits Satan to work, but He is in control. Every exorcism is a binding of Satan. 
One day, he will be bound forever (Revelation 20:2, 10). But for now, Jesus had 
overpowered Satan by refusing his temptations, and by freeing people held in his grasp. 
Contrary to popular Neo-Pentecostal theology—we do not bind Satan, Jesus does that. 
This logical argument left them speechless. 

(3:28-30) "Assuredly, I say to you, all sins will be forgiven the sons of men, and 
whatever blasphemies they may utter; but he who blasphemes against the Holy 
Spirit never has forgiveness, but is subject to eternal condemnation"—because 
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they said, "He has an unclean spirit." 

Jesus changes from a parable to a warning. Few Scriptures are so misunderstood as this 
one. He begins with the word, "Amen," indicating a solemn truth, like the Old Testament's 
"Thus says the Lord." All sin and blasphemies can be forgiven the repentant heart. J. C. 
Ryle notes: 

These words fall lightly on the ears of many people. They see no particular beauty in 
them. But to the person who is alive to his own sinfulness and is deeply aware of his need 
for mercy, these words are sweet and precious: "All sins will be forgiven." The sins of 
youth and age—the sins of head, hand, tongue, and imagination—the sins against all 
God's commandments—the sins of persecutors, like Saul—the sins of idolaters, like 
Manasseh—the sins of open enemies of Christ, like the Jews who crucified Him— the 
sins of backsliders from Christ, like Peter—all may be forgiven. The blood of Christ can 
cleanse all away. The righteousness of Christ can cover all, and hide all from God's 
eyes.20 

Jesus has authority to do that (2:10). There is one exception. Had these men committed 
this sin yet? Probably not or there would have been no point in warning them. 

What is the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit? In the context of this passage, it speaks 
of the deliberate, malicious confusing of the works and power of God, and of attributing 
them to Satan. Essentially, Jesus says, "To call what I am doing a work of Satan is so 
logically absurd that I can only conclude that you intended to defame Me. You knowingly 
called Me Satan."21 This cannot be done accidentally, nor with any grief or remorse.  

Blaspheming the Holy Spirit is not so much a single action or word, as it is a hardened 
attitude, a deliberate refusal to acknowledge God's power in Christ. This shows an 
irreversible hardness of heart, a turning from God and a rejection of all faith. Those who 
attribute the work of Christ to Satan, will never be forgiven, because they will never ask, 
not because their sin is worse than others. It is an eternal sin because its consequences 
last forever (1 John 5:16). 

Rejection of Christ is rejection of the Holy Spirit, who always testifies to the validity and 
deity of Christ (John 15:26). If we reject Christ, there is no hope because there is no other 
ground of forgiveness.  

The warning is particularly to those who have grown up in the church and may even have 
some theological education, but have willfully rejected it and in their hearts attribute 
supposed Christian reality to evil.22 

Jesus did not say they had crossed the line, but He did indicate that they were very close. 
The Greek verb (blasphemese) states that they "were repeatedly saying" that He had a 

                                            

20    J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospels: Mark, page 55. 

21    The Complete Biblical Library: Mark, page 87. 

22    R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Mark, Volume 1, page 93. 
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demon, an accusation from an unyielding opinion. 

The words of C. S. Lewis are appropriate. "I am trying here to prevent anyone from saying 
the really silly thing that some people say about Him—for example: 'I am ready to accept 
Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I do not accept His claim to be God.' That is the one 
thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus 
said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the 
man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must 
make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or 
something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a 
demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But do not let us come with 
any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that 
open to us. He did not intend to."23 

5. The True Family of Jesus (3:31-35) 

Jesus drove home the point of His strategies. Those who are truly in His will respond to 
His call and will listen to His teaching so that they may receive even more understanding. 
We will elaborate on this in chapter four. 

(3:31-35) Then His brothers and His mother came, and standing outside they sent 
to Him, calling Him. And a multitude was sitting around Him; and they said to Him, 
"Look, Your mother and Your brothers are outside seeking You." But He answered 
them, saying, "Who is My mother, or My brothers?" And He looked around in a 
circle at those who sat about Him and said, "Here are My mother and My brothers! 
For whoever does the will of God is My brother and My sister and mother." 

The text is unclear as to how Mary could be involved in this. Chosen and favored by God 
though she was, she had not yet fully grasped who Jesus was and what His ministry might 
entail. Mary hoped to use her personal relationship to influence Him. Instead, she 
received a respectful but clear rebuke. 

As His family arrived, they found that even they could not get to Him. News of their arrival 
had to reach Him by word of mouth. The text does not say that Jesus knew their reason 
for coming, but He most certainly did. This would have played right into His opposition's 
hands. "See, His family knows He needs help! Don't take Him seriously." So Jesus used 
the opportunity to proclaim the Kingdom. 

The Greek indicates that His eyes swept the whole circle of His audience. Note that those 
whom He calls family are the ones sitting at His feet, listening to His Word, not the ones 
clamoring for miracles or the ones who deny the truth of His Person and His words. 

Verse 35 shows that Jesus' relationship to His family was no longer that of mother and 
son or brother to brother, but it was that of Savior to sinners.24 Relationship with Jesus is 

                                            

23    Cited in Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Mark, page 94. 

24    Elwood Sanner observes: "At first, it many seem that Jesus rebuffed His family with the question, 'Who 
is My mother, or My brothers (3:33)?' It is true that Jesus expressed some disappointment in their limited 
understanding of His ministry, but He wanted to make a point: in the Kingdom, spiritual relationships are 
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secured by hearing and acting on His proclamation of the Kingdom of God—that is, 
receiving Him.25  

Radical obedience binds a person close to Jesus and is the key to experiencing fellowship 
with God. Note how James and Jude referred to themselves later, after their conversion, 
in their letters: "James, a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ" (James 1:1); 
"Jude, a bondservant of Jesus Christ, and brother of James" (Jude 1:1). 

We are brothers and sisters in God's family—"dear children" who can come to God as 
"Abba Father." But we have learned to pray as Jesus taught us: "Our Father, who art in 
heaven.…Thy will be done." 

  

                                            

stronger than family ties" (Beacon Bible Expositions: Mark, page 61).  

25    Whoever hears and believes and follows Jesus, is a member of a new spiritual family, and Jesus is the 
Head of that family. 
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4. THE TEACHING OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 4:1-34 

In Mark chapter four, the content departs from Mark's usual emphasis on action. Chapters 
four and thirteen constitute the only two large blocks of teaching material in this Gospel. 
Jesus spoke these words on the same day as all the action of Mark 3:20-35, as Matthew 
13:1 clearly states. 

1. The Parable of the Sower (4:1-20) 

This parable stresses the importance of hearing God's Word. The sowing of the gospel 
seed will not be 100% successful. In verses 13-20, Jesus will interpret the parable. 

(4:1-3) And again He began to teach by the sea. And a great multitude was gathered 
to Him, so that He got into a boat and sat in it on the sea, and the whole multitude 
was on the land facing the sea. Then He taught them many things by parables, and 
said to them in His teaching: "Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow." 

Jesus turned a corner in His ministry and began to teach regularly in parables. The very 
first phrase literally says, "Jesus began to teach at various points along the shore of the 
sea." The crowds were growing, and Jesus was still highly popular. Even in the boat, 
Jesus took the customary rabbinical position of sitting to teach. 

Parables (from the Greek word, parabole, meaning "to cast alongside") were stories, 
either brief or lengthy, and were designed to use everyday events to illustrate spiritual 
and moral truth. But they were not as simple as we might be tempted to think—as Jesus 
will explain. 

The point of using parables was to get people to think through what they heard. We note 
how the first parable is framed in verse 3a and verse 9 with a call for each person to hear 
carefully what Jesus is saying. 

Quite possibly, a farmer was sowing seed nearby, and Jesus directed the crowd's 
attention to him. The farmer would simply walk through the field and strew seed from a 
bag, in all directions as liberally as possible. There were no neat rows like farmers have 
today, and unlike today's farmers, the sower sowed the seed first, then plowed it under, 

(4:4-9) "And it happened as he sowed, that some seed fell by the wayside; and the 
birds of the air came and devoured it. Some fell on stony ground, where it did not 
have much earth; and immediately it sprang up because it had no depth of earth. 
But when the sun was up it was scorched, and because it had no root it withered 
away. And some seed fell among thorns; and the thorns grew up and choked it; 
and it yielded no crop. But other seed fell on good ground and yielded a crop that 
sprang up, increased and produced: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a 
hundred." And He said to them, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear!" 

Hard ground was found along the edges of the field as well as on paths made through 
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the field, where farmers allowed public traffic to flow. The constant parade of feet, hooves, 
and wheels would make that ground asphalt hard, so that the seed either bounced off or 
was blown about by the wind, making it easy pickings for birds. 

Rocky ground was not soil with many stones in it. Rather, it spoke of a layer of good soil, 
several inches deep with an underlying layer of solid bedrock, too far down for the plow 
to hit, but not deep enough to allow adequate moisture and development of a good root 
system. Therefore, the sun would warm the ground quickly, the seed would germinate 
prematurely, and the lack of moisture and depth would soon cause it to wither and die. 
Luke's version of this parable specifically mentions the lack of moisture as the cause of 
death (see Luke 8:6). 

With thorny ground, farmers did not throw seed into thorn bushes. The thorny plants (more 
likely, tough weeds with thistles) were still not grown, and their roots lay under the ground. 
They would not be noticed until they grew up alongside the good plants and stole needed 
moisture, light, and sun from them. In this case, the plant did not die, but it was 
unproductive in bearing fruit. 

Finally, some seed fell on good soil. It not only grew, but it produced a bumper crop. Again 
the imperfect Greek verbs indicate an ongoing increase and production. 

(4:10-12) But when He was alone, those around Him with the twelve asked Him 
about the parable. And He said to them, "To you it has been given to know the 
mystery of the kingdom of God; but to those who are outside, all things come in 
parables, so that 'Seeing they may see and not perceive. And hearing they may 
hear and not understand; lest they should turn, and their sins be forgiven them.'" 

When asked to explain the parable, Jesus went right to the core meaning of the story. He 
described two categories of listeners: those who receive the mysteries of the kingdom, 
and those who are "outside." To this second group, parables are just stories because they 
are not open to understanding more. We wonder how even people in the church can read 
the Bible and come out with such unbiblical views in certain areas. But people in the 
church can be "outside" as well, if their hearts are not prepared to receive God's truth. In 
fact, Jesus says that "all things" become parables to them, including not only Jesus' 
stories, but His life, His direct teachings, and His acts. He is simply a puzzle to the closed 
mind and heart. 

The words of verse 12 are troubling to many, but Mark is not quoting Isaiah 6:9-10 word 
for word. He is paraphrasing it. To get the direct quote, we must read the account in 
Matthew 13, where verse 15 says, "For the hearts of this people have grown dull. Their 
ears are hard of hearing, and their eyes they have closed" (my emphasis). Thus, people 
are responsible for their own spiritual dullness. But God will aid the process if we choose 
to continually shut our ears. In the Exodus plague-passages, we read in some places that 
"Pharaoh hardened his heart," and in others, that "God hardened Pharaoh's heart." Which 
is correct? Both are correct. Jesus is saying that the parable becomes an instrument by 
which God opens the hearts of those who genuinely seek to know truth, and at the same 
time, brings hardness to those who stubbornly refuse to really hear. So the parable, in 
itself, can be a judgment of God on the stiff-necked soul. Jerry Vines has a good 
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comment: 

When you first read this section you might get the idea that Jesus was saying, "I'm putting 
these things in parables in order to hide the truth from them…so they will see and yet they 
won't really see." Such an interpretation is contrary to the mission of Jesus. Jesus did not 
come into this world to hide the truth from people. Jesus came into the world to expose 
the truth to people. The purpose of Jesus was not to conceal; his purpose was to 
reveal…in other words, Jesus comes and gives people the truth, but if they won't see it, 
the time comes when they cannot see"26  

(4:13-20) And He said to them, "Do you not understand this parable? How then will 
you understand all the parables? The sower sows the word. And these are the ones 
by the way  

side where the word is sown. When they hear, Satan comes immediately and takes 
away the word that was sown in their hearts. These likewise are the ones sown on 
stony ground who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with gladness; 
and they have no root in themselves, and so endure only for a time. Afterward, 
when tribulation or persecution arises for the word's sake, immediately they 
stumble. Now these are the ones sown among thorns; they are the ones who hear 
the word, and the cares of the world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the desire for 
other things entering in choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful. But these are 
the ones sown on good ground, those who hear the word, accept it, and bear fruit; 
some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred." 

If we do not understand this parable about the need for receptivity to God's Word, we will 
not properly understand any of the others. Jesus now proceeds to explain the parable. 
Although most parables should be interpreted by a single main point, in this first major 
parable of Jesus, He gives meaning to different details. 27 

The "wayside" (verse 15) represents hardened hearts, those who resist the Word. Jesus 
says such hearts are like a well-beaten path. Paul echoes this thought in Ephesians 4:17-
18 when he gets to the root cause of the human condition. He speaks of the "futility" of 
the thinking of the pagans and how they are "darkened in their understanding and 
separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the 
hardening of their hearts" (NIV). According to Jesus, what makes the heart hard? Too 
much traffic! Our lifelong habits, busyness, long time prejudices and assumptions, and 
the influences of other people (including celebrities and self-styled "experts")—can all 
serve to "walk on our hearts" and make them hard. Add to that the trials and tests of life 
which can make us bitter; one can find a lot of hardened hearts even in the church. People 
come to worship (or even come to Bible study week after week) and let the Word of God 

                                            

26   Exploring the Gospels: Mark, Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux Brothers, page 65. 

27    Peter Nead used Mark 4:13 (probably out of context) to lament the fact that many Brethren were 
neglecting to call for the anointing service, probably thinking that the failure to use the ordinance was due 
to a lack of understanding. Dale R. Stoffer, Background and Development of Brethren Doctrines, 1656-
1987 (Philadelphia: The Brethren Encyclopedia, Inc., 1989, page 128). 
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just bounce off them, and go on with no change whatever. 

The cure for a hard heart is to resist the devil, not the Word, and then to repent—or, in 
the words of the Old Testament prophets, "break up your fallow ground." (Jeremiah 4:3; 
Hosea 10:12). God will get our attention in various ways, but at the end of the day, it is 
our responsibility to make the decision to break up the hard ground of our own hearts. 
Then we are ready to respond to the Word, saying, "God has spoken, and I will do it." 

The "stony ground" (verse 16) represents the shallow heart. This represents the person 
who starts off with great enthusiasm in the Christian life, but who is fueled by 
emotionalism, or by mere intellectual assent to certain facts. The truth never penetrates 
their entire being.  

Jesus is describing people, who in the words of German pastor and theologian Helmut 
Thielicke, have been "merely brushed by Christianity."28 The Word never takes root to 
bring life change. Pastors and other church leaders have seen this phenomena all too 
often in the church—people who start off avidly for Jesus, but who soon tail off in their 
excitement and their commitment. Jesus indicates that there are two main causes for this 
response. One is that many people fail to go deep in the Christian life. Real faith does 
involve emotion (heart and soul), but it also involves the mind and the will.  

The writer to the Hebrews chides his readers for still learning the "ABCs" of the faith when 
they ought to be able to teach others (Hebrews 5:12—6:3). They never go deep in their 
prayer life, in their witnessing, or in their obedience to the mandates of God's Word. They 
want to think of themselves as believers merely because they joined a church. Jesus' 
warning here ought to sober us. 

The second reason for a shallow heart is that we fail to count the cost of our faith. It is 
"tribulation or persecution …for the word's sake" (verse 17) that causes their faith to wither 
and die, and so they stumble. The truth becomes an offense for them, and they fall away. 

The "thorny ground" (verse 18) represents the crowded heart. The reference is to those 
who want to walk both the broad way and the narrow way. The image refers to those who 
want to serve both God and money. Jesus says it cannot be done (Matthew 6:24), and 
He names three kinds of "thorns" that can crowd the Word out of our hearts. 

1. The thorns of worry—"the cares of this world." The word "worry" comes from the 
German, wurgen, which means "to choke." We can be strangled by anxiety. We 
can fail to rest and leave our problems with God, and thus have no room for 
spiritual concerns. Jesus speaks of this in detail in Matthew 6:25-34, and calls us 
to put His kingdom and His righteousness first, and not to worry about other things, 
which the Father already knows we need. 

2. The thorns of materialism—"the deceitfulness of riches." Riches deceive us by 
giving us a false sense of security and sufficiency. Jesus spoke a lot about money. 
Sixteen of His parables deal with the subject of money, and in the Gospel 

                                            

28    Cited in R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Mark, Volume 1, (Westchester, IL. Crossway Books, 
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accounts, one out of ten verses speaks of financial matters. While the Bible has 
approximately 500 verses on prayer, and less than 500 on faith—it has more than 
2,000 verses which speak about money or possessions. That should say 
something to us.  
To Jesus, money is a spiritual issue. How might we know if we are susceptible to 
this trap? Scottish pastor Alistair Begg from Cleveland, Ohio, gives a number of 
signs that our hearts have become materialistic: 

a. Thoughts of money consume my day. 
b. The financial success of other people makes me jealous. 
c. I define success in terms of what I have rather than what I am in Christ. 
d. My family is neglected in my pursuit of money. 
e. I close my eyes to the genuine needs of others. 
f. I live in the paralyzing fear of losing my money. 
g. I am prepared to borrow myself into bondage. 
h. God receives my leftovers rather than my first fruits.29 

3. The thorns of discontent—"the desires for other things." This may be the killer of 
them all. Jesus speaks of people who are always drifting from one thing to another, 
who are never satisfied and who are constantly strangled by the lie which says, 
"Enough is not enough." These thorns can be material, but they can also apply to 
personal dreams and achievements as well. 

Do we secretly enjoy feeling worried and unsatisfied because we know that it is risky to 
abandon our lives to God by faith? Would we rather worry, possess, and complain—than 
rest, release, and rejoice? We note that the three enemies of the soul work together to 
prevent us from hearing and responding to God's Word—the devil (stealing the seed), the 
flesh (keeping the seed from taking root), and the world (crowding out the seed). We note 
also that both the stony ground and the thorny ground look good on the surface. Both the 
sower and the listener can be deceived into thinking there is good ground when there is 
not. 

But there is "good ground" in the field (verse 20). Jesus speaks now of receptive hearts, 
those who are prepared to hear the Word (without wandering, arguing, or resisting); to 
receive the Word, that is, to welcome it, and to really take it in. It means to produce fruit 
(to transmit truth into action, producing a harvest of character and good works). 

For the farmer, the whole point of his labor and patient waiting is to have an abundant 
harvest. Jesus says that the point of preaching and of hearing the Word of God is to bear 
fruit. There are hard hearts, shallow hearts, divided hearts, and obedient hearts. The good 
soil represents true believers, the hard soil represents out and out rejecters, and the 
shallow and thorny soils represent mere pretenders.  

But are not the shallow and thorny soils designed to represent believers who simply are 
not productive? The parable of the soils represents various responses to the message of 
the gospel. And the only sign that the message has taken effect is related to whether or 
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not there is fruit—the fruit of character, of good works, of praise, of generosity, and of 
souls won to Christ. Jesus is clear that not every believer produces an equal amount of 
fruit, but every real Christian will have some fruit. True, all fall short, and all too often, but 
ultimately, we are identified by our fruit (see Matthew 7:17-20). And this fruit will stand 
out.  

True disciples accept the truth of the gospel, believe God's Word, and allow that Word to 
make a difference in their lives. This should be the trademark of every believer, but 
certainly our Anabaptist heritage would teach that we should be known by our fruit. This 
is why the cluster of grapes appears on the Alexander Mack cross.30 

2. A Lamp on a Stand (4:21-25) 

The primary message in the next section of Mark 4 emphasizes the stewardship of truth. 
The disciples of Jesus, who have received spiritual light, have the responsibility of 
spreading that light. 

(4:21-23) And He said to them, "Is a lamp brought to be put under a basket or under 
a bed? Is it not to be set on a lampstand? For there is nothing hidden which will 
not be revealed, nor has anything been kept secret but that it should come to light. 
If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear." 

The lamp was a small clay bowl with a spout to hold a wick and a few ounces of oil for 
fuel. The lamp stand was usually a shelf protruding from the wall. It is obvious that we do 
not hide or cover the lamp if we want light to shine. 

If there is a purpose in something being hidden, it is to one day reveal it. During Jesus' 
ministry, things were hidden, but He is saying the day will come after the resurrection 
when all will begin to be revealed. Often in the epistles, Paul and others will speak of 
"mysteries," that is, truths formerly hidden but now revealed by the Lord Jesus Christ 
through His Apostles, for our edification during these last days. Now we must let this truth 
shine. The light of the gospel was not meant for a small inner circle of followers. We are 
to communicate it to the world. The sobering application is that truth is meant to be seen 
and heard, even it if becomes dangerous for us to do it. It is tempting to back down, even 
from others in the church, but we are to let the light of truth shine, no matter the 
consequences. 

The parables themselves give light to those who are willing to listen and believe. Jesus 
adds the key phrase again in verse 23. Honest seekers will understand. 

(4:24-25) Then He said to them, "Take heed what you hear. With the same measure 
you use, it will be measured to you; and to you who hear, more will be given. For 
whoever has, to him more will be given; but whoever does not have, even what he 
has will be taken away from him." 

                                            

30  Brethren historian George Falkenstein pictures the "Mack seal" and says, "Thus the seal reads: a 
devoted, fruit-bearing, sanctified life." (George N. Falkenstein, History of the German Baptist Brethren 
Church, Lancaster, PA: New Era Printing, 1901, page 71). 
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Jesus says that spiritual results are based on the amount of effort we put into hearing. 
Those who learn and apply truth will receive more truth to apply. If we do not respond to 
the little truth we may already have, we will not profit even from that. We grow when we 
let the Word make a difference in our lives. So do not listen casually. 

I have experienced this principle in my own life. I took four years of German in high school 
and got straight A's, and I could speak it fairly fluently by graduation. I never had the need 
or the opportunity to go to Germany. As a result, little German is retained today. On the 
other hand, I took five quarters of Greek in seminary, and since it is used regularly in 
study and sermon preparation, I still have a fair grasp of it, even though I am by no means 
a scholar. 

This is one of the many paradoxes of Scripture. In 1 Corinthians 2:9-12, Paul says that 
we can receive nothing of God's truth unless the Holy Spirit reveals it to us. It cannot be 
deduced, simply on an intellectual basis. At the same time, the Spirit will not reveal truth 
to the idle. Proverbs 2:1-5 declares that the wise person cries out for discernment and 
mines for truth in the Bible as though he were searching for gold or precious gems. So, 
simply put, we will get out of Bible study what we put into it. Pastor Charles Stanley calls 
this "aggressive listening," with Bibles open, paper and pen in hand, sitting on the edge 
of our seats, with full attention on what the preacher is saying—if  we are to get the most 
out of the message. 

3. Other Parables of Growth (4:26-34) 

In the next section of our chapter, Mark adds an additional bit of information about the 
seed that has been sown in the good soil, while the parable of the mustard seed depicts 
the external growth of the kingdom. 

(4:26-29) And He said, "The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on 
the ground, and should sleep by night and rise by day, and the seed should sprout 
and grow, he himself does not know how. For the earth yields crops by itself: first 
the blade, then the head, after that the full grain in the head. But when the grain 
ripens, immediately he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come." 

This parable is found only in Mark's Gospel, and it complements the Parable of the Soils. 
The kingdom, God's sovereign rule in our hearts now and in the kingdom to come, is seen 
in the mysterious power of the seed. 

We cannot make the seed grow or explain how it grows. It is a continual, gradual process, 
consummated in a harvest of spiritual maturity. The kingdom will grow both in people's 
hearts and by adding people to it. Growth will be slow but certain, until the time God reaps 
the harvest and separates the grain from the weeds (Matthew 13:24-30). The disciples 
are told not to worry about how the kingdom will grow; that is up to God. Their job is to 
sow. Paul understood this principle, as seen in 1 Corinthians 3:6: "I planted, Apollos 
watered, but God gave the increase." 

The farmer knows, and we must learn, that sowing seed takes faith and patience. There 
comes that moment when we sow the seed and then leave the results to God. Pastors, 
teachers, missionaries, and youth leaders must not get discouraged when it seems like 



 50 

nothing is happening as a result of their ministry. Something is happening, and God is still 
at work, at least in hearts that are open to truth. 

(4:30-32) Then He said, "To what shall we liken the kingdom of God? Or with what 
parable shall we picture it? It is like a mustard seed which, when it is sown on the 
ground, is smaller than all the seeds on earth; but when it is sown, it grows up and 
becomes greater than all herbs, and shoots out large branches, so that the birds 
of the air may nest under its shade." 

Here is further encouragement for the sower. The kingdom will grow in size and influence 
from small beginnings. It was ushered in by a despised and rejected Jesus and twelve 
unimpressive disciples, beginning in an area approximately the size of New Jersey, but it 
will become worldwide. The mustard seed is not the smallest of all seeds in existence, 
but it was the smallest in comparison to other seeds that the Jews sowed in Palestine at 
that time. And while not a tree in the truest sense, it has been known to grow as high as 
fifteen feet and have the properties of a tree. Size or relative power does not indicate final 
results. The day will come when the true greatness of the kingdom will be seen by all the 
world. In Daniel 4:21-23, the same metaphor refers to the worldwide rule of 
Nebuchadnezzar. 

These would be heartening words for the disciples as well as for the Roman Christians to 
whom Mark wrote. They also apply today. Do we sometimes feel alone in our stand for 
Christ? We must remember that we are part of a worldwide community. First Peter 5:9 
says, "Resist (the devil), steadfast in the faith, knowing that the same sufferings are 
experienced by your brotherhood in the world." 

There are two interpretations of the birds Jesus mentioned in verse 32. Some see the 
birds as symbolizing Satan since this is how Jesus uses them in the first parable. If this 
is the case, Jesus is saying that as the kingdom grows, Satan will bring increasing 
influence into the church. One need only look at Judas Iscariot, Ananias and Sapphira, 
and Simon Magus, to name a few—to see how this has worked out. But it is not necessary 
that symbols mean the same things in each parable. The more prevalent interpretation is 
that Jesus here is speaking of how the kingdom will grow so large that eventually it will 
envelop people from all nations. This could be supported by prophetic statements in 
Ezekiel (17:22-24; 31:6). 

(4:33-34) And with many such parables He spoke the word to them as they were 
able to hear it. But without a parable He did not speak to them. And when they were 
alone, He explained all things to His disciples. 

Mark only highlights representative samples of Jesus' parables.31 The Greek text again 

                                            

31    Elwood Sanner speaks of "the comfort of the parable": He says that "in the parable is an answer to the 
question, 'Why does the preaching of the gospel not yield uniform results?' The situation in the first century 
church was not essentially different from ours. We lament the presence of instability, shallowness, and 
defection in the church today—and so did they. Defection, falling away from the faith, was especially trying 
in times of severe persecution. When life and limb were literally at stake, many did deny the faith. There 
were those who had 'no root in themselves' and who would 'endure only for a time' (Mark 4:17). Resistance 
to the growth of the Word is enormous now as it was then, for 'the delights of wealth, and the search for 
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uses the imperfect verb, meaning that Jesus regularly used parables for the wider 
audience (leaving unbelievers with riddles and forcing individuals to believe or disbelieve), 
and regularly explained them to His disciples. The truth has a massive harvest-producing 
potential, but it requires personal explanation, teaching, and application. You cannot get 
this from only listening to a weekly sermon or a Sunday School lesson. Personal and 
diligent study, as well as regular participation in Bible study groups, the use of biblical 
helps, and above all, prayerful reading and listening to the voice of the Author of Scripture 
are also vital. Each of us must spend time alone with Jesus and together with His people, 
seeking His explanation of the truth. 

  

                                            

success and lure of nice things…crowd out God's message' (Mark 4:19, TLB). Here is a harsh realism the 
church would do well to acknowledge" (Beacon Bible Expositions: Mark, page 65). 
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5. THE AUTHORITY OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 4:35-5:43 

In this section of the Gospel, Mark emphasizes Jesus' authority, even in the midst of His 
service to others. The four great enemies of human life, danger, demons, disease, and 
death, are no match for the Son of Man. 

1. Jesus' Authority Over Danger (4:35-41) 

This first episode gives remarkable insight into the Incarnation of our Lord, showing forth 
His humanity and His deity in dramatic ways. But the real lesson here is for His disciples, 
both then and now. 

(4:35-36) On the same day, when evening had come, He said to them, "Let us cross 
over to the other side." Now when they had left the multitude they took Him along 
in the boat as He was. And other little boats were also with Him. 

It was time to move on. Physically, Jesus had finally "hit the wall" at the end of a long and 
stretching day, which had included conflict with the Pharisees, misunderstanding from His 
family, and hours of intensive teaching to the crowds. So He directed the disciples to 
begin the five mile trip to the other side of the lake. The Greek text indicates that He did 
not merely leave the crowds on shore. It says He sent them away. Since He was already 
in the boat (see 4:1), it was simply a matter of shoving off. 

Mark includes the detail of the other ships which accompanied them in the journey. This 
again shows the presence of an eyewitness, namely Peter. Apparently, some of the crowd 
were not content to go home, but wished to accompany Jesus and the Twelve on their 
journey. 

(4:37-38) And a great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that it 
was already filling. But He was in the stern, asleep on a pillow. And they awoke Him 
and said to Him, "Teacher, do You not care that we are perishing?"  

The Sea of Galilee lies 628 feet below sea level. Storms on the lake were and are 
common. The heat of the valley mixes with the cold air aloft to create these storms, and 
then the surrounding hills and valleys act as wind tunnels to concentrate the rain and wind 
as they sweep violently onto the water. While these storms generally come and go quickly, 
they are almost impossible to predict. 

Here the worst problem was the water which was filling the boat. The imperfect tense 
describes a repeated crashing of waves into the vessel. This had to be an exceptional 
storm for these seasoned fishermen to be as frightened as they were. And yet Jesus, 
utterly exhausted in His humanity, was fast asleep in the boat. The pillow is another detail 
which probably came to Mark from Peter. 

The disciples did what the storm could not do. They woke Jesus and chided Him, implying 
He was not caring.  
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(4:39) Then He arose and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, "Peace, be still!" 
And the wind ceased, and there was a great calm. 

The Jews rightly believed that only Jehovah, the Creator, could control winds and waves 
with a word. Just as He had with the demons, Jesus exercised control just like the Creator 
would, with a word. When the Creator says, "Be still," the wind and waves obey. In fact, 
human beings are the only creatures of God who do not instantly obey, because of our 
sinful self-centeredness. 

The real miracle is not in the calming of the storm (it would have calmed down eventually 
on its own), but in the suddenness of it. Dr. R.C. Sproul described it vividly in a lecture he 
gave. "Instantly, the sea is like glass. Not a ripple. Not a zephyr in the air." An eerie silence 
followed. 

(4:40-41) But He said to them, "Why are you so fearful? How is it that you have no 
faith?" And they feared exceedingly, and said to one another, "Who can this be, 
that even the wind and the sea obey Him?" 

We tend to sympathize with the disciples. Why would they not be afraid? But Jesus 
rebuked them. Their greatest problem was not the storm. It was their unbelief. 

As always, our greatest problems are not in our circumstances, but in our hearts. Had not 
Jesus told them they would be going to the other side? Was He not with them in the boat? 
Was He not, unlike them, perfectly at peace in the storm? These reasons alone should 
have been enough to keep them from panicking. But knowing these things, how often, if 
we are honest, do we still think that the Lord does not care when we are in the midst of 
storms? 

The result of this event was that the disciples became even more afraid. It is one thing to 
be in a violent storm. It is quite another to be in the presence of One who has complete 
control over that storm.  

2. Jesus' Authority over Demons (5:1-20) 

As the disciples breathed sighs of relief, little did they know that they would soon go "from 
the frying pan into the fire." The violent demoniac who awaited them on shore made the 
storm they just passed through seem easy by comparison. But once again, Jesus was up 
to the task. 

(5:1-5) Then they came to the other side of the sea, to the country of the Gadarenes. 
And when He had come out of the boat, immediately there met Him out of the tombs 
a man with an unclean spirit, who had his dwelling among the tombs; and no one 
could bind him, not even with chains, because he had often been bound with 
shackles and chains. And the chains had been pulled apart by him, and the 
shackles broken in pieces; neither could anyone tame him. And always, night and 
day, he was in the mountains and in the tombs, crying out and cutting himself with 
stones. 

The trip across the lake had begun at sunset and would normally take several hours. The 
group probably did not land on the opposite shore until near dawn on the following day. 
The setting would already have been eerie. The disciples, still settling down after the 
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storm and Jesus' mighty miracle, would have been on edge. The one who came out to 
meet them would not have eased their minds. 

As Jesus got out of the boat, the demoniac approached Him, looking exceptionally 
threatening. Luke 8:27 adds that the man was naked and had not lived in a house for 
some time. The townspeople had forced him out to the tombs, where he could find rocks 
and hills to hide. 

He was, in essence, a maniac. The demon in him recognized Jesus from a distance 
(verse 6). Mark's sense of irony comes out again. The disciples had just been questioning 
who Jesus was—while the demoniac knew. 

Desperate for help, the man fell to his knees, showing a fervent desire for deliverance. 
This is precisely the kind of person Jesus had come to help, as He stated in His address 
at the Nazareth synagogue. He said that He had come "to proclaim liberty to the 
captives…and to set at liberty those who are oppressed." (Luke 4:18) 

The man had been chained to protect him from himself, but to no avail, for the demons in 
him gave him a superhuman strength. I saw this firsthand in a young man at a former 
church. He had a multitude of problems, but we could not rule out demonic influence. At 
a Love Feast, he lifted a heavy, long table with one hand and overturned it before being 
restrained. His life later ended tragically, but  God knew his heart, and he may be with 
Jesus now. 

This demoniac lived in the tombs, which would likely have been caves dug into the rocks. 
It was a common belief that demons lived there.  

This account shows six common signs of demonic possession. 

1. A disregard for personal dignity 
2. Social isolation 
3. Recognition of Jesus' deity 
4. Demonic control of speech 
5. Shouting (literally, "shrieking and screaming") 
6. Extraordinary strength 

The man was unclean by Jewish ceremonial law in three ways: He was likely a Gentile; 
he was demon possessed, and he was living among the dead. This is not a typical human 
being as one created in God's image. 

The self-mutilation with stones was either an attempt at suicide, or an act of demon 
worship similar to that of the Prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18. The hatred, power, and 
cruelty of our enemy are clearly seen in the effects on this tragic figure. 

(5:6-8) When he saw Jesus from afar, he ran and worshiped Him. And he cried out 
with a loud voice and said, "What have I to do with You, Jesus, Son of the Most 
High God? I implore You by God that You do not torment me." For He said to him, 
"Come out of the man, unclean spirit!" 

Although the NKJV uses the word worshiped, this was probably not an act of worship. 
The Greek word here also means "to kneel or to bow down." This was more likely a 
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grudging submission to a superior power. 

Jesus conversed with the demons, not with the man. The spirits were troubled because 
Jesus had ordered them out of the man. In a desperate effort to fend off their expulsion 
or premature judgment, the demon tried to place Jesus under an oath, but, of course, 
they had no control over Him. Rather than obeying Jesus' command, they talked back to 
Him. Here we have a cosmic wrestling-match for a man's soul. While most people are not 
demon possessed, those who are without Christ, are under Satan's influence. The 
primary sign of this, is that they want Jesus to leave them alone to live their lives as they 
desire. 

(5:9-10) Then He asked him, "What is your name?" And he answered, saying, "My 
name is Legion; for we are many." Also, he begged Him earnestly that He would 
not send them out of the country. 

Jesus commanded the demon to identify himself for the sake of the man, and for those 
who had gathered around. A legion in Roman terms consisted of 6,000 foot soldiers. But 
the Latin term had been absorbed into the colloquial speech of both Aramaic and Greek 
and had come to mean "too many to count." The multitude of demons acted as one in 
their determination to destroy the poor man. But even though they spoke in one voice in 
opposition to Jesus, He gained mastery over them by learning their name. 

The question now becomes, not if Jesus would expel the demons, but to where would He 
send them? The evil spirits likely preferred to stay near the tombs, an area consistent with 
their nature. Also, there could be other potential victims around, both Gentiles and non-
practicing Jews. 

The devil has religious insight as well as a form of piety. James 2:19 tells us that "Even 
the demons believe and tremble." The demons here even prayed with respect, humility, 
and earnestness. It is well to remember that not all outward piety has the Holy Spirit at its 
source. 

(5:11-13) Now a large herd of swine was feeding there near the mountains. So all 
the demons begged Him, saying, "Send us to the swine, that we may enter them." 
And at once, Jesus gave them permission. Then the unclean spirits went out and 
entered the swine (there were about two thousand); and the herd ran violently down 
the steep place into the sea, and drowned in the sea. 

This was an unusually large herd of pigs (the average herd usually numbered about 150-
200 pigs). But why request a herd of swine? Of course, demons always desire to wreak 
havoc everywhere. Beyond that, there is no clear answer. Demons always did great 
violence when leaving a person. Perhaps Jesus allowed the violence to be done to the 
pigs, rather than to the man. There are several other possibilities as to why Jesus 
permitted this action: 

1. The herdsmen were Jews violating Mosaic Laws (see Leviticus 11:7 and 
Deuteronomy 14:8). This would be a passive judgment by Jesus on this activity. 
But this seems out of character for the One who would declare all foods clean 
(Mark 7:18-19). Besides, the text never says that the herdsmen were Jewish, and 
this was Gentile territory. 
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2. Perhaps He used the pigs as a safety valve or lightning rod conductor to avert 
great spiritual violence from the patient—but this is mere speculation. 

3. Did Jesus do this to convince the onlookers that the expulsion was real? But this 
was never necessary at any other time. The delivered person was proof enough. 

4. The most likely explanation seems to be a variation on the third one. Jesus did 
this to demonstrate the seriousness of the man's condition and the end to which 
demons would take all persons, were they able. Two thousand pigs may have 
approximated the number of demons present. 

The demons would rather destroy pigs than to be idle. Demons were said to have no rest 
until they inhabited a body. Still, they had to ask Jesus' permission. 

Some might be shocked or dismayed that Jesus would allow this. But He did not 
command the demons to destroy the pigs. He permitted them to enter the herd. 
Destruction was their nature. He came to bring life. It is ironic that the townspeople were 
more upset about losing their pigs than grateful for the man delivered. For this man, Satan 
had been defeated, and God's rule had been restored. 

A Bible translator working in an isolated society came to this passage. The language he 
was translating from had words for "one," "two," and "many," but there were no words for 
large numbers since they were unnecessary. How could he convey the idea of "2,000"? 
The translator spoke to his informant about it. As the tribesman grasped the size of the 
herd, he was amazed. The translator asked him to explain. The Indian responded with a 
question of his own: "Did Jesus really exchange such a large number of pigs for the life 
of just one man?" The translator nodded, and the tribesman went on. "Among our people, 
when someone desires the death of another, the price for buying that person's life is one 
pig." The translator was astonished to learn what great value Jesus places on a single 
soul. 

(5:14-17) So those who fed the swine fled, and told it in the city and in the country. 
And they went out to see what it was that had happened. Then they came to Jesus 
and saw the one who had been demon-possessed and had the legion, sitting and 
clothed and in his right mind. And they were afraid. And those who saw it told them 
how it happened to him who had been demon-possessed, and about the swine. 
Then they began to plead with Him to depart from their region. 

The herdsmen, seeing pig after pig disappear into the sea, fled in fear, reporting the 
incident broadly. The townspeople came "to see" (the verb includes the idea of "with 
intense scrutiny"). They wanted a good look at Jesus and the results of His power. Mark 
alone adds the phrase, "and had the legion," to emphasize the contrast. Having had a 
good look, the people were afraid, just like the disciples had been after the storm. Again, 
they were more afraid of the One who had done this mighty act than they were of the 
demoniac who was possessed of demons.  

The herdsmen told the story again. Mark adds, "and about the swine." As the people 
looked at the seashore cluttered with the pig carcasses, the herdsmen wanted to absolve 
themselves of any responsibility. 

The result is that the townspeople wanted Jesus to leave. The reasons appear to be 
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twofold: (1) Fear of the supernatural in an area populated by many Gentiles and pagans. 
(2) The dead pigs represented considerable financial loss. They were more concerned 
with possessions than with the restoration of a man to wholeness. 

(5:18-20) And when He got into the boat, he who had been demon-possessed 
begged Him that he might be with Him. However, Jesus did not permit him, but said 
to him, "Go home to your friends, and tell them what great things the Lord has done 
for you, and how He has had compassion on you." And he departed and began to 
proclaim in Decapolis all that Jesus had done for him; and all marveled. 

Jesus complied with the request of the townspeople. But the restored man begged for the 
same company which the townspeople had rejected. At first, Jesus' response seems 
unusual. Why would He not want to take anyone who was willing, to come with Him? But 
God alone possesses the wisdom to know which prayers ought to be answered positively, 
and how they should be answered.  

The reason Jesus gave was that the man needed to return to his own family, friends, and 
countrymen, from whom he had been isolated for so long. Now he not only had the chance 
for a happy reunion, but he could serve as a witness to them. And what a witness! The 
past perfect tense of, "what great things the Lord has done for you," shows that the 
deliverance was thorough and permanent. And note that Jesus equated Himself with God 
in this instruction. 

Not all Christians are called to be evangelists, but all are called to be witnesses. Like this 
man, we all have a story to tell. Perhaps you do not think that your story is very exciting, 
especially if you were raised in the church by godly parents. But you can still tell about 
the difference Christ has made in your life since you received Him and as you continue 
to grow in Him. An important step in becoming a faithful witness is to rehearse your story 
and to be comfortable in sharing it with others when God provides an opportunity. The 
man's testimony prepared the way for Jesus' later ministry in Decapolis (Mark 7 and 8). 
He stayed to be a witness to the region, and as a constant reminder of Jesus' judgment 
against them for their refusal of His gift. 

3. Jesus' Authority Over Sickness (5:21-34) 

Mark's theme of Jesus' authority continues with another occasion of a story within a story, 
as Jesus deals with two females in great need. 

(5:21-24) Now when Jesus had crossed over again by boat to the other side, a great 
multitude gathered to Him; and He was by the sea. And behold, one of the rulers of 
the synagogue came, Jairus by name. And when he saw Him, he fell at His feet and 
begged Him earnestly, saying, "My little daughter lies at the point of death. Come 
and lay Your hands on her, that she may be healed, and she will live." So Jesus 
went with him, and a great multitude followed Him and thronged Him.  

Mark shows the irony of two crowds on two shores of the Sea of Galilee. The crowd on 
the eastern shore had just begged Jesus to go away. Now He landed on the western 
shore near Capernaum, where a different crowd greeted Him, and a man in the crowd 
begged Him to come. 
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The man was Jairus, ruler of the local synagogue. The synagogue ruler was a lay leader 
with a full-time job. He was responsible for the construction and upkeep of the building, 
planning the order of the Sabbath service, inviting guest rabbis to teach, running the 
weekly school that was held there, caring for the scrolls of sacred Scripture, and 
distributing alms to the needy of the town. Jairus was an important figure in the village 
and he probably had close ties to the Pharisees. 

All that was on Jairus' mind this day was the desperate need in his family. Casting dignity 
aside, he came to Jesus, fell at His feet, and repeatedly begged Him to come help his 
daughter. The seriousness of the child's condition is indicated by Jairus' description. The 
12-year-old girl lay dying. She needed the touch of Jesus to heal her and to save her life. 
The term "little" (verse 23) seems to show that she was not necessarily small, but was 
especially precious to her father. Luke 8:41 says that she was his only daughter. It did not 
occur to Jairus to ask Jesus to simply speak a word to heal her, as a Roman centurion 
later did (Luke 7:7). He believed that the touch of Jesus was necessary. 

Jesus needed no convincing, and started out to Jairus' house as the crowds continued to 
press against Him. 

(5:25-29) Now a certain woman had a flow of blood for twelve years, and had 
suffered many things from many physicians. She had spent all that she had and 
was no better, but rather grew worse. When she heard about Jesus, she came 
behind Him in the crowd and touched His garment. For she said, "If only I may 
touch His clothes, I shall be made well." Immediately the fountain of her blood was 
dried up, and she felt in her body that she was healed of the affliction. 

Mark now places another story within a story. As the people moved on to Jairus' house, 
an unnamed woman in the crowd edged closer to Jesus. She had a severe vaginal 
hemorrhage which she had borne for twelve years. The bleeding may not have been 
continual, but it was excessive when it came, leaving her weak from anemia, and in pain. 
But her problems did not end there. 

She was in financial need, because she had spent all of her funds on doctors, none of 
whom were able to help. The Talmud lists all sorts of strange potions and rituals for 
dealing with this particular affliction—such as onions boiled in wine and then drunk; 
carrying the ashes of an ostrich egg in a pouch; or letting someone approach from behind 
to scare it out of the person, like we do today with hiccups! 

But perhaps her worst problem was social. The ailment made her unclean according to 
the Mosaic Law (see Leviticus 15:25-27).  She could not come into contact with anyone 
socially. She could not attend services at the temple or the synagogue and could not offer 
sacrifices. Her condition was truly one of total misery. 

This day the crowd provided cover for her so she could approach Jesus unnoticed. She 
knew that she was rendering anyone she touched "unclean," but she was desperate. The 
woman knew that she was considered an outcast. She would not have even been allowed 
to talk to Jesus, let alone touch Him, so she came secretly. 

She could have thought of many excuses.  
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"He will not touch me if He knows my condition." "I'm not an important enough 
person."  

"Jairus got to Him first; I guess it will have to wait."  

     "Nothing else has helped, so why bother?" 

She overcame her fears and touched His garment. Her faith may have been weak, feeble, 
and even somewhat superstitious, but Jesus responded to faith as small as a grain of 
mustard seed. In an instant, she felt health and vitality flow through her body. The word 
"felt," would be better translated "knew." There was no doubt that something had 
happened. The source of her affliction had been eradicated, and she knew it. What a 
moment of incredible joy for her! 

(5:30-32) And Jesus, immediately knowing in Himself that power had gone out of 
Him, turned around in the crowd and said, "Who touched My clothes?" But His 
disciples said to Him, "You see the multitude thronging You, and You say, "Who 
touched Me?" And He looked around to see her who had done this thing. 

Jesus knew that power (Greek, dunamis) had flowed out of Him, just as the woman knew 
that power had flowed into her. Whether He actually felt something or had some inner 
knowledge of it is not revealed. There was a difference between the many in the crowd 
who were merely curious about Jesus, and the few who actually reached out to touch 
Him. F. B. Meyer says, "Proximity to Christ does not necessarily imply appropriation."32 
Jesus knows a meaningful touch of faith. It is also possible that "such healings cost Him 
much spiritual energy, for we read of His being wearied, and escaping from such things 
for times of recuperation and prayer."33 Jesus was so sensitive to the touch of faith, that 
He knew it was His garment that was touched. 

Jesus follows His question with a searching glance around the crowd. The purpose of the 
question is to draw the woman out. But the disciples, as usual, took Him literally and were 
incredulous. So far in the Gospel, the disciples were usually chiding Him (1:37; 4:38). We 
do not learn discipleship by following the example of the Twelve. We learn it from following 
Jesus. He ignored them and kept looking. This is one of many instances in Mark where 
the lack of faith and understanding of the disciples is highlighted. They were so intent on 
their own purposes that they lacked spiritual sensitivity or concern for a woman struggling 
to be healed. But Jesus kept looking for her sake, so that she could be public with her 
faith. 

(5:33-34) But the woman, fearing and trembling, knowing what had happened to 
her, came and fell down before Him and told Him the whole truth. And He said to 
her, "Daughter, your faith has made you well. Go in peace, and be healed of your 
affliction." 

Why was the woman "fearing and trembling?" First, she knew it was discourteous and 

                                            

32     Cited in the Life Application Bible Commentary, Mark, page 141. 

33     Cole, R. Alan. The Gospel According to St. Mark, page 221. 
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irreligious for a woman to engage a man in public conversation. Also, she had dared to 
"defile" others, including Jesus, by contact with them. But this needed to be exposed 
because it was right. She did not make the crowd unclean. She was made clean by Jesus. 
The crowd needed to know. As her humiliation was public knowledge, so must her healing 
be.  

Each word or phrase in Jesus' response was packed with meaning. "Daughter" (the word 
is used only here in the New Testament) is a term of endearment and acceptance. She 
was now a fully restored part of the family of Israel again. She could go back to the 
synagogue. 

"Your faith has made you well." The crowd, the Twelve, and Jairus, saw a model of 
courageous faith. Her faith had made the difference—not His garment. The result was full 
salvation. The Greek word can mean wholeness, preservation, deliverance, and 
forgiveness. These words speak to her past. The next ones speak to her future. 

Jesus says (literally), "Go into peace." A new door had opened, and Jesus was holding it 
open. This marked the beginning of her journey out of hopelessness, and into shalom, 
well-being and right relationship—peace with God. 

The faith of this woman puts the faith of some believers to shame. Two truths about faith 
must be noted.34 Do not keep your relationship with Jesus a secret. No matter the cost or 
risk, we are called to acknowledge Him and what He has done for us. 

.4. Jesus' Authority Over Death (5:35-43)  

Here Jesus shows that His authority, even over the last enemy (death), is very real. This 
experience is a foretaste of His ultimate victory through His own resurrection 

(5:35-36) While He was still speaking, some came from the ruler of the synagogue's 
house who said, "Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the Teacher any further?" As 
soon as Jesus heard the word that was spoken, He said to the ruler of the 
synagogue, "Do not be afraid; only believe" 

Jairus was undoubtedly feeling impatient with the interruption, but he watched the 
woman's healing with a growing flame of faith. Then, in one terrible moment, the flame 
seemed to be snuffed out as a messenger told him that his daughter had died. At least, 
while she was near death, there was hope. Now she was beyond help. 

Jesus ignored the words. With equal swiftness, He rekindled the flame by giving the 
command, "Do not be afraid," and then, in essence, added, "Keep on believing." Jairus' 
faith had grown as he witnessed a healing. Now he must keep on believing for a greater 
miracle. 

(5:37-40) And He permitted no one to follow Him except Peter, James, and John the 
brother of James. Then He came to the house of the ruler of the synagogue, and 
saw a tumult and those who wept and wailed loudly. When He came in, He said to 

                                            

34    Faith must be in the right object. We are not just called to "believe," but to "believe on the Lord Jesus 
Christ."  Faith also involves action, as James 2 says.  
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them, "Why make this commotion and weep? The child is not dead, but sleeping." 
And they ridiculed Him. But when He had put them all outside, He took the father 
and the mother of the child, and those who were with Him, and entered where the 
child was lying. 

Mark does not tell us when and how Peter, James, and John had become Jesus' "inner 
circle." But this was one of three significant moments in the life and ministry of our Lord 
which they were privileged to attend. The other occasions were the Transfiguration, and 
the agony in Gethsemane. The weeping and wailing were done by "professional 
mourners." The use of hired mourners was a common practice in that culture, especially 
for important officials like Jairus. Any lack of weeping and wailing would have been 
considered the ultimate disgrace and disrespect. 

Jesus speaks of death metaphorically as "sleep" (again, a common practice in that culture 
as well as in our own). Jesus later spoke of Lazarus' death as sleep (John 11:11). Stephen 
was described as having fallen asleep when he was stoned to death (Acts 7:60). Paul 
refers to the death of all believers as sleep (1 Corinthians 15:18-20; 1 Thessalonians 4:14, 
5:10). The meaning is that death will not have the final say. The image of sleep also 
indicates that the daughter's condition was temporary. The text is clear that the girl was 
dead. Jesus did not contradict the messenger's report; He limited the number of observers 
for His miracle and restricted the reporting of the event; and those who witnessed the 
miracle were utterly amazed.  

That the mourners changed so quickly, from mourning to laughter in verse 40 (KJV says 
they "laughed him to scorn")—shows that their concern was superficial and insensitive. 
So Jesus literally "threw them out." He would have the last laugh. Notice how Jesus took 
over as head of the house. And so He should be. 

(5:41-43) Then He took the child by the hand and said to her, "Talitha, cumi," which 
is translated, "Little girl, I say to you, arise." Immediately the girl arose and walked, 
for she was twelve years of age. And they were overcome with great amazement. 
But He commanded them strictly that no one should know it, and said that 
something should be given her to eat. 

Jesus, with tender compassion, took the girl by the hand and addressed her as a mother 
would a sleeping child. I remember growing up without an alarm clock by my bed. My 
mother would awaken me every school day morning by calling out softly at the bottom of 
the stairs, "Ray, time to get up." This is essentially what Jesus said to Jairus' daughter. 
Mark quotes His words in Aramaic, then translates them for his Roman audience. These 
words would have been etched into Peter's memory as he related them. If Mark had only 
transliterated the words, his Greek-speaking readers would have seen them as some 
magical formula, instead of the tender words of life that they were. 

Touching a dead body would defile Jesus according to Jewish law. But He had already 
contacted a leper, a demoniac, and a woman with an issue of blood. Again, compassion 
trumps the letter of the law. How tough Jesus could be with wild winds and raging demons, 
and how tender He could be with a child. 

The little girl immediately got up and started walking. It is interesting to note that she was 
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twelve years old, the same number of years that the previous woman had been ill. The 
unnamed woman's illness began at the time of the daughter's birth. Jesus' healings were 
always complete. She did not come back to life feverish or sick. The witnesses were 
beside themselves with astonishment 

But again Jesus wanted to avoid drawing attention from His message. And many in the 
crowd who had laughed would have been more than willing to draw false conclusions and 
make false accusations. Still, the miracle would be impossible to hide. The facts would 
reveal the truth in a short time. So the admonition was that no one knew how she had 
been restored. 

Jesus' second command expressed His concern for our basic needs. The daughter would 
be hungry, more proof that she was completely well. 

Mennonite commentator Timothy Geddert points out that "these two miracles portray 
Jesus' commitment to ministry on the run, as he meets pressing needs without losing 
sight of the larger picture."35 

Both stories are about females; both involve the number twelve; both include foolish 
comments from bystanders; both highlight faith and the salvation and life that can flow 
from faith. This theme will be important, by contrast, in the next section. 

A calm sea, a relaxed man, a free woman, and a hungry child, all demonstrate the power 
and authority of Jesus. He had confronted the most destructive forces known to us, all of 
which were out of control. Exercising His authority over these forces, in response to 
human futility, Jesus brings the peace that passes all understanding.  

There are those who deny the authority and deity and power of the Lord Jesus. The 
burden of proof is on those who deny Him, not on those who believe His Word. 
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6. THE RESPONSE OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 6:1-7:23 

This next section of Mark shows how Jesus responded to different circumstances and 
events. His responses served as models for Mark's readers, and also for us today. The 
context for these responses was the growing opposition to His ministry even as He 
reached the peak of His popularity. But Jesus knew this acclaim would not last long in the 
fickle hearts of those He served. 

1. Jesus' Response to Unbelief (6:1-13) 

Jesus had a three-fold response to the unbelief expressed in His home town. He then 
prepared the disciples for the possibility of rejection in their own ministry.  

(6:1-3) Then He went out from there and came to His own country, and His disciples 
followed Him. And when the Sabbath had come, He began to teach in the 
synagogue. And many hearing Him were astonished, saying, "Where did this Man 
get these things? And what wisdom is this which is given to Him, that such mighty 
works are performed by His hands! Is this not the carpenter, the Son of Mary, and 
the brother of James, Joses, Judas, and Simon? And are not His sisters here with 
us?" And they were offended at Him.  

Jesus returned home, this time with His disciples. He had been rejected there, with violent 
rage, at the beginning of His ministry (Luke 4:14-30). But, customary to His nature, Jesus 
gave Nazareth a second opportunity, using the usual venue, the Sabbath synagogue 
service. He was invited to teach, and the initial response of the people was amazement 
(literally, "struck out of their senses"). But this quickly turned to contempt. The people 
asked the right questions, but with the wrong attitude. Their prejudice toward the 
"hometown boy" overruled the evidence. 

In verse 3, we have the only New Testament reference to Jesus being a carpenter. In 
Matthew 13:55, He is referred to as "the carpenter's son." The term could be used of a 
skilled laborer (a craftsman) who had built things by hand. Justin Martyr, in the second 
century A.D., wrote that Jesus made plows and yokes, a trade He had learned from 
Joseph. Bishop Ryle wisely comments: 

He who made heaven and earth and sea and all that is in them—He without whom nothing 
was made that has been made—the Son of God Himself, took the very nature of a 
servant, and by the sweat of His brow ate His food (Genesis 3:19) as a working man.36 

But there is cynicism here: "A common laborer parading as a learned scholar!" 

Then there comes a deliberate put-down. One was normally referred to as the son of his 
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father, so the phrase, "Son of Mary," was at worst, a statement that He was illegitimate—
since rumors that Mary was pregnant before marrying Joseph still persisted. This is a 
painful reminder of the sacrifice Mary made by committing herself to be "the handmaiden 
of the Lord." 

The mention of Jesus' brothers and sisters was another reminder that the people saw 
Him as only an ordinary young man from their community. It also served to remind Jesus 
that His own family had recently come to take Him home, thinking Him to be mad. Indeed, 
His brothers would not believe until after His resurrection. 

The people of Nazareth recognized Jesus' wisdom and works but not what they were to 
teach. They only saw a home-town boy with less than honorable beginnings. They could 
not explain Him, so they rejected Him. The verb, "were offended," is in the passive voice 
in Greek, which means that Jesus Himself did not cause their stumbling. Their doubt and 
rejection were their own responsibility. 

We must ask if we too can get so familiar with Christ and the great truths of the gospel, 
that we take them lightly and lose our wonder. 

(6:4-6) But Jesus said to them, "A prophet is not without honor except in his own 
country, among his own relatives, and in his own house." Now He could do no 
mighty work there, except that He laid His hands on a few sick people and healed 
them. And He marveled because of their unbelief. Then He went about the villages 
in a circuit, teaching. 

We have seen Nazareth's reaction to Jesus. Now we see Jesus' threefold reaction to 
Nazareth. 

First, He repeated a rabbinical proverb, saying, in effect, that "familiarity breeds 
contempt." It seems that the closer people were to Jesus, the less they understood Him. 

Jesus' second reaction was to give a minimal healing ministry. Unlike elsewhere, there 
were no crowds pressing against Him and no sick people being brought to Him. A few 
came and saw past the externals. These He healed with His usual compassion. But for 
the most part, He did no miracles—not that He was unable to do miracles, but rather that 
He restricted Himself by the absence of faith and of a genuine sense of need in the hearts 
of the people. 

The third response of Jesus was amazement (the same word used in verse 2). It is 
fascinating to see that Jesus is said to have been amazed only twice in His ministry—
here with the absence of faith, and while with a Roman centurion who trusted Him to heal 
His servant from a distance with a word. Jesus was amazed at the man's great faith (Luke 
7:9, Matthew 8:10). We must ask, "Would Jesus be amazed at our level of faith today?" 

Jesus knew their hearts. They had already had opportunities. Miracles are not used to 
convince stubborn people who have already rejected the message. Their decision to be 
offended by Him, said more about their hearts than it did about Jesus' character. 

Today, unbelief robs the church of so much power and effective witness. And what about 
my lack of faith—does it prevent Jesus from working in and through my life, my family, 
my church? 
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Undeterred, Jesus left Nazareth and continued His ministry. If friends, neighbors, or family 
do not receive your work for the Lord, do not let that rejection keep you from continuing 
to serve Him. 

(6:7-13) And He called the twelve to Himself, and began to send them out two by 
two, and gave them power over unclean spirits. He commanded them to take 
nothing for the journey except a staff—no bag, no bread, no copper in their money 
belts—but to wear sandals, and not to put on two tunics. Also He said to them, "In 
whatever place you enter a house, stay there until you depart from that place. And 
whoever will not receive you nor hear you, when you depart from there, shake off 
the dust under your feet as a testimony against them. Assuredly, I say to you, it will 
be more tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment than for that 
city!" So they went out and preached that people should repent. And they cast out 
many demons, and anointed with oil many who were sick, and healed them. 

Jesus began a circular path through the villages around Nazareth, but then verse 7 says 
that He began to send the disciples out. The Greek verb ("apostellein") is the term from 
which we get the word "apostle," which means "to be sent with a mission." Our concept 
of an ambassador would best capture the idea. Although they would have covered a 
larger area individually, the disciples were sent in pairs to promote added protection, 
encouragement, comfort, and discernment (see Ecclesiastes 4:9-12). It would also fulfill 
the Mosaic Law by validating their message on the strength of two witnesses 
(Deuteronomy 19:15). This is still a good plan today. Jesus sent them out to witness, not 
to invite others to a meeting. There is no New Testament command for unbelievers to 
come to church, but more than once the church is told to go.37  

The instructions that follow must be seen in their context. At this point, the Twelve were 
on a one-time, limited, urgent mission. These are not universal rules, but there are 
underlying principles that apply. The "purse" (KJV) probably refers to a "beggar's bag." 
They were not to ask for money, and they were only to take sandals and one tunic or 
undergarment. A second tunic was normally used as a blanket for sleeping under the 
stars. This was a training mission, so they were to travel lightly and take minimal supplies. 
One principle here is that God's servants are to trust Him for their needs and to live simply. 

A second principle is that those who hear and receive the message should be the means 
through which God provides. The disciples were to find a headquarters from which to 
operate and stay with gratitude at whatever home was offered, not looking for 
opportunities to find a "better place." God's believing people are to be generous in 
providing material aid for those who bring them spiritual blessings (see Galatians 6:6). 

The message in verse 11 is a reminder of God's judgment. Those who will not receive 
the message are responsible for their choice. Jews always cleaned their feet upon 
entering the borders of Israel, when returning from abroad, because the soil of other lands 
was considered unclean. Whoever rejected the proclamation of the kingdom had shown 
that they were like the pagans who did not regard the Law of God. This act declared a 
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village to be pagan and was designed to make people think about their spiritual condition. 
To reject the message of the apostles was and is to reject the One who sent them. 

Verses 12-13 summarize the ministry of the disciples. The description is like that of Jesus' 
ministry in Chapter 1, verses 15 and 39. They were His representatives. Their message 
and power was His, as were the results. 

The apostles preached repentance, urging people to make a choice. They cast out 
demons and anointed people for healing, being able to distinguish between demon 
possession and sickness—unlike persons of charismatic persuasion whom I have 
encountered at times—who believed that demons were the cause of every illness. 

Here we see the only reference to anointing with oil apart from the more familiar text in 
James 5. Some commentators say that the oil was only used medicinally and was never 
intended to be a church ordinance. While it is true that olive oil had some medicinal 
properties, the New Testament emphasizes the oil's symbolism of faith, surrender, and 
the power of the Holy Spirit to heal.38 

2. Jesus' Response to Grief (6:14-29) 

Here we have the only extended narrative in Mark that is not directly about Jesus. The 
story of the passion of John the Baptist is included by Mark to set up the report of the next 
phase of Jesus' public ministry. It also reminds us that our Lord was not untouched by the 
loss of family and friends, and it foreshadows Jesus' own coming rejection. 

(6:14-16) Now King Herod heard of Him, for His name had become well known. And 
he said, "John the Baptist is risen from the dead, and therefore these powers are 
at work in him." Others said, "It is Elijah." And others said, "It is the Prophet, or like 
one of the prophets." But when Herod heard, he said, "This is John, whom I 
beheaded; he has been raised from the dead!" 

Mark referred to Herod as a "King," but, in truth, he was only a tetrarch. Herod the Great, 
who slaughtered babies in an attempt to kill the infant Jesus, had three sons, each of 
them to a different wife. When he died, Rome divided his kingdom between the half-
brothers—Philip, Aristobulus, and Antipas, who controlled Galilee. Aristobulus had a 
daughter (Herodias), who married her half-uncle Philip. While there was no law that 
forbade a niece from marrying her uncle, it was greatly frowned upon. But then she left 
Philip to marry another half-uncle, Herod Antipas, who divorced his wife to wed her. There 
was a law against that kind of relationship (see Leviticus 18:16). 

When Herod Antipas heard about the supernatural ministry of the Twelve, he listened to 
the opinions offered by others, but his own guilty conscience, mixed with superstition, led 
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him to a different conclusion—that John, whom he had beheaded, had been raised from 
the dead. 

(6:17-20) For Herod himself had sent and laid hold of John, and bound him in prison 
for the sake of Herodias, his brother Philip's wife; for he had married her. Because 
John had said to Herod, "It is not lawful for you to have your brother's wife." 
Therefore Herodias held it against him and wanted to kill him, but she could not; 
for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a just and holy man, and he protected 
him. And when he heard him, he did many things, and heard him gladly. 

The statement of Herod in verse 16 provides Mark an opportunity to insert yet another 
narrative within a narrative, this time by way of flashback. Mark 1:14 had already reported 
that John was "handed over" to Herod.  Herod sent soldiers to arrest John, because John 
had boldly spoken against the adulterous affair of Herod and his new wife. 

Herodias held a continuing grudge against John and wanted to kill him, but Herod had a 
superstitious fear of John. Anyone who knows the story of the Herod family knows that 
this was no exaggeration. The family history was filled with hatred, deceit, and 
vengeance, including the murders of close family members.  

Herodias was determined to do as she pleased without being challenged. Since Herod 
knew what his wife was capable of doing, but at the same time he could not resist listening 
to John—he kept the prophet in protective custody in the fortress of Machaerus, built on 
a high ridge near the Dead Sea. While the main palace was in Tiberius, Herod also had 
a magnificent palace inside Machaerus, with dungeons below, where today, one can still 
see the chains that may have held John. 

(6:21-25) Then an opportune day came when Herod on his birthday gave a feast for 
his nobles, the high officers, and the chief men of Galilee. And when Herodias' 
daughter herself came in and danced, and pleased Herod and those who sat with 
him, the king said to the girl, "Ask me whatever you want, and I will give it to you." 
He also swore to her, "Whatever you ask me, I will give you, up to half my kingdom." 
So she went out and said to her mother, "What shall I ask?" And she said, "The 
head of John the Baptist!" Immediately she came in with haste to the king and 
asked, saying, "I want you to give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a 
platter." 

Herodias was lying in wait, and Herod's birthday provided the opportunity she sought. An 
array of important guests had been invited, including government and military officials 
and members of the upper crust of Jerusalem society. Wherever guilt and hatred are 
harbored, Satan will create an opportunity for violence, as he did between Cain and Abel, 
and has done ever since. The daughter of Herodias (and step-daughter of Herod) is 
described as a "girl" of marriageable age, probably in her mid-teens. The Jewish historian, 
Josephus, tells us that her name was Salome. Given the nature of the occasion, it was a 
highly provocative affair. But in this case, the royal princess performed the sensual 
dance39 that so pleased Herod and his guests. The mixture of wine and lust made Herod 
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crazy for the young woman. His wife's anger had not fazed him, but the dancing of a 
teenage girl weakened his resolve. Perhaps he noted a hesitation on her part. So he 
swore an oath to her in front of his guests. The words, "up to half my kingdom," were likely 
not to be taken literally. The crowd knew that Herod was not a king and that his power 
was derived from Rome. The expression simply meant "almost anything." 

Salome ran to her mother (Herodias) and asked for instructions. Herodias had probably 
instigated the dance and anticipated the outcome. Salome was either in full agreement 
with, or completely controlled by her mother. But she was not innocent. She was not 
opposed—and there was no hesitation on her part. She willingly performed the dance 
and made the request, which really seemed to be a kind of demand. She herself added 
that she wanted John's head "right now" and "on a platter."  

(6:26-29) And the king was exceedingly sorry; yet, because of the oaths and 
because of those who sat with him, he did not want to refuse her. Immediately the 
king sent an executioner and commanded his head to be brought. And he went and 
beheaded him in prison, brought his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl; and 
the girl gave it to her mother. When his disciples heard of it, they came and took 
away his corpse and laid it in a tomb. 

Suddenly Herod became ethical! He realized the foolishness of his promise and 
attempted to do damage control. He knew he had been trapped by his wife and was 
grieved by his own stupidity. He respected John greatly, but his pride outweighed his 
sorrow, so he used the excuse, "A promise is a promise." Or as Brethren would say it, "A 
man's word is his bond." He was as guilty of murder as were Herodias and Salome. And 
it is a sad commentary on the guests, that Herod would lose face less by carrying out the 
horrible promise, than he would by breaking his oath. How easy it is to give in to the 
crowd. How many have buried their consciences for fear of what others would think?  

And so the gruesome deed was done. John's disciples buried him, and Matthew 14:12 
adds that they told Jesus about it, bringing grief to Him on what was to be the start of one 
of the most stressful days of His life. 

John's death was an encouragement for the believers in Rome, for they heard how faithful 
he was to the end. Jesus would be faithful to the end also. And so it was with the disciples. 
And so can we persevere faithfully to the end! It is important that we do not "lose heart" 
(Galatians 6:9). 

As far as Herod was concerned, the matter did not end there. Luke writes that Jesus 
appeared before Antipas during His trial, and Herod tried to get Him to do a miracle for 
show. How awful it is, when Jesus has nothing to say to a person because his heart is 
hardened beyond repair. 

Then in A.D. 36, King Aretas IV (the father of Herod's first wife and ruler of the Nabatean 
kingdom which bordered Herod's territory), finally vented his anger for the shame and 
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injustice suffered by his daughter. He attacked and destroyed Herod's army. Josephus 
writes that many believed this served as a just punishment for what he had done to John. 
Three years later, Herod was removed by the Roman Emperor Caligula, based on 
charges by his nephew, Herod Agrippa I, and ended his life in exile. 

3. Jesus' Response to Need (6:30-44) 

Upon receiving the news of His earthly cousin's death, Jesus was seeking to get away. 
But the crowds followed, and His compassionate heart once again took over. Apart from 
the resurrection of Christ, we have in this passage the only miracle which is found in all 
four of the Gospel accounts. Obviously, the evangelists saw this miracle as a key event 
in Jesus' life. 

(6:30-34) Then the apostles gathered to Jesus and told  Him all things, both what 
they had done and what they had taught. And He said to them, "Come aside by 
yourselves to a deserted place and rest a while." For there were many coming and 
going and they did not even have time to eat. So they departed to a deserted place 
in the boat by themselves. But the multitudes saw them departing, and many knew 
Him and ran there on foot from all the cities. They arrived before them and came 
together to Him. And Jesus, when He came out, saw a great multitude and was 
moved with compassion for them, because they were like sheep not having a 
shepherd. So He began to teach them many things.  

This paragraph concludes the theme which began in verse 7 of the chapter. The mission 
of the Twelve was likely what had aroused Herod's suspicions. The ministry of the 
apostles surpassed their expectations. But while it was exciting for them, it was also 
exhausting. Jesus reminded them that rest can be holy. As the Baptist preacher, Vance 
Havner, often said, "If you don't come apart, you'll go to pieces!" Even Jesus, the Son of 
God, needed time for rest and fellowship with His friends and to find renewal from His 
Father. Add to this that the political and religious climates were beginning to turn against 
Him, and that the crowds were surging, and not allowing them time to eat and have true 
fellowship. Interestingly, Jesus suggested a desert place for Him to commune with the 
Twelve. 

But the people had other ideas. They figured out where Jesus was headed and ran around 
the edge of the lake, probably twice the distance that the boat sailed, so that they were 
waiting on shore when Jesus and the Twelve landed. To the disciples, the crowd 
represented a nuisance, but to Jesus, they were like sheep aimlessly wandering and 
desperately seeking guidance. Therefore, His response was compassion. Jesus showed 
this deep, gut-wrenching emotion nine times in the New Testament. He began to teach 
them. Since it was spring in Palestine, and the sun set around 6:00 P.M., this was 
probably around 4:00 P.M. 

(6:35-37) When the day was now far spent, His disciples came to Him and said, 
"This is a deserted place, and already the hour is late. Send them away, that they 
may go into the surrounding country and villages and buy themselves bread; for 
they have nothing to eat." But He answered and said to them, "You give them 
something to eat." And they said to Him, "Shall we go and buy two hundred denarii 
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worth of bread and give them something to eat?" 

The disciples had just done miracles in Jesus' name, yet now they could only see the 
natural situation—a desert place and the lateness of the day. So they had two possible 
solutions: either send the people away to find their own food, or raise enough money to 
buy it for everyone. Warren Wiersbe says that they would have made the perfect church 
committee, which he defines as "a group of people who individually can do nothing and 
collectively decide that nothing can be done!"40 But Jesus saw it as an opportunity to trust 
Him. He knew that the disciples lacked the means to feed the crowds. He was simply 
reminding them not to run from a responsibility, but to trust God.  

Even though they had just returned from a successful mission, Jesus' request seemed 
impossible. To feed the crowd would cost two thirds of a year's salary. They did the math 
and found the situation hopeless. Even if they had the money, they would have to walk to 
nearby villages to track down enough bread, and then somehow carry it all back. 

(6:38-40) But He said to them, "How many loaves do you have? Go and see." And 
when they found out, they said, "Five, and two fish." Then He commanded them to 
make them all sit down in groups on the green grass. So they sat down in ranks, in 
hundreds and in fifties. 

There was desperation in the disciples' answer. John's Gospel tells us that this was the 
lunch of a little boy. The disciples had to learn that while they were the instruments 
through which food would come, they were not the source. The first step in meeting needs 
is not to measure our own resources, but to determine God's will and then to trust Him to 
meet the need, using us if He determines so. Jesus acted with authority to organize the 
people. To their credit, the disciples followed instructions. The detail of the "green grass" 
would have been provided by Peter. It indicates that this took place in the early spring, 
around Passover time. Many Bible students believe this event would be occurring around 
the end of the second year of Jesus' ministry.  

There are several other things to note. The word for "sat" actually means that they 
reclined. This was not a mere snack which they were about to receive—but a feast to 
linger over. And the word, "groups" can be literally translated "garden plots." The colorfully 
garbed people reclining in groups of hundreds and fifties, would look, from a distance, 
like lovely beds of flowers. Of course, the arrangement would also enable the disciples to 
more readily feed large numbers quickly.  

(6:41-44) And when He had taken the five loaves and two fish, He looked up to 
heaven, blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to His disciples to set before 
them; and the two fish He divided among them all. So they all ate and were filled. 
And they took up twelve baskets full of fragments and of the fish. Now those who 
had eaten the loaves were about five thousand men.  

Jesus first gave thanks, not so much for the food, but for the God who provided it.  

                                            

40    Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary: Mark, page 132. 
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Exactly how and when the miracle of multiplication took place is unclear, except that it 
happened in the hands of Jesus. Somehow, Jesus multiplied the molecular structure of 
the barley cakes and fish. He broke (aorist tense, a single act) the bread and gave 
(imperfect tense, a continual action). The food kept multiplying as He dispensed it. In the 
end, Jesus broke five small loaves and two fish in such a way that well over 5,000 people 
ate and were satisfied. The God's Word Translation renders this verse, "They ate as much 
as they wanted." The disciples acted as waiters. Like them, we play an active role in 
feeding hungry people. Jesus provides the food, but we are to bring the provisions to the 
needy. 

A situation that seems impossible with human resources is simply an opportunity for God. 
The disciples gathered available food and organized people into groups. Then, in answer 
to prayer, God did the impossible. One of the major lessons from this experience recorded 
here—is do what you can, and then ask God to do the rest. 

If there was any doubt about the miracle, Mark adds that there were twelve baskets of 
leftovers, enough to feed the disciples for several days. The amount of food left far 
exceeded that with which they began. The Greek is clear that 5,000 males were fed, so 
adding the women and children who were present, many more than 5,000 ate their fill.  

The main lesson for us from this miracle, aside from the fact that Jesus can do the 
impossible, is that, while our contribution may not seem to be much to us,  Jesus can use 
and multiply whatever we commit to Him, including our time, energy, abilities, and 
treasures. The old hymn says it very well: 

Does the place you're called to labor, 

Seem so small and little known? 

It is great if God is in it, 

And He’ll not forget His own. 

 

Little is much when God is in it, 

Labor not for wealth or fame; 

There’s a crown and you can win it 

If you go in Jesus’ name.41 

4. Jesus' Response to Fear (6:45-56) 

This stressful day in the life of our Lord continued as He battled the temptation once again 
to be a king according to this world's idea rather than according to His Father's plan. Yet 
He did not leave His disciples helpless in the midst of another storm. 

                                            

41    Suffield, Kittie Louise Little is Much When God Is in It, Public Domain. The benefits of service done 
unselfishly in behalf of others will be multiplied. 
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(6:45-46) Immediately He made the disciples get into the boat and go before Him to 
the other side, to Bethsaida, while He sent the multitude away. And when He had 
sent them away, He departed to the mountain to pray. 

Mark does not explain the urgency of this moment, but John fills in the details for us. A 
climate of messianic fervor was dangerously close to boiling over. The crowd was ready 
to proclaim Jesus king at this moment with the hopes of deliverance from the hated 
Romans. Not only was this not the reaction Jesus wanted, but it would have forced events 
to happen before their appointed time. So He sent the disciples away to keep them from 
getting caught up in the middle of this nationalistic spirit. His kingdom would not be an 
earthly one, and He did not want the enthusiasm of the crowd to deter Him or His disciples 
from faithfully fulfilling their true mission. Still grieving from John's death and now once 
again facing the temptation to achieve His kingdom without the cross, Jesus needed to 
pray. He sent the disciples ahead across the lake, calmed the people down and dismissed 
them, and then headed to higher ground. This was a moment of severe testing, and He 
needed to renew His commitment to be faithful, even to the death of the cross. When 
temptation comes our way in any form, the example of Jesus is what we need to follow. 

(6:47-52) Now when evening came, the boat was in the middle of the sea; and He 
was alone on the land. Then He saw them straining at rowing, for the wind was 
against them. Now about the fourth watch of the night He came to them, walking 
on the sea, and would have passed them by. And when they saw Him walking on 
the sea, they supposed it was a ghost, and cried out; for they all saw Him and were 
troubled. But immediately He talked with them and said to them, "Be of good cheer! 
It is I; do not be afraid." Then He went up into the boat to them, and the wind ceased. 
And they were greatly amazed in themselves beyond measure, and marveled. For 
they had not understood about the loaves, because their heart was hardened. 

Jesus was aware of the disciples' struggle against the winds on the lake. Leaving His 
prayers and His own troubles behind, He went to help them. It is a good reminder that our 
Lord sees us straining at our responsibilities and burdens, and He does not desert us. 
Though we sometimes lose sight of Him, He never loses sight of us. 

Jesus came to them in the fourth watch of the night, between 3:00 and 4:00 A.M. The 
verb has the idea of coming alongside (or next to) the boat. The disciples were emotionally 
and physically exhausted. There were many common superstitions floating around at that 
time about spirits of the night and of the sea. In their desperate struggle against the 
elements, they probably thought they were being approached by one of these. 

Liberal students claim Jesus was just walking in shallow water off shore. But Mark says 
clearly that He was walking on the sea. John adds that the disciples had rowed out three 
or four miles by the time Jesus arrived (John 6:19). It takes great faith to believe that the 
disciples could see Jesus over two miles away at night in a storm! 

When Jesus got into the boat, the storm instantly abated—another miracle. The disciples 
were so stunned at seeing Jesus walk on water as though it were asphalt, that apparently 
they did not even notice. Verse 52 says that they were also hardened. If they would have 
understood the power evident at the feeding of the multitude, they would have understood 
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His walking on water. They would have seen that He was the Lord of Creation.  

Disciples can become hardened in their faith if they fail to respond to the spiritual lessons 
that must be learned. The Twelve missed the point—that Jesus was the same God as the 
God of Moses, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the One who is the "I AM."  

John's account gives the rest of the story. In a 24-hour period, Jesus had given His "Bread 
of Life" discourse, chiding the people for only seeking after free food, and missing the 
spiritual truth He represented. He follows this with a strong call to discipleship. Later, we 
read, "From that time many of His disciples went back and walked with Him no more" 
(John 6:66). 

(6:53-56) When they had crossed over, they came to the land of Gennesaret and 
anchored there. And when they came out of the boat, immediately the people 
recognized Him, ran through that whole surrounding region, and began to carry 
about on beds those who were sick to wherever they heard He was. Wherever He 
entered into villages, cities, or in the country, they laid the sick in the marketplaces, 
and begged Him that they might just touch the hem of His garment. And as many 
as touched Him were made well.  

Gennesaret was located along the northeast shore of the Sea of Galilee. When Jesus 
arrived, many people with sick relatives and friends started bringing them on their mats 
to Him for healing (6:55). We see in this passage that Jesus went about the countryside 
helping people (6:56). 

The crowds gave little evidence of spiritual understanding. Not everyone sought Him, and 
not many understood His real mission. There is a difference between pursuing Jesus and 
following Him. The people were not necessarily becoming true disciples, but were coming 
for "what they could get" by touching the fringes of Jesus' garment.  

The hem (tassel) was part of a uniform by which a Jew could be distinguished from a 
Gentile. Jews were forbidden to sell garments to Gentiles unless the tassel was removed. 

5. Jesus' Response to Hypocrisy (7:1-23) 

John tells us that Jesus' "Bread of Life" sermon took place at the synagogue in 
Capernaum, and this was where many in the crowd made their break with Him. A 
delegation from Jerusalem came on the scene to challenge Jesus again. His response to 
them was bold and uncompromising. 

(7:1-5) Then the Pharisees and some of the scribes came together to Him, having 
come from Jerusalem. Now when they saw some of the disciples eat bread with 
defiled, that is, with unwashed hands, they found fault. For the Pharisees and all 
the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands in a special way, holding the 
tradition of the elders. When they come from the marketplace, they do not eat 
unless they wash. And there are many other things they have received and hold, 
like the washing of cups, pitchers, copper vessels and couches. Then the 
Pharisees and scribes asked Him, "Why do Your disciples not walk according to 
the tradition of the elders, but at bread with unwashed hands?" 

The delegation from Jerusalem showed up as many of Jesus' so-called followers began 
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to leave. They had not walked 60-70 miles to hear Jesus teach,42 but to find some small 
detail with which they could charge Him.  

The Pharisees had over 630 rules about the Sabbath alone, some of which dated back 
all the way to their captivity in Babylon. In time, these traditions had become equal (in 
their minds) to Scripture itself. These washings were not commanded in the Law. 

In their eyes, the disciples were "defiled," ritually unclean. They had failed to observe the 
ritual washings before eating, an offense to observers of the traditions, even if their hands 
were actually clean. This was not a matter of hygiene. Yet in the eyes of the Pharisees, 
the disciples could not possibly be genuine sons of Abraham.  

Mark adds an interpretive note for his Roman readers. The "tradition of the elders" was 
made up of rules laid down by noted rabbis of the past, handed down from generation to 
generation, which had become a list of hundreds of minute details and ceremonial 
stipulations. They referred to this tradition as "the fence around the law," put there to 
insure that the Law itself would be protected from unwitting violations. The Mishnah, a 
collection of Jewish traditions, actually says, "It is a greater offense to teach anything 
contrary to the voice of the Rabbis than to contradict Scripture itself."43 But the spirit of 
the Law was being broken. This particular washing had to be done in a prescribed way—
persons would wash their hands, rinse them with fingers up to allow water to run down 
over the hands and drip from the elbows, then wash them again and rinse them with 
fingers down. This was repeated several times. 

One could certainly become unclean in the marketplace. Here the word used, is 
"baptize"—a total bath. Then there was the cultic cleaning of cooking, eating, and drinking 
utensils. The present day Jewish system of "kosher" practices arise out of some of these 
ancient customs. 

The question of the Jewish leaders was ostensibly directed at the disciples, but it was 
really a challenge to Jesus. They saw Him as responsible for the "bad" behavior of the 
disciples, and that made Him guilty of being a lawbreaker in their eyes. And so the 
confrontation began. 

(7:6-8) He answered and said to them, "Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, 
as it is written: 'This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me. 
And in vain they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.' 
For laying aside the commandment of God, you hold the tradition of men—the 
washing of pitchers and cups, and many other such things you do." 

                                            

42    James McGowan, in The Gospel of Mark, page 94, quotes E. Stanley Jones: "They came all the way 
from Jerusalem to meet Him, and their life attitudes were so negative and faultfinding that all they saw was 
unwashed hands. They couldn't see the greatest movement of redemption that had ever touched our 
planet—a movement that was cleansing the minds and souls and bodies of men. Their big eyes were 
opened wide to the little and marginal, and blind to the big. So history forgets them, the negative—forgets 
them except as a background for this impact of the positive Christ. They left a criticism; He left a conversion. 
They picked flaws, He picked followers." 

43   Rodney Cooper, The Holman New Testament Commentary: Mark, Max Anders, Ed., page 117. 
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Jesus did not respond directly, but went to the heart of the issue. The Pharisees were 
proud of their pious attitude toward Scripture, so Jesus went to the Scriptures for His 
reply. He quoted first from the Prophets (Isaiah), and then later from the Law itself. The 
term "hypocrite" is found only in the Synoptic Gospels. The word means "to judge under," 
or to make judgments from undercover. It refers to actors who wore masks in the Greek 
theater, masks with frowns for tragedies and smiles for comedies. The idea is that they 
were different in character and identity from what they really were. Jesus introduced the 
quote with the words, literally, "It stands written." When there is superficial love for God 
that does not come from a whole heart, then worship of God is empty, hopeless, and 
futile.  

Then Jesus said that the Pharisees were also guilty of discarding the commandment 
(singular). There is a basic unity in the commandments—love for God and neighbor 
wholeheartedly. On the surface, the Pharisees seemed impeccable in piety and 
observance of ritual. But they had failed in the deeper meaning of the Law. 

(7:9-13) He said to them, "All too well you reject the commandment of God that you 
may keep your tradition. For Moses said, 'Honor your father and your mother,' and 
'He who curses father or mother, let him be put to death.' But you say, 'If a man 
says to his father or mother, Whatever profit you might have received from me is 
Corban—(that is, a gift to God)'—then you no longer let him do anything for his 
father or his mother, making the word of God of no effect through your tradition, 
which you have handed down. And many such things you do." 

What the Pharisees claimed to be "tradition of the elders," our Lord called, "the tradition 
of men" and "your own tradition." There is a hint of sarcasm in Jesus' words. "Isn't it 
wonderful what you're doing?" Whenever God's commandment came into conflict with 
their traditions, God's commandment was treated as invalid. Jesus disassociated Himself 
from their tradition. Since they rejected the commandment of God, Jesus was essentially 
telling them that they were pagans. 

To prove His point, Jesus now quoted from Exodus 20:12 and 21:17, clearly affirming 
Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch. Their tradition of Corban nullified the fifth 
commandment. Verse 13 says that what was written by Moses is the "word of God." The 
first quote is about the abiding responsibility of children to properly respect their parents, 
which is not nullified when they become adults. The second quote speaks to how seriously 
God takes it when children dishonor their parents. He made it a capital crime. To curse 
means to revile or insult. 

Jesus puts the Pharisees in direct conflict with what God had said. The term Corban, 
which means "gift," was used when a person made a vow to dedicate something to God 
for sacred purposes. A son could call his property Corban and thus make it unavailable 
to his parents if they ever needed help, although the son kept possession of the property. 
Therefore, through the tradition, a son could legally violate the commandment of God, 
saying, "I cannot help you with what I have, it has been made a gift to God." 

Adult children had inherited possessions from parents while they were still alive so that 
they could afford to provide for their parents in later years. But tradition had found a way 



 76 

around this. The indictment was turned on them, and the hypocrites had no response. 

Not only did the son not have to honor his parents with his goods when he took the vow, 
he was not allowed to. People were not required to take such vows, but once they did, 
they had to keep them. Even if the son had a change of heart, the scribes would declare 
his vow to be binding, thus voiding the fifth commandment. 

Now Jesus returned to the basic charge, that they had nullified the Word of God. Jesus 
rejected their teaching that one command of God could annul another. Their interpretation 
of Corban and of many other traditions had to be re-evaluated. The authority of God's 
Word became secondary to the authority of the traditions. Today, there are some who still 
dodge God's commandments, twisting and misinterpreting the Word, so that it says what 
they want it to say.  

(7:14-16) When He had called all the multitude to Himself, He said to them, "Hear 
Me, everyone, and understand. There is nothing that enters a man from outside 
which can defile him; but the things which come out of him, those are the things 
that defile a man. If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear!" 

Now Jesus spoke to the crowd and made a more direct reply. He was about to say 
something of utmost importance. Jesus made a universal statement (everyone) and He 
made it with authority (Me). The merely external cannot defile one's inner being. 
Uncleanness comes from within, from the heart. Neither food nor nourishment makes one 
unclean, but what comes out of his mouth, his language, the expressions of his thoughts 
and character. It is rooted in his inherent sinful nature. Jesus was not rejecting a proper 
understanding of the Levitical law concerning clean and unclean, but denouncing the 
man-made traditions which had developed. Inner moral cleansing must come from a 
changed heart. "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God" (Matthew 5:8). 

Jesus' words would be good to remember in a day when some people feel they are being 
righteous by not eating red meat, or not eating any meat at all, or eating only organically 
produced food. People read labels and count grams of fat or milligrams of salt. While 
these practices might have good health benefits, let us never confuse them with true 
godliness. We should be more concerned with what we put into our minds through what 
we read or see with the eyes. These things affect our heart much more. 

(7:17-23) When He had entered a house away from the crowd, His disciples asked 
Him concerning the parable. So He said to them, "Are you thus without 
understanding also? Do you not perceive that whatever enters a man from outside 
cannot defile him, because it does not enter his heart but his stomach, and is 
eliminated, thus purifying all foods?" And He said, "What comes out of a man—
that defiles a man. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, 
adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, 
lewdness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come 
from within and defile a man." 

Jesus' declaration to the crowd surprised the disciples, and when they were alone, they 
asked Jesus to explain. His first words were either a question or a statement of surprise. 
"I know why the Pharisees do not get it, but you, who have been with me for so long…" 
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Obviously, they had again missed the point. Nothing that enters us makes us ceremonially 
unclean or impure. 

The body is a wondrous work of God. It processes food, filters it, takes what it needs and 
uses it, and eliminates the rest. Food, whether clean or unclean, simply goes into the 
stomach and digestive tract, and then is discarded. The Old Testament ceremonial 
distinctions between clean and unclean were meant to teach the importance of moral 
purity, but they could not create it. Jesus fulfilled the Law by bringing an end to the 
ceremonial distinctions. Jesus then repeated what He had said to the crowd. 

The heart is the seat of our being, the source of our feelings, thoughts, affections, choices, 
and actions. This is where moral defilement happens. The outward display of speech and 
action reflects what is in our hearts. The Pharisees were adept at keeping the outside of 
the cup clean, but their twisting of the Law, as in the use of Corban, showed an inward 
defilement that exposed their evil hearts. Sinful words and actions come "from within" 
(they are not merely external), and from "out of the heart" (not from food). 

Then Jesus listed thirteen vices and attitudes. Some of the vices are plural and others 
are singular. 

 Evil thoughts are the source of evil actions. 

 Adulteries are illicit sexual activities that violate marriage vows, while "fornications" 
speak of any type of unlawful, extramarital sexual acts. 

 Murders are taking the God-given lives of others. 

 Thefts are taking things that belong to others. 

 Covetousness refers to the relentless urge to get more for ourselves.  

 Wickedness is doing deliberately malicious things to others despite the good that 
has been done to us. 

 Deceit is tricking or misleading others by lying. 

 Lewdness (lasciviousness) means any open behavior that shocks public decency. 

 Evil eye comes from a Hebrew term for envy, the desire for something possessed 
by another. 

 Blasphemy refers to abusive or harmful speech against God or other people, to 
destroy another's reputation. 

 Pride is thinking of oneself as better than others. 

 Foolishness refers to the one who does not know God and who has no desire to 
obey God, and who therefore lacks discernment between right and wrong. This 
final term summarizes the list. In the Bible, foolishness is not an intellectual issue, 
but a moral one. To sin is to play the fool. 

Christ concludes His teaching about ritual purification in verse 23. Sin, coming from within 
a person, destroys fellowship with God and makes him unclean. These actions show 
beyond a doubt that such a one is unclean before God. Galatians 5:19-21 supports this 
idea: 

Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, 
lewdness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish 
ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like; of 
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which I tell you beforehand, just as I also told you in time past, that those who practice 
such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

We must test all teaching and all traditions by the Word of God. Not all tradition is bad, 
but it cannot supersede Scripture as our authority. 

We must acknowledge that we are truly unclean, confess our need to be cleansed, and 
our need of a Savior. He is always ready to answer the cry of a longing heart. 
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7. THE WITHDRAWAL OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 7:24-8:26 

Here we have the only recorded prolonged journey of Jesus into Gentile territory during 
His ministry. The moment was approaching for Jesus to reveal Himself fully to His 
disciples, and to do this, He wanted to be away from the hotbed of controversy which the 
crowds and the Pharisees had created. But this did not stop Him from continuing His 
compassionate ministry. 

1. The Faith of a Gentile Woman (7:24-30) 

A Gentile woman with a demonized daughter gives us all a great example of faith and 
persistence in the face of the seeming silence of God. 

(7:24-26) From there He arose and went to the region of Tyre and Sidon, And He 
entered a house and wanted no one to know it, but He could not be hidden. For a 
woman whose young daughter had an unclean spirit heard about Him, and she 
came and fell at His feet. The woman was a Greek, a Syro-Phoenician by birth, and 
she kept asking Him to cast the demon out of her daughter. 

Jesus withdrew from Galilee, still trying to find sought-after rest. He went into the region 
of Tyre, along the Mediterranean Sea, north of Galilee. Mark records three events during 
this time. It is significant that the experience with the Gentile woman occurs immediately 
after the discussion about clean and unclean. Besides wanting rest and to escape the 
accusations of the scribes and Pharisees, He was also demonstrating that nothing is 
unclean except what comes from the heart, and that He is willing to attend to the needs 
of an "unclean" Syro-Phoenician. Jesus was now in pagan territory. He entered a house 
to rest, but His fame had gone before Him. Mark 3:8 informed readers that some from this 
area had previously observed His ministry. 

Before ever mentioning the woman's ethnic background, Mark states her need, namely, 
a demon-possessed daughter in desperate need of help. He uses the diminutive form of 
"daughter," a term of endearment. Demons affected Jew and Gentile, children and adults, 
male and female. The woman entered and prostrated herself at Jesus' feet. This was not 
so much adoration as an urgent plea. It showed her humility, submission, and anxiety. 

She was a Gentile, and the tradition that Jesus had just criticized taught that it was 
unlawful for Jews to interact with non-Jews. She was Greek in culture, Syrian in tongue, 
and Phoenician in race. But this despised woman came to Jesus. She continued to plead 
with Him for help. 

(7:27-30) But Jesus said to her, "Let the children be filled first, for it is not good to 
take the children's bread and throw it to the little dogs" And she answered and said 
to Him, "Yes, Lord, yet even the little dogs under the table eat from the children's 
crumbs." Then he said to her, "For this saying go your way; the demon has gone 
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out of your daughter." And when she had come to her house, she found the demon 
gone out, and her daughter lying on the bed. 

If Jesus had followed the oral tradition, He would never have acknowledged the woman, 
but He responded. God's plan was that the House of Israel would receive the message 
first. It was the same later with the apostolic church. "For I am not ashamed of the gospel 
of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes, for the Jew 
first and also for the Greek" (Romans 1:16). Jesus only suggested that the children's 
needs be met first, not that the needs of others could not be met later. The woman needed 
to know that if her desire was granted, it would be an exception. Then Jesus used a 
proverb. "Children's bread" refers to blessings which came to the Jews. It would not be 
proper to take the blessings of Israel and give them to Gentiles. It is crucial to note that 
the term Jesus used here for "dogs" was not the normal word that Jews used for Gentiles, 
which referred to scavenger dogs which were untamed and lurked in alleys and byways 
in the towns. Jesus used the term, "little dogs," which would have the sense of household 
pets.44 Pets are not children, but they do have a place in the home. 

The woman was astute. She perceived that Jesus was not referring to food, children, or 
dogs, but to the relationships of Jews and other nations. She saw a ray of hope. The 
seeming sternness of the answer did not mask His love. Thus, she was able to challenge 
Him optimistically. She did not challenge the right of the Jews to abundance, but made 
her request on the basis of leftovers. There is evidence of God's gracious work among 
Gentiles throughout the Old Testament—Ruth, the widow of Zaraphath, and Namaan, to 
name a few. Her logic was that even dogs benefited from what the children neglected. So 
a receptive Gentile should not be ignored for the sake of a people who would not fully 
benefit from the food prepared for them. 

Jesus rejoiced in her answer. Here was a woman who understood what He was saying 
and still dared to ask for just a crumb. And the crumb was enough! Matthew 15:28 says 
that He praised her for that faith. He simply told her to go and assured her that her 
daughter was well. Her faith is shown not only in how she answered Jesus, but in how 
she went home without further discussion. 

What relief the mother felt to come home and find her daughter free from the demon and 
at peace. Jesus' words had been reliable. It was an instantaneous restoration.  

The faith of the Gentile woman was rewarded, and the disciples learned a valuable 
lesson. Those "far off" can also receive grace. As pastor of a congregation that was 
instrumental in getting the passage of the 2007 study paper on intercultural ministry 
passed by the Church of the Brethren Annual Conference, I can see the need for the 
Church of the Brethren (and other Anabaptist-related churches) to be more intentional in 
reaching out to people of other cultures and colors, so that our church might better reflect 

                                            

44    Walter Wessel says, "Jesus' reply is in the form of a comparison between the children of the household, 
and the little dogs (Greek, kynarioi) that were kept as household pets (verse 27). The contrast is between 
the privileged position of Israel (children) and the less privileged Gentiles (little dogs)" (The Expositer's Bible 
Commentary: Mark, Frank Gaebelein, Ed., page 682). 
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the church that is described in Revelation 7:9, a multitude from every tribe, and tongue, 
and people, and nation. 

2. The Deaf and Mute Man (7:31-37) 

Jesus performed another miraculous healing in an account found only in Mark. Again, He 
could not keep His fame from spreading. 

(31-32) Again, departing from the region of Tyre and Sidon, He came through the 
midst of the region of Decapolis to the Sea of Galilee. Then they brought to Him 
one who was deaf and had an impediment in his speech, and they begged Him to 
put His hand on him. 

Some have estimated that Jesus' ministry in Gentile territory may have lasted as long as 
eight months.45 That would mean that almost one third of Jesus' ministry was among 
Gentiles! The area known as Decapolis ("ten cities") was east and southeast of the Sea 
of Galilee. This trip would provide Jesus time alone with His disciples, some relief from 
His enemies, and much needed rest. 

Some concerned friends brought a man with both hearing and speaking handicaps. He 
had likely been born deaf since he could speak with difficulty. 

(7:33-35) And He took Him aside from the multitude and put His fingers in his ears, 
and He spat and touched his tongue. Then, looking into heaven, He sighed and said 
to him, "Ephphatha," that is, "Be opened." Immediately, his ears were opened, and 
the impediment of his tongue was loosed, and he spoke plainly. 

For such a brief account, Mark is very detailed. Jesus took the man away from the crowd 
to put him at ease and to avoid distractions. The man had, doubtless, endured ridicule in 
the past. Many will testify that it is harder to be deaf even than to be blind, because when 
one cannot speak or hear, others may think of the person as just stupid. The man could 
not hear Jesus, but he could feel His fingers touching his ears and tongue. This would 
awaken his faith. Jesus looked up to show where the healing power would come from 
then sighed, expressing His own feeling of sympathy. All of this told the man that he could 
expect healing. Perhaps the man could read lips. So again, Mark translates an Aramaic 
word for his Roman audience. The verbal command, not the gesture, brought the healing. 
And immediately, the binding of the tongue was removed and the deaf ears heard. He 
could hear and speak normally. 

(7:36-37) Then He commanded them that they should tell no one, but the more He 
commanded them, the more widely they proclaimed it. And they were astonished 
beyond measure, saying, "He has done all things well. He makes both the deaf to 
hear and the mute to speak." 

                                            

45    Jesus now went to Decapolis on the east side of the Sea of Galilee. Graham Scroggie observes that 
"Jesus had been there before, and the people had asked Him to leave (5:17)—but the healed and converted 
Gadarene had done some good evangelizing, and the people's attitude toward Jesus now had changed 
(7:37)" (W. Graham Scroggie, The Gospel of Mark, page 135). 
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It seems strange that Jesus would forbid them to speak of this act, but He knew that His 
enemies were determined more than ever to kill Him. He was emphasizing more and 
more that His primary mission was spiritual. However, His command was not heeded. 
Few other recorded miracles of Jesus produced such astonishment. Mark used a 
superlative on a superlative, literally writing, "They were astonished super-excessively." 
They saw Jesus' work as excellent, just as God's work in creation had been pronounced 
"good." 

Kent Hughes proposes that this miracle provides a good pattern for our evangelistic 
efforts. They should involve four things: a look (upward in constant, dependent prayer); a 
touch (actually reaching out to others); a sigh (expressing our compassion for their great 
need); and the Word (that actually brings the transformation).46 

3. Another Feeding, Another Warning. (8:1-21) 

Some Bible students imply that the feeding of the 5,000 and the feeding of the 4,000 are 
conflicting accounts of the same event. Both Matthew and Mark record them as separate 
events, and in both Gospels, Jesus speaks of them separately. Some see difficulties 
where they do not exist. 

(8:1-5) In those days, the multitude, being very great and having nothing to eat, 
Jesus called His disciples to Him and said to them, "I have compassion on the 
multitude, because they have now continued with Me three days and have nothing 
to eat. And if I send them away hungry to their own homes, they will faint on the 
way; for some of them have come from afar." Then His disciples answered Him, 
"How can one satisfy these people with bread here in the wilderness?" He asked 
them, "How many loaves do you have?" And they said, "Seven." 

The phrase, "in those days" refers to Jesus' time in Gentile territory. The large multitude 
had most likely come because of the reports of the healing of the deaf man. Evidently, an 
intense teaching ministry followed, which had extended into three days, probably 
reckoning the time in Jewish terms, which meant one full day and parts of two others. 
Again, Jesus chose to use the situation as a teachable moment for the Twelve.  

Jesus again showed compassion for the crowd and complete control of the problem. But 
there are significant differences in this event beyond the number of people recorded. This 
time, they were in Gentile territory, and Jesus took the initiative in addressing the need. 
This was probably why He did a similar miracle a second time—to show that His ultimate 
ministry would be both for Jews (the 5,000) and Gentiles (the 4,000). In addition, this 
feeding took place in a wilderness, where the first one took place on green grass. The 
food this time belonged to the disciples, not the people in the crowd. Still, it appears that 
the Twelve had learned nothing. Their dullness is hard to fathom, but the Gospels never 
hide their weaknesses and failures, a fact that attests to the trustworthiness of the 
accounts. 

Jesus did not rebuke them. He simply got them involved by giving up their own meager 

                                            

46    Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word Commentary: Mark, pages 179-183. 
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fare. 

(8:6-10) And He commanded the multitude to sit down on the ground. And He took 
the seven loaves and gave thanks, broke them and gave them to His disciples to 
set before them; and they set them before the multitudes. They also had a few small 
fish; and having blessed them, He said to set them also before them. So they ate 
and were filled, and they took up seven large baskets of leftover fragments. Now 
those who had eaten were about four thousand. And He sent them away, 
immediately got into the boat with His disciples, and came to the region of 
Dalmanutha. 

Jesus probably set them in groups as before. This time the meal was served in two 
courses, the bread and then the fish. He gave thanks and then kept distributing it 
(imperfect tense). Everyone ate and was filled. Jesus had again done what the disciples 
thought was impossible. The Lord of Creation provided abundant food in the wilderness, 
just as God had done for the Israelites after they left Egypt. This was not done in a halfway 
fashion, nor was it wasteful. Leftovers were gathered for the future. Here the word for 
"basket" has the idea of a hamper, similar in size to the one used to lower Paul over the 
wall of Damascus (Acts 9:25). The surplus was actually greater this time, although what 
was done with the leftovers is not mentioned. 

If the 4,000 refers only to men as in the previous feeding, then well over 8,000 were 
probably fed. But here there was no attempt to make Jesus King. He simply dismissed 
them and left.  

What did Jesus want His disciples to learn by doing this again, other than the same basic 
lessons from the first feeding? First, start with what you have. Don't wait for God to have 
every detail in place if He has called you. He wants you to be involved. Second, God's 
supply will always equal the demand. He will keep giving as long as the need remains. 
Finally, man's greatest hunger is spiritual, and only Jesus, the Bread of Life, can meet it.  

(8:11-13) Then the Pharisees came out and began to dispute with Him, seeking from 
Him a sign from heaven, testing Him. But He sighed deeply in His spirit, and said, 
"Why does this generation seek a sign? Assuredly, I say to you, no sign shall be 
given to this generation." And He left them and getting into the boat again, departed 
to the other side. 

Jesus and His disciples sailed to the western shore. Here came the Pharisees again, still 
upset about Jesus' earlier denunciation of their hypocrisy. They requested a sign from 
heaven, or a sign in the heavens, something spectacular. Healings of compassion were 
not good enough for them. If He refused, they could say that He was a fake. If He tried 
and failed, this would prove that He was not the Messiah. 

Jesus sighed with disappointment at the tragedy of their hard hearts and spiritual 
blindness. This was a deep emotional reaction to sin, almost a sense of exasperation. 
They had rejected the evidence He had already given. Jesus said there would be no more 
signs. Mark does not use the "sign of Jonah" as Matthew does, because his Roman 
audience was not nearly as familiar with the account, as a Jewish audience would be. But 
in Matthew, Jesus said the only sign left would be His death, burial, and resurrection. The 
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literal translation of Jesus' reply is intense. It is worded almost as an oath, "If a sign shall 
be given to this generation…" (we must fill in the blank, such as "May God punish me").  

The word "left" in verse 13 is also a strong term, better translated, "abandoned." He was 
giving them up to their unbelief, leaving them to their own thinking and their own destiny. 
What a terrible thing to have Christ turn His back on someone and sail away. But this is 
what He will do ultimately to those who continually reject Him. There comes a time in each 
one's life where there are no more signs, and no more help from God to understand. We 
must continue to urgently proclaim the gospel to all, because only God knows when any 
person has reached that point. 

(8:14-16) Now the disciples had forgotten to take bread and they did not have more 
than one loaf with them in the boat. Then He charged them, saying, "Take heed, 
beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod." So they reasoned 
among themselves, saying, "It is because we have no bread." 

Jesus and the twelve now began to cross back to the east side of the Sea of Galilee. In 
their haste, the disciples forgot to take enough bread. One small round loaf would not 
feed thirteen men. Jesus used the occasion to warn them about "the leaven of the 
Pharisees and the leaven of Herod." In both the Old and New Testaments, leaven is most 
often a metaphor for corruption and evil, with perhaps a few exceptions. It was strictly 
forbidden in the Passover and in many of the sacrifices. Jesus spoke here of two distinct 
forms of evil of which to beware. 

The leaven of the Pharisees meant their traditionalism, dead religion, hypocrisy, and an 
overzealous attention to the letter of the law, while disregarding the spirit of it. The leaven 
of Herod would speak of secularism or worldliness. Herod's capital was nearby. Later, he 
would also mockingly ask for a sign, and again Jesus would give none. (Luke 23:8-12). 
The Sadducees, mentioned in Matthew 16:1 (compare Mark 8:11), would also fit well into 
the worldly rationalism of Herod. They denied the supernatural and only affirmed the first 
five books of the Old Testament as inspired Scripture. 

Again, the disciples took Jesus' words literally, thinking He was telling them not to buy 
bread from their enemies. This shows how far they were from understanding spiritual 
truths, and how blind they were to spiritual matters. But the disciples, of all men, should 
not have misunderstood. 

Do we understand how seriously Jesus takes false teaching? We can never be too careful 
in this matter. Too many Christians today are blown back and forth by every wind of false 
doctrine. It may be that of dead religion, counting on our works, church attendance, or 
weekly offerings to make us right with God. It may be elitist secularism, which wants to 
deny inerrancy of Scripture and seeks to make Jesus one of many ways to God, as well 
as making allowance for sin and a variety of wrong behaviors in the church. Jesus' 
warning continues to ring out. Beware both the leaven of the Pharisees and of Herod! 

(8:17-21) But Jesus, being aware of it, said to them, "Why do you reason because 
you have no bread? Do you not yet perceive nor understand? Is your heart still 
hardened? Having eyes, do you not see? And having ears, do you not hear? And 
do you not remember? When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how 
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many baskets full of fragments did you take up?" They said to Him, "Twelve." "Also 
when I broke the seven for the four thousand, how many large baskets full of 
fragments did you take up?" And they said, "Seven." So He said to them, "How is 
it you do not understand?" 

Jesus responded with nine rapid-fire questions about the disciples' chronic lack of 
understanding. This really was inexcusable. They were not thinking it through, not 
grasping it. They were anxious about temporal things. Mark used the perfect tense here 
to show that the disciples were in a permanent state of spiritual insensitivity, because they 
did not take to heart what He had been teaching. 

Jesus' first two questions echoed God's word to Isaiah (seen in 6:9-10), words which He 
had previously quoted when explaining the Parable of the Sower. But the words here 
were actually similar to the words of Ezekiel 12:2. He then proceeded to recall the details 
of the two miraculous feedings. The disciples answered the two questions correctly. Jesus 
then made a plea for spiritual insight, calling upon the Twelve to ponder, and to take to 
heart what He had been teaching them. He was more concerned about the effects of false 
teaching than He was about physical food. He wanted them to be concerned also, and to 
understand who He truly was—the Messiah, the Bread of Life. 

4. A Healing in Two Stages (8:22-26) 

This miracle, like the previous healing of the deaf mute man, is only found in Mark and 
serves as a prelude to the full revelation of Jesus' identity, soon to take place. 

(8:22-26) Then He came to Bethsaida; and they brought a blind man to Him, and 
begged Him to touch him. So he took the blind man by the hand and led him out of 
the town. And when He had spit on his eyes and put His hands on him, He asked 
him if he saw anything. And he looked up and said, "I see men like trees, walking." 
Then he put His hands on his eyes again and made him look up. And he was 
restored and saw everyone clearly. Then He sent him away to his house, saying, 
"Neither go into the town, nor tell anyone in the town." 

Jesus came to Bethsaida-Julius on the northeast shore of the Sea of Galilee in the 
territory of Herod Philip on the way to Caesarea Philippi. Some friends brought a blind 
man to Him, believing that contact was necessary for a cure, although Jesus used various 
means to heal throughout His ministry. God does things in different ways.   

Jesus took the man by the hand and led him out of the city. Again, He was using symbolic 
actions to awaken and develop the blind man's faith. Here we have the only recorded 
gradual healing of someone by our Lord. After the first touch, he could see light, color, 
and vague outlines of men (again, an indication that he had not been born blind). Now he 
believed. Jesus touched him a second time, and the healing was complete. The Greek 
text says that the man could "see clearly from afar." 

Jesus sent the man home, again commanding him not to speak to others in the nearby 
town. It appears that, for once, this man obeyed.  
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8. THE CRISIS OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 8:27-9:29 

We come to the crisis point of Mark's Gospel, almost right at the center of the book. 
Everything thus far has led to this moment, and everything from here will move events 
forward toward Christ's passion, death, and resurrection. The disciples will come to the 
full realization of who Jesus is, but will still struggle with His mission, even as He gives 
them glimpses of His coming glory. 

1. The Two-Fold Unveiling (Mark 8:27-33) 

As the blind man had been healed in two stages, the identity of Jesus is now revealed to 
the disciples, also in two stages. The Twelve will need to understand not only Christ's 
Person, but also His mission. 

(8:27-30) Now Jesus and His disciples went out to the towns of Caesarea Philippi; 
and on the road He asked His disciples, saying to them, "Who do men say that I 
am?" So they answered, "John the Baptist; but some say, Elijah, and others, one 
of the prophets." He said to them, "But who do you say that I am?" Peter answered 
and said to Him, "You are the Christ." Then He strictly warned them that they 
should tell no one about Him. 

Jesus and His disciples were now 25 miles north of the Sea of Galilee, at the foot of Mount 
Hermon in the district of Iturea, where Herod's son, Philip, ruled. Philip's father had built 
a magnificent temple there, to honor Caesar Augustus, and the town was named after 
Caesar and Philip. The Jordan River began here, and nearby were the remains of some 
of the temples built to honor Baal, the Canaanite fertility god. Here, against the backdrop 
of Jewish history and pagan worship, Jesus asked the disciples this crucial question. He 
was not ashamed to set Himself apart from all other "gods," nor should we be ashamed 
to declare our loyalty to Him. 

Like today, there were many differing opinions about Jesus. The disciples reported that 
the people obviously saw something supernatural about Him, that He might even be a 
forerunner of the Messiah, but they were not prepared to acknowledge Him as the Christ. 
Even to recognize Him as a prophet only put Him as one among many. All of these views 
were and are inadequate. It is puzzling that some thought He was John the Baptist, since 
their styles were so different, and they had been seen together publicly. The reference to 
Jeremiah would make more sense, because as the "weeping prophet" of Old Testament 
times, he did have more in common with the Man of Sorrows. 

Now Jesus looked at the Twelve and asked, "But you, who do you say that I am?" As 
usual, Peter spoke for the group. "You are the Messiah, the Anointed One." Peter 
acknowledged Jesus as the One whom the Old Testament had predicted would come, 
the Star of Jacob, the Scepter of Shiloh, the Branch of Jesse, and the One whom the 
Spirit of the Lord would anoint. They knew Jesus to be the Messiah, but they did not yet 
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grasp the deeper meaning that would come with it. Thus, they were like the blind man of 
Bethsaida, who at first only saw "men like trees, walking." But Jesus was about to make 
things more clear. 

Peter, telling his story to Mark, did not include the words of affirmation to him from Jesus 
because of his confession, as Matthew did. Again, we see his humility. 

The original language indicates that Jesus' charge to them in verse 30 was strong, almost 
a rebuke. They still had much to learn. The religious leaders had already made up their 
minds about Him. The common people loved His miracles, but had little desire for His 
message. To announce Him now as the Messiah would only result in a political uprising 
and do more harm than good. 

(8:31-33) And He began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things, 
and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and after 
three days rise again. He spoke this word openly. Then Peter took Him aside and 
began to rebuke Him. But when he had turned around and looked at His disciples, 
He rebuked Peter, saying, "Get behind Me, Satan! For you are not mindful of the 
things of God, but the things of men." 

Now Jesus introduced a new dimension to His purpose for coming. Before the Messiah's 
reign could come in fullness, He must suffer and die. Mark says that He spoke plainly. He 
laid it all out in the open, using His favorite self-designation, "Son of Man." The three 
groups He mentioned as rejecting Him comprised the Sanhedrin, the ruling religious body 
of Israel. Earlier He had spoken in veiled terms (for example, in Mark 2:20). Now He was 
direct and unambiguous. But He did not say it just once. He "began to teach them," 
indicating that He repeated this news on several subsequent occasions, just to drive the 
truth home. 

The announcement stunned the disciples. If He was the Christ, why would the leaders 
reject Him? Again, Peter became the spokesman for the group. The term "took," has a 
patronizing tone to it, the idea of the stronger helping the weaker. Peter used a double 
negative: "This shall never, never happen to you!" He, too, "began to rebuke" Jesus, 
taking every opportunity that he could to deter Him from this foolishness. The disciples 
had accepted the current Jewish dreams and hopes and were totally unprepared for the 
concept of a rejected Messiah. Peter's protest was certainly born of ignorance of God's 
will, but also of love for His Lord. But in a few brief moments, he had gone from being led 
by God to thinking like an unbeliever and expressing the thoughts of Satan—"skip the 
cross and go right for the glory." What a lesson for skeptics to learn. When we argue with 
the Word of God, we open the door for Satan's lies to come in. G. Campbell Morgan has 
wisely said, "The man who loves Jesus, but who shuns God's method, is a stumbling 
block to Him."47 

Mark now paints a vivid word picture. Jesus turned to face Peter and saw the other 
disciples approving of Peter's words. The rebuke was intended for them all. These are 

                                            

47     Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary: New Testament, page 139 
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the harshest words ever spoken to a devoted heart. But Jesus recognized the voice 
behind Peter's voice.  

The devil had always wanted Jesus to sidestep the cross. Peter's problem was that he 
was thinking along human lines. The disciples totally missed Jesus' announcement of His 
resurrection and never considered that resurrection could only come after death. 

Peter did not yet understand that suffering leads to glory, but he would learn the lesson, 
and toward the end of his life, this became a primary focus of his first epistle. 

2. The Way of the Cross (Mark 8:34-38) 

Jesus now took the opportunity to teach the crowds and the Twelve about the cost of 
discipleship, with strong and challenging images. 

(8:34-38) When he had called the people to Himself, with His disciples also, He said 
to them, "Whoever desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his 
cross, and follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever 
loses his life for My sake and the gospel's will save it. For what will it profit a man 
if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in 
exchange for his soul? For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this 
adulterous and sinful generation, of him the Son of Man will be ashamed when He 
comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels." 

Suffering was not only Jesus' lot. "Whoever" means the invitation is open to all. Jesus 
gave three conditions for discipleship, including two decisive acts and one continuing 
action. 

First, there must be a complete surrender to Christ. This is what denying self truly is; it is 
not giving up chocolate for Lent or quitting smoking, but losing sight of one's self and his 
own interests, and serving God totally—turning control of his life over to Christ. 

Second, we must identify ourselves with His suffering and death. To "take up your cross" 
would conjure up the mental image of a humiliating death-march. Our cross is not a 
difficult person or an illness. It is the acceptance of the shame and suffering, and bearing 
the scorn which comes to us because we walk the narrow way of Christ. It is being ready 
to give our lives, if called for, for the sake of loyalty to the gospel. 

Third, we must keep on following Him, day by day, in active obedience. 

If, instead, we work only to secure our personal safety, success, and fame in this life, then 
we will lose the more important life gained by those who follow Christ. We will truly lose 
our soul, our true self, as we were meant to be. Jesus' call to us is filled with paradox. We 
lose to gain, we die to live, and we humble ourselves to be exalted. This calls for an 
unequivocal commitment. 

Jesus then switched to ledger language. Would the acquisition of all the earth balance 
out the loss of one's soul? The loss of physical life cannot be compensated for by earthly 
wealth. How much more is this true of eternal life? Jesus took the profit-loss imagery a 
step further. If one loses his own soul, how can he possibly receive it or buy it back? One 
can lose physical life and yet live on in a better life, but to lose eternal life means to be 
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lost forever. This is absolute, final, and irrevocable. 

Hebrews 2:11 declares that Jesus is not ashamed to call believers "brethren," but here 
Jesus said that He will be ashamed of those who refuse to identify with Him as disciples. 
The way to glory is the way of the cross, both for Jesus and for His followers. Christ will 
return in His own glory and in the glory of the Father, with His holy angels. Our reward for 
following Him will be to become like Christ and to one day share in that glory. 

3. The Glory on the Mountain (Mark 9:1-13) 

Jesus now gives three of His disciples a visible demonstration that His suffering and death 
will lead to glory. In the process, He and His mission are once again affirmed by His 
Father in heaven. 

(9:1) And He said to them, "Assuredly, I say to you that there are some standing 
here who will not taste death till they see the kingdom of God present with power." 

While verse 1 likely goes with the end of Chapter 8, it also provides a peek into what 
follows. Jesus probably said these words after the crowds had dispersed. There are 
numerous theories as to what Jesus was referring to here, including: (1) Jesus' bodily 
resurrection and ascension after His death; (2) The coming of the Holy Spirit and the 
triumphant spread of the gospel through the church; (3) The coming of the kingdom 
through the Spirit is in a mystical sense, manifested in the church; (4) The fall of 
Jerusalem to the Romans in A.D. 70. 

But the most obvious answer is the event which is recorded here. All three Synoptic 
Gospels place this event after the preceding words, and it fits the immediate context. 
Jesus was likely referring to His Transfiguration, which would be seen by "some standing 
here." 

(9:2-4) Now after six days, Jesus took Peter, James, and John, and led them up on 
a high mountain apart by themselves, and He was transfigured before them. His 
clothes became shining, exceedingly white, like snow, such as no launderer on 
earth can whiten them. And Elijah appeared to them with Moses, and they were 
talking with Jesus. 

All three Gospels date this event as around a week after Peter's confession. The mountain 
is unnamed. Some suggest it was Mount Tabor, but there are several reasons why Mount 
Hermon is the better candidate. First, Mount Hermon is only twelve miles from Caesarea 
Philippi, less than half the distance to Mount Tabor. Second, this was obviously meant to 
be a private experience, and Mount Tabor was known to have a fortress of soldiers at its 
summit. Finally, the text says it was a "high mountain," and Mount Hermon is 7,000 feet 
higher than Mount Tabor. 

Whatever the case, Jesus was "transfigured before them." 48  The Greek word for 

                                            

48    There were special occasions in the life of Jesus, but one of the greatest hours of all was the time of 
the transfiguration. Jesus stood on a high mountain and was transformed like a brilliant light. Moses and 
Elijah came down to talk with Him about His forthcoming death, and on this special occasion, God voiced 
His approval of Jesus. The transfiguration occurred soon after Jesus' prediction that He must go to 
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"transfigured" is the word from which we get the English, "metamorphosis." This describes 
a change from within, the true nature of the being coming forth, just as when a caterpillar 
becomes a butterfly. The three disciples saw the whole process as our Lord shed His 
humble appearance and permitted His true glory to shine through. Peter would definitely 
be giving his eyewitness account to Mark here, since he tells us later of the event in 2 
Peter 1:16. 

Mark wrote that Jesus' clothing shone with a translucent whiteness, beyond the ability of 
any professional cleaner to reproduce. He glittered like the sun off the winter snow. The 
phrase "before them" may indicate that Jesus had had this experience at other times 
when praying in private to His Father. 

In addition, there was a sudden appearance of two other figures, Moses and Elijah. Of all 
the great figures of the Old Testament (David, Abraham, Joshua, to name a few)—why 
were these two singled out? First, both had conversed with God on a mountaintop. 
Second, both had been shown God's glory there. Third, both had had unique and famous 
departures from the earth. But above all, it was because Moses represented the Law, and 
Elijah the Prophets, both of whom testified to the coming, suffering, and ultimate triumph 
of the Messiah. The verb tense here indicates that the three men had a prolonged 
conversation. Luke 9:31 tells us specifically that it was about Jesus' coming death (or 
decease, as mentioned in the KJV). 

(9:5-8) Then Peter answered and said to Jesus, "Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; 
and let us make three tabernacles: one for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah"—
because he did not know what to say, for they were greatly afraid. And a cloud 
came and overshadowed them, and a voice came out of the cloud, saying, "This is 
my beloved Son. Hear Him!" Suddenly, when they had looked around, they saw no 
one anymore, but only Jesus with themselves. 

Someone has well said, "Some people have something to say, and some people have to 
say something!" Peter fit into the latter category, as he impulsively made a suggestion to 
build three tabernacles. He may have had the Feast of Tabernacles in mind, thinking that 
they could skip the big festivities in Jerusalem and have their own little celebration 
together. James and John, and he, could serve as attendants for their honored guests. It 
is not made clear how the disciples knew that the two men were Moses and Elijah. 
Perhaps they heard Jesus say their names. Or perhaps this is just a foreshadowing of 
Heaven, where we will "know as we are known." Mark wrote that Peter did not know what 
he was saying, showing that his outburst may have been primarily out of fear. 

But he was interrupted by another voice. The Father spoke out of the Shekinah cloud of 
glory that covered the place to set His Son apart. We are not free to put Jesus on equal 

                                            

Jerusalem, and undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders and chief priests—and be killed, and 
after three days rise again. Peter took Jesus aside and began to rebuke Him, saying in response to the 
Lord's word about His upcoming death, "Far be it from You Lord; this shall not happen to You!" (Matthew 
16:22). Peter responded correctly to the question, "Who do you say that I am?" (Mark 8:29)—but he had 
difficulty accepting the prediction about the cross, and Jesus' being put to death. 
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footing with the Law, or the Prophets, or Moses, or Elijah, or any other religious figure or 
movement. God's supreme revelation is not in the Law or the Prophets, but in Jesus. This 
is a good reminder for us. Visions fade. Only the Word of God abides forever. What God 
said is more important than what the disciples saw. 

Abruptly, the glorious scene ended, and only Jesus remained, back in His natural human 
state. God had placed a divine seal on Jesus' Person and on His mission. He had also 
given a glimpse of the coming glory to the three disciples. This will one day be our own 
experience as believers who persevere in the faith. When Jesus returns in the "clouds of 
glory," we will be changed in the twinkling of an eye, and the mortal will put on immortality. 
Colossians 3:4 says, "When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with 
Him in glory." 

(9:9-13) Now as they came down from the mountain, He commanded them that they 
should tell no one the things they had seen, till the Son of Man had risen from the 
dead. So they kept this word to themselves, questioning what the rising from the 
dead meant. And they asked Him, saying, "Why do the scribes say that Elijah must 
come first?" Then He answered and told them, "Indeed, Elijah is coming first and 
restores all things. And how is it written concerning the Son of Man, that He must 
suffer many things and be treated with contempt? But I say to you that Elijah has 
also come, and they did to him whatever they wished, as it is written of him." 

Verse 9 introduces a brief conversation which arose in light of what had just happened. 
Jesus commanded His inner circle to tell no one about it, including the other disciples. 
There would be no use to inflame false Messianic hopes. They still could not conceive of 
a suffering Messiah. But for the first time, Jesus put a time limit on the silence. They would 
be allowed to share it after He had risen. Although this puzzled them, they obeyed.  

The doctrine of the resurrection was not unknown to pious Jews, but only as a general 
resurrection at the end of time, not as a personal return from the dead in the near future. 
In addition, Jesus' resurrection presupposed His death, and they were still loath to think 
about that. 

The question of the disciples about Elijah was a natural one. The Scriptures had foretold 
the coming of Elijah prior to the Messiah's arrival. If Jesus was the Messiah, which they 
believed, why did Elijah come after He was revealed to them? And now that Elijah had 
come, how could there still be suffering awaiting Jesus? They may have assumed that 
Elijah's coming would make the cross unnecessary. But like the prophets of old, Bible 
readers are told that they did not understand the details or the timing about Christ's 
coming suffering and glory (1 Peter 1:11). 

Jesus affirmed that the teaching about Elijah's coming was true, but he did not resolve 
their difficulty. In essence, He said, "If you know what is written about Elijah, why do you 
not know what is written about the Son of Man?" He pushed them back to the cross, 
wanting them to think about what Scripture said about His suffering in passages such as 
Psalm 22, Psalm 69, and Isaiah 53. 

But in a spiritual sense, Elijah had come. Matthew's account explains that Jesus was 
referring to John the Baptist. John had come in the spirit and power of Elijah to prepare 
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the people for Christ's coming. But he was rejected by the religious leaders and killed by 
a political leader. Nothing less was to be expected for Jesus. 

To hear Jesus and accept divine teaching means that we also accept the way of the cross. 
But the Transfiguration also reminds us that glory will follow for all who love the Lord, just 
as it did for Him. 

4. The Need in the Valley (Mark 9:14-29) 

Jesus once again faces the forces of darkness and shows the disciples that He, the One 
who will soon suffer, is still destined to overcome Satan in final victory. 

(9:14-18) And when He came to the disciples, He saw a great multitude around 
them, and scribes disputing with them. Immediately, when they saw Him, all the 
people were greatly amazed, and running to Him, greeted Him. And He asked the 
scribes, "What are you discussing with them?" Then one of the crowd answered 
and said, "Teacher, I brought You my son, who has a mute spirit. And wherever it 
seizes him, it throws him down; he foams at the mouth, gnashes his teeth, and 
becomes rigid. So I spoke to Your disciples, that they should cast it out, but they 
could not."  

Reality hit Jesus and the three disciples as they reached the valley below. They found the 
other nine being taunted by a group of scribes because of a failed attempt at exorcism. 
Apparently, the scribes were deriding them and their Master as well. When Jesus inquired 
about the argument, the answer came from a distraught father. Luke adds the detail that 
the boy was his only child (Luke 9:38).  

The account is a pathetic picture of a lad in whom Satan was distorting and destroying 
the image of God, as he seeks to do to all human beings—whether it is done physically, 
spiritually, emotionally, or morally. The devil sees any success in this endeavor to be a 
victory over God Himself. While the symptoms are similar to that of epileptic seizures, this 
passage makes it clear that in the boy's case, it was demonic activity at work. 

(9:19-24) He answered him and said, "O faithless generation, how long shall I be 
with you? How long shall I bear with you? Bring him to Me." Then they brought him 
to Him. And when he saw Him, immediately the spirit convulsed him, and he fell on 
the ground and wallowed, foaming at the mouth. So He asked his father, "How long 
has this been happening to him?" And he said, "From childhood. And often he has 
thrown him both into the fire and into the water to destroy him. But if You can do 
anything, have compassion on us and help us." Jesus said to him, "If you can 
believe, all things are possible to him who believes."  Immediately the father of the 
child cried out and said with tears, "Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!" 

Jesus' response was emotional. His words were given to the father, to the powerless 
disciples, to the scribes, and to the crowd. He called for the lad to be brought (literally 
"carried") to Him. The demon convulsed the boy when he saw Jesus, who ignored him 
and proceeded instead to draw the father out some more. More than seizures were 
involved here. There were destructive tendencies which, again, showed this to be beyond 
standard epilepsy. 
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The father was hurting for his son, but he also saw compassion in Jesus' eyes and cried, 
"But if You can do anything…" Contrast this plea with that of the leper in Chapter 1, who 
said, "I know that You can, but do You want to?" This father, shaken, in part by the 
disciples' failure, said, "I believe that You want to, but can You?" Jesus turned it right back 
onto him. "Of course, I can. The issue is, will you believe?" 

Then the father gave one of the greatest responses in all of Scripture, an honest and 
transparent answer. "I do believe, but I am also struggling with faith. Help me!" His faith 
was imperfect, but it was very real. 

(9:25-27) When Jesus saw that the people came running together, He rebuked the 
unclean spirit, saying to it, "Deaf and dumb spirit, I command you, come out of him 
and enter him no more!" Then the spirit cried out, convulsed him greatly, and came 
out of him. And he became as one dead, so that many said, "He is dead." But Jesus 
took him by the hand and lifted him up, and he arose. 

Jesus saw the crowd approaching and acted quickly, not wanting the scene to turn into a 
circus. He commanded the demon to leave, and while demons are reluctant to be told to 
leave their human dwellings, they have no choice but to submit. He did so with a 
vengeance, leaving the boy's body as though it were dead. But Jesus touched him, and 
strength returned. The image of God was restored. 

(9:28-29) And when He had come into the house, His disciples asked Him privately, 
"Why could we not cast it out?" So He said to them, "This kind can come out by 
nothing but prayer and fasting." 

There is no need to make Jesus' words complicated here. The fact is that the disciples 
had failed to pray. Some of the earliest manuscripts do not include the words "and 
fasting," but the words apply just the same—because the term "by prayer" means more 
than a momentary call to God. It speaks of a life of intimacy with God through daily 
personal communication.  

These men, who had previously had success in casting out demons, had grown careless 
in their spiritual walk and began to trust in themselves and their methods rather than in 
Christ.49 Jesus is not saying that we need to remember to offer prayer before we attempt 
a great deed for Him, but that we must maintain a lifestyle of prayer in order to be ready 
in season and out of season.  

How we need to hear this lesson today when many are relying so much on methodology 
and marketing rather than on simple faith in the Lord Jesus through His Holy Spirit. 
Whatever we face in our daily service as disciples of the Lord, we need to remember that 
in the end, people will not be changed by psychology, education, or any kind of religious 
elegance. We should always recall Jesus' simple command: "Bring him to Me."  

                                            

49   Walter W. Wessel says that the Lord's disciples "had been given authority over evil spirits (6:7) and had 
successfully cast out many demons before this incident (6:13). Why their failure now?...Apparently they had 
taken for granted the power given them or had come to believe that it was inherent in themselves" (The 
Expositor's Bible Commentary: Mark, page 704). 
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When we come to realize who Jesus truly is, we are aware that His mission had to include 
suffering and death for the souls of men. But in the end, Jesus also triumphed over sin 
and death—and when we learn to rely on His power and wisdom for tasks at hand, then 
we can face whatever life brings, both when we are on the mountaintops, and when we 
are in the valleys below. 
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9. THE ISSUES OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 9:30-10:52 

In this section, Mark shows Jesus answering a series of important issues that are brought 
to Him by His disciples, by His enemies, and by others in need. Even as He makes His 
final journey to Jerusalem, Jesus takes time to instruct, to correct, and to minister. 

1. The Issue of Strife (Mark 9:30-41) 

Jesus here must correct the disciples' mistaken ideas of greatness as they continue their 
jockeying for position in the kingdom. 

(9:30-32) Then they departed from there and passed through Galilee, and He did 
not want anyone to know it. For He taught His disciples and said to them, "The Son 
of man is being betrayed into the hands of men, and they will kill Him. And after He 
is killed, He will rise the third day." But they did not understand this saying and 
were afraid to ask Him. 

Jesus and the Twelve began the first leg of the final journey to Jerusalem. Beginning near 
Caesarea Philippi, they would go southwest through Galilee and Perea and finally into 
Judea. Jesus kept to the side roads, because He wanted time to teach His disciples and 
prepare them for what lay ahead. For the second time, He made a clear prediction of His 
coming passion. For the first time Jesus added that He would be betrayed into the hands 
of men.50 The disciples were feeling afraid, sorrowful, and bewildered. Perhaps they were 
afraid to ask Jesus about His statement because of the earlier rebuke that was given to 
Peter, or it may have been that they were taken aback by the announcement of a betrayal, 
knowing that this would have come from someone close to Jesus. 

(9:33-37) Then He came to Capernaum. And when He was in the house, He asked 
them, "What was it you disputed among yourselves on the road?" But they kept 
silent, for on the road they had disputed among themselves who would be the 
greatest. And He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, "If anyone desires 
to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all." Then He took a little child and 
set him in the midst of them. And when He had taken him in His arms, He said to 
them, "Whoever receives one of these little children in My name receives Me; and 
whoever receives Me, receives not Me but Him who sent Me." 

Coming to a house in Capernaum (probably Peter's) Jesus asked the disciples about their 
argument on the road. The Greek text shows that they had been in intense debate for a 
prolonged period on the journey. The embarrassment and shame they felt, prevented 

                                            

50    The disciples found it hard to believe that Jesus would be "betrayed into the hands of men" (9:31), but 
Jesus must die because our loving God is also holy and just and hates sin. Jesus (God the Son) will suffer 
and die, taking the place of those who really deserved to die. Thus God can justly deal with sin. 
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them from answering, and there was a long and awkward silence. But Jesus already knew 
that while He was contemplating His coming suffering for the sins of the world, they were 
wrangling over their future positions in the kingdom. In all likelihood, the recent events of 
the Transfiguration for Peter, James, and John, and the ineffectiveness of the other nine, 
in casting out the demon, had contributed to the debate. 

So Jesus assumed the traditional position of a rabbi, because He was about to teach 
them an important lesson. Their definition of greatness needed to be changed. Jesus did 
not chide them for desiring greatness in the kingdom, but He made clear what the pathway 
to greatness is. The way to greatness in the mind of Christ includes the spirit of voluntary 
service and humility. This is shown in the use of the word diakanos, from which we get 
the word "deacon" or "minister," rather than the word used for a bond-slave. 

Jesus continued the lesson with a graphic visual aid. He took a nearby child, which may 
have been Peter's, and held him on His lap in the crook of His arm. It is noteworthy that 
(in Aramaic) the same word is used for "child" and "servant." Jesus called them to 
welcome or receive ones like this child, meaning to be concerned about, to care for, and 
to be kind to them. This would have been shocking to the disciples, because children 
were not viewed very favorably in that society. This is the very reason Jesus chose a child 
as an example.  

Children can certainly be selfish, but they have other qualities common to those 
considered the least among us. Overall, they are helpless and largely without influence. 
They receive much from adults, but cannot give much back in return. They have no 
pretense about rank or position. Yet to welcome one of the least in the kingdom is to 
welcome Christ, and in turn, is to welcome the Father. The Mennonite commentator, 
Timothy Geddert writes, "Any personal gain in influence, ability, or opportunity, increases 
one's responsibility to invest it on behalf of those who lack influence, ability, and 
opportunity."51 

(9:38-41) Now John answered Him, saying, "Teacher we saw someone who does 
not follow us casting out demons in Your name, and we forbade him because he 
does not follow us." But Jesus said, "Do not forbid him, for no one who works a 
miracle in My name can soon afterward speak evil of Me. For he who is not against 
is on our side. For whoever gives you a cup of water in My name, because you 
belong to Christ, assuredly, I say to you, he will by no means lose his reward." 

Perhaps seeking to change the subject, John spoke up to say that he had censured a 
man who was not of the Twelve, or even one of the Seventy whom Jesus had sent out 
(see Luke 10:1). The man was casting out demons in Jesus' name and had refused to 
stop. How ironic that the disciples, who had been unable to cast out a demon, wanted to 
work against one who, working in Jesus' name, was apparently successful in casting them 
out. 

                                            

51  Timothy J. Geddert, Mark: The Believers Church Bible Commentary, (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2001, 
page 226). 
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Jesus did not berate John, but He proceeded to correct the error, pointing out that there 
were two things which identified the man as a follower. First, there was evident faith. He 
was doing it in Jesus' name, and God only responds to faith. Those not actively working 
against Jesus were to be seen as allies. Second, there was evident fruit; demons were 
being exorcised. If these two things are present, even if the individual is rough around the 
edges, it is enough reason to receive him. How do we treat other Christians who may not 
share our convictions in matters that are not clearly spelled out in the Scriptures, or others 
who do not have a similar heritage to ours? Jesus tells us to welcome them. The Apostle 
Paul certainly had the right attitude when he wrote from prison to the Philippian believers, 
"What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is preached, 
and in this I rejoice, yes, and will rejoice." (Philippians 1:18) 

Any act of service or hospitality in ministry to others, may be indeed an act of service to 
Christ. He will note and reward these acts of kindness. The fact that someone is not a 
member of a particular denomination does not mean that those who are truly disciples of 
Jesus, cannot love Christ, and honor Him, and do His work. 

2. The Issue of Hell (Mark 9:42-50) 

Jesus' teaching takes a darker turn as He warns the disciples and us about the dangers 
of being stumbling blocks, both to others and to ourselves. 

(9:42) "But whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to stumble, 
it would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck, and he were 
thrown into the sea." 

But if there is reward for serving the least, there is also a grave warning for those who 
cause these "little ones" to stumble. The millstone was the top stone of two large and 
heavy grinding stones with a hole in the middle of each for grain to pass through. The 
stone was drawn in a circular motion by either a donkey or an ox. With a stone of this size 
and a weight around one's neck, drowning would be inevitable when one was thrown into 
the water, somewhat like the "cement overshoes" that at one time were used by gangsters 
to execute their foes. This type of punishment was used on some of the early 
Anabaptists,52 particularly women, as a mockery of their belief in adult baptism.  

We had better pay attention to our walk before vulnerable Christians. Many people have 
left the church, whether right or wrong in doing so, because another in the congregation, 
perhaps even a congregational leader, behaved in a decidedly unchristian way toward 
them. This is to our shame, and we need to heed Jesus' strong warning. Jesus takes His 
little ones seriously. 

(9:43-48) "If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter into 

                                            

52    Donald Kraybill says, "Thousands of Anabaptists were executed by cruel and torturous tactics. Civil 
authorities even commissioned special hunters to search for Anabaptist heretics. When they were caught, 
many met a martyr's death. Thousands were tortured, branded, burned, drowned, imprisoned, and 
sometimes dismembered.stories of harsh persecution can be found in Martyrs Mirror, a book of some 1,100 
pages that chronicles the bloody carnage" (Donald Kraybill and Nelson Hostetter, Anabaptist World USA, 
page 23). 
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life maimed, rather than having two hands, to go to hell, into the fire that shall never 
be quenched—where 'Their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.' And 
if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life lame, rather 
than having two feet, to be cast into hell, into the fire that shall never be quenched—
where 'Their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.' And if your eye 
causes you to sin, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with 
one eye, rather than having two eyes, to be cast into hell fire—where 'Their worm 
does not die, and the fire is not quenched.'" 

Now Jesus addressed the danger of causing ourselves to stumble, which is even easier 
to do. While these words are hyperbole and most likely are not to be taken literally, they 
certainly mean that we must be radical and even ruthless in our choices, just as we would 
be with a gangrenous limb. Jesus spoke of surgery on three valued parts of the body. To 
cut off any of these parts would not stop us from being sinners, because the real problem 
is in our hearts. In the end, we choose what we do (the hand), where we go (the foot), 
and what we see (the eye).  

Rather than doing evil with our hands, the Bible calls us to bless and serve others with 
them. We are warned more than once not to follow the crowds and go where they go to 
do evil. And the eye caused problems for Eve in the Garden, for Achan in Israel's camp, 
and for David on his rooftop. True discipleship demands the sacrifice of sinful activities. 
What are we watching? What are we renting? What are we reading? Where are we going? 
These are questions to continually ask of ourselves. Hebrews 11:25-26 says that one 
secret of Moses' usefulness to God was that he was found "choosing rather to suffer 
affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, esteeming the 
reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt; for he looked to the reward."  

Jesus said that it is better to enter life maimed than to go into eternal punishment healthy 
and whole. He clearly warned us of Hell, the horrible fate of those who will not enter into 
life. Many today seek to deny Hell, saying that a God of love would never allow a place 
like this to exist. But God is also a God of justice and righteousness, as He must be. Hell 
is mentioned twelve times in the New Testament, and eleven of those are in the words of 
Jesus. One commentator responds to those who would deny Hell: 

"This is a very dangerous thing to do when one considers that the Lord spoke more about 
hell than all the other writers of Scripture combined. If we are willing to believe, accept, 
and teach what He said regarding the Father, heaven, prayer, and concerning loving one 
another, how is it that we feel we have the authority to declare what Jesus says here 
about hell as wrong?"53 

No mercy is extended by keeping this subject from the people of God and from all others. 
In verses 44, 46, and 48, Jesus alludes to Isaiah 66:24, as He speaks about the on-going 
presence of fire and worms. The term He uses is Gahenna, which is a shortened name 
for the Valley of Hinnom. This place became infamous for the burning and sacrifice of 

                                            

53     James McGowan, Mark: Twenty-First Century Biblical Commentary Series, (Chattanooga, TN: AMG, 
2006, page 132). 
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children to the false god, Molech, under wicked King Manasseh. When the people had 
repented, they turned the place into the town garbage dump, where flames were always 
burning, and worms and maggots teemed. This is where the bodies of crucified criminals 
were normally thrown. It is where Jesus would have ended up had not Joseph of 
Arimathea offered the use of his tomb.  

There is eternal suffering54 for unbelievers, both from the pain without and from the guilt 
and remorse within. It will never stop. This should be a sobering thought for Christians 
and provide greater motivation for prayer and evangelism. The tragedy is that in spite of 
all these warnings, the majority of people choose this destiny. The road to destruction is 
indeed broad, and the gate is wide. There are many attractive appeals to lure people into 
its way. 

(9:49-50) "For everyone will be seasoned with fire, and every sacrifice will be 
seasoned with salt. Salt is good, but if the salt loses its flavor, how will you season 
it? Have salt in yourselves, and have peace with one another." 

These words are difficult and have caused commentators some confusion over the years. 
It seems that Jesus was summing up His entire argument about strife, as He spoke to the 
disciples. First, He said that everyone would be seasoned with fire. For unbelievers, it will 
be the fire of judgment. For believers, it will be the fire of persecution and self-denial—all 
designed to make us stronger.  

Salt was used on Old Testament sacrifices to signify covenant with God. As disciples, we 
are called to be the salt of the earth—to preserve and flavor life around us. To do this, we 
must be authentic. Obedience, self-denial, humility, and willingness to suffer for Christ 
and for the gospel will purify us. And it is these very things, rather than desiring 
prominence and position over others, that will allow us to have "salt," that is, peace with 
one another. May we heed these sobering words from the Lord. 

3. The Issue of Marriage (Mark 10:1-12) 

On their way to Jerusalem, Jesus once again encounters a question meant to entrap Him 
by the Pharisees. His response raises marriage to the level that God intended. 

(10:1) Then He arose from there and came to the region of Judea by the other side 
of the Jordan. And multitudes gathered to Him again, and as He was accustomed, 
He taught them again. 

Jesus and the Twelve came into region of Judea, having crossed the Jordan to the north 
into Perea, then crossing back over again further south to enter the area of Jericho (verse 
46). He was once again teaching publicly after a prolonged and intensive period with His 

                                            

54      The Scriptures teach that the inhabitants of Hell include the devil (Revelation 19:20; 20:10); the fallen 
angels (2 Peter 2:4); wicked human beings (Psalm 9:17); those whose names are not written in the Book 
of Life (Revelation 20:15); and those who deliberately refuse to do the will of God (Matthew 7:21). Those 
who deny the existence of Hell are repudiating the clear teaching of the Lord Jesus Christ, and at the same 
time undermine the reality of Heaven. 
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disciples.  

(10:2-9) The Pharisees came and asked Him, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce his 
wife?" testing Him. And He answered and said to them, "What did Moses command 
you?" They said, "Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce, and to 
dismiss her." And Jesus answered and said to them, "Because of the hardness of 
your heart he wrote this precept. But from the beginning of the creation, God 'made 
them male and female. For this reason, a man shall leave his father and mother and 
be joined to his wife and the two shall become one flesh'; so then they are no longer 
two, but one flesh. Therefore, what God has joined together, let not man separate."  

The Pharisees were now pressing Jesus with issues rather than attacking His conduct. 
The purpose was to trap and discredit Him. The Jews agreed that divorce was permitted 
for "uncleanness," but they disagreed as to what that was. The School of Shammai was 
more conservative and limited it to adultery and sexual impurity. The School of Hillel was 
more liberal and allowed for a man to divorce his wife for the most trivial reasons. 

Jesus replied quickly, once again answering a question with a question. He insisted that 
divine Law must resolve the question, sending them back to Moses. The Pharisees 
acknowledged that Moses allowed for divorce without mentioning any of the restrictions 
the Law also made. Jesus said that the bill of divorcement was not a command but an 
allowance for their hard hearts. It served as a protection for the wife in that it had to state 
clear reasons and protect her from false accusations. 

Then Jesus turned to the higher purpose of marriage and took them all the way back to 
the beginning in Eden. Marriage did not begin with Moses and the Law. God ordained 
marriage in the beginning as a covenant between one man and one woman, whom He 
had made to compliment each other physically. His purpose was that they remain one. 
By inference, in this statement, Jesus was also rejecting polygamy, homosexuality, and 
bestiality. Marriage is to be between one man and one woman, and it is to be permanent.  

Jesus quoted Genesis 2:24 to say that the marriage relationship is to be closer than that 
of parent and child. The word leave means to "abandon the relationship." The word cleave 
(KJV), means "to be glued together." This is God's idea of marriage. There are no longer 
two individuals with autonomous freedom. They are now "one flesh" which means that 
they are to be physically, spiritually, and emotionally one. Therefore, since God has 
established marriage, who is man to end it? The husband and wife are joined (literally, 
yoked) together in one purpose. God is the only One who can separate the two, through 
death. 

We note here how Jesus accepted the historicity of the Genesis account. He accepted all 
of the Old Testament Scripture as infallible and trustworthy. We can do no less. 

(10:10-12) In the house His disciples also asked Him again about the same matter. 
So He said to them, "Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits 
adultery against her. And if a woman divorces her husband and marries another, 
she commits adultery." 

The disciples had more questions. In a house somewhere along the road to Jerusalem, 
they asked Jesus about the matter. Now Jesus spoke about marriage after divorce. For 
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a husband to divorce one wife and marry another is sin. It causes his new wife to commit 
adultery, while he commits adultery against his previous wife. Then Jesus applied the 
same principle to the wife, which was unheard of in that society. But while a Jewish wife 
could not divorce her husband, she could behave in such a way as to induce him to 
divorce her. This, too, would be wrong. 

Jesus held up the highest ideal for marriage.55 We need to preach and uphold the sanctity 
and commitment of marriage. At the same time, divorce does occur, and we need to find 
ways to respond wisely and compassionately to those who have undergone divorce while 
maintaining the high standard which God has intended for marriage since the beginning 
of creation. 

4. The Issue of True Faith (Mark 10:13-16) 

As children are brought to Jesus for His blessing, He sees that, once again, His disciples 
have missed the point of what He has been teaching them, which leads Him to once again 
speak about true faith. 

(10:13-16) Then they brought little children to Him, that He might touch them; but 
the disciples rebuked those who brought them. But when Jesus saw it, He was 
greatly displeased and said to them, "Let the little children come to Me, and do not 
forbid them, for of such is the kingdom of God. Assuredly, I say to you, whoever 
does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will by no means enter it." And 
He took them up in His arms, laid His hands on them, and blessed them. 

This episode may have taken place in the same house where Jesus had just spoken to 
His disciples about marriage and divorce. People (perhaps mothers or older siblings) 
were bringing children for His blessing, which was customarily done with rabbis. The 
words little children could mean those up to age twelve, but the term usually refers to 
smaller children. Perhaps some of the disciples were outside, and when mothers in the 
area realized that Jesus was there, they began to congregate outside the house and 
move toward the door. The disciples may have been physically blocking the doorway to 
keep them out. They evidently were resisting because they felt, either that this was 
beneath their Master, or that He needed some space—and they were going to protect 
Him. But they had not really learned the recent lesson about childlike faith. 

Jesus was visibly displeased. The term here is stronger than is usually translated. In 
today's vernacular, we might say that He was 'ticked.' He gave a twofold command: "Let 
them come," and "Stop forbidding them." He was telling them to get out of the way of 
those who represented so much the attitudes He desired in His kingdom.  

What is it about a child that illustrates these attitudes? We could mention their 

                                            

55    For more on divorce and remarriage, see the comments and the footnotes in the BNTC Commentary 
on the Gospel of Matthew, pages 66-70, and pages 229-234. See also the book written by Carol Nendel, 
and titled Divorce and Remarriage: God's Second Chance or Satan's Crafty Lie?, published by Complete 
in Christ Ministries, 1828 Krystle Drive, Lancaster, PA 17602. 
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unquestioning trust.56 Also, there are the attitudes of anticipation, thankfulness, and joy 
which they show when they receive a gift. Finally, there is always a readiness to admit 
their need. Jesus said the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these. 

What Jesus had done recently with one child, He now did with a group of them. He took 
them, one by one, into His arms, placing a hand on their heads and blessing them. The 
verb here is intensive and in the imperfect tense, which means that He did not rush. Even 
with what was on His mind, He took time for the least. They had been brought for a touch, 
but Jesus went far beyond their expectation. In doing this, He was not only rebuking His 
disciples, but He was showing that the blessings of the kingdom are free to those who 
come to Him with simple faith. The great hymn says so well what our approach should be 
as we receive and live the gift of eternal life. 

Nothing in my hand I bring, 

Simply to Thy cross I cling; 

Naked, come to Thee for dress, 

Helpless, look to Thee for grace. 

The kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these. 

5. The Issue of Priorities (Mark 10:17-31) 

As the journey continued, Jesus encountered a sincere man who was unprepared for the 
demands of discipleship. This is the only time in the Gospels that someone came to Jesus 
with a need, and left without that need being filled. Jesus will not overrule our choices. 

(10:17-22) Now as he was going out on the road, one came running, knelt before 
Him, and asked Him, "Good Teacher, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?" 
So Jesus said to him, "Why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, 
God. You know the commandments: 'Do not commit adultery,' 'Do not murder,' 'Do 
not steal,' 'Do not bear false witness.' 'Do not defraud,' 'Honor your father and your 
mother.'" And he answered and said to Him, "Teacher, all these things I have kept 
from my youth." Then Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, "One thing 
you lack. Go your way, sell whatever you have and give to the poor, and you will 
have treasure in heaven; and come, take up the cross, and follow Me." But he was 
sad at this word, and went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.  

Luke specifies that this man was a ruler, and Matthew tells us that he was young, so the 
three Gospels together give us the composite picture of this "rich young ruler." He came 
to Jesus with a sense of urgency, but also with a posture of respect. The term he used 
for "good" refers to intrinsic goodness. He asked the most significant question any person 
can ask, and yet the question showed his misunderstanding of salvation, in that he 

                                            

56    I recall, as a boy, times when my father had to pick me up at school in order to go somewhere. It never 
occurred to me that he would not be there when I came out of the building, and he always was there. 
Parents need always to be "as good as their word." 
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thought he could inherit it. We can only receive it. 

Jesus pointed him to God as the only true standard of all moral good. In saying this, He 
was not denying His own deity, but instead, was pressing the young man toward seeking 
eternal life in the right way. Still, Jesus answered his question in terms of work. He quoted 
Commandments five through nine and added "Don't defraud," which is found in the Law 
in Leviticus in the same chapter as the commandment to love our neighbor. All of these 
commandments were based on outward, discernible behavior. 

The young man was confident that he had fulfilled the law's demands "since I was a 
youth," meaning since he had been made a "son of the Law" at his bar mitzvah.  

Jesus was ready to drive His point home, but first He looked at the young man intently 
with love for him. Only Mark adds this detail. But while this man had done well in 
performing the letter of the Law, he had missed the spirit of it. I believe that what is going 
through Jesus' mind at this point is as follows: "So you have fulfilled the commandments. 
Well, let's see how well you have done. What is the first commandment? 'You shall have 
no other gods before me.'" Jesus first called the man to sell his possessions. Nothing can 
stand between a person and his devotion to God. If he would do this, he would be fulfilling 
the first five commandments and loving God wholeheartedly. If he would go further and 
give the money to the poor, he would be fulfilling the last five commandments and loving 
his neighbor as himself. The only thing he lacked, then, was to obey the Great 
Commandment, which he could do if he would take up his cross and follow Jesus. 

The young man's response was tragic. While he did not challenge or question Jesus, he 
knew that he loved his possessions too much to obey and sacrifice in this way. It turns 
out that he did not have riches; his riches had him.57 And as Jesus warned in the Parable 
of the Sower, this man's love for his possessions choked out the seed of the Word in his 
life. So he walked away. 

(10:23-27) Then Jesus looked around and said to His disciples, "How hard it is for 
those with riches to enter the kingdom of God!" And the disciples were astonished 
at His words. But Jesus answered again and said to them, "Children, how hard it is 
for those who trust in riches to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to 
go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God." 
And they were greatly astonished, saying among themselves, "Who then can be 
saved?" But Jesus looked at them and said, "With men it is impossible, but not 
with God, for with God all things are possible." 

Jesus did not chase after the man with a compromise plan. We must always come to Him 
on His terms. Instead, He turned to His disciples and said that while those with riches 

                                            

57    "Jesus is not asking that all of us sell our belongings, and become wandering beggars. Peter was not 
told to sell his fishing equipment and give the proceeds to the poor. Erastus was among the faithful followers 
of Jesus, and at the same time was the treasurer of the city of Corinth (Romans 16:23). The Apostle Paul 
kept a tent-making business going on the side. Not everyone was asked to give up all possessions in order 
to follow Jesus, but Jesus does ask His followers to surrender anything that would hinder a more complete 
dedication to Him" (Harold S. Martin, Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, page 216). 
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need not necessarily be excluded from the kingdom, nevertheless, riches are a most 
difficult obstacle to overcome. And riches do not always have to be material. Anything 
that tempts us to become self-sufficient is a danger. 

The disciples were amazed at Jesus' statement, because the prevailing view of that day 
was that property was a sign of God's favor, while poverty indicated God's displeasure. 
While a selective reading of the Old Testament could give this impression, a thorough 
study would show how it is the wicked who often become rich, while the poor are looked 
upon with concern by God. 

So Jesus continued with an illustration. Some commentators try to tone down the imagery 
here, but Jesus simply said that a rich man seeking to gain eternal life while loving his 
riches, is similar to the largest animal known in Palestine, trying to get through a small 
artificial opening. Only humble, obedient submission to the Lord can enable us to find and 
receive eternal life. 

The disciples were greatly amazed. They implied that if what Jesus said was true, no one 
could be saved. And while Jesus did not soften His position, He did give them some hope. 
What men and women cannot do, God can do. We must remember however, that 
salvation through our own human achievement is an impossibility. Our salvation must 
come to us from outside ourselves, through divine activity, in response to our confession 
of need. 

(10:28-31) Then Peter began to say to Him, "See, we have left all and followed You." 
So Jesus answered and said, "Assuredly, I say to you, there is no one who has left 
house or brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or lands, for My 
sake and the gospel's, who shall not receive a hundredfold now in this time—
houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with 
persecutions—and in the age to come, eternal life. But many who are first will be 
last, and the last first."  

Peter reminded the Lord that, unlike the young man who had just left, the disciples had 
forsaken their families, their businesses, and more, to follow Him. It is natural to wonder 
at times, if our sacrifices have been noticed. Jesus' answer was reassuring. We may 
indeed be called to sacrifice family, dreams, possessions, and more for the sake of Christ 
and the gospel. But He has promised the highest degree of recompense possible for 
those who forsake all to follow Him. We get a new family in the church, a new purpose 
for life, a new hope for a final home in Heaven, and more. Persecution will also be part of 
the package if we are living for Christ, but in the end, we will have qualitative and 
quantitative eternal life. And as a final warning against self-seeking motives, Jesus said 
that our reward is not and never will be a matter of merit, but of God's grace responding 
to faithful, trusting service. 

6. The Issue of Ambition (Mark 10:32-52) 

After Jesus gives a third, more detailed prediction of His coming passion, He is once 
again faced with disciples who do not grasp His real mission. But Jesus also encounters 
a blind man who does comprehend. 
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(10:32-34) Now they were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was going 
before them, and they were amazed. And as they followed they were afraid. Then 
He took the twelve aside again and began to tell them the things that would happen 
to Him. "Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed 
to the chief priests and to the scribes; and they will condemn Him to death and 
deliver Him to the Gentiles; and they will mock Him, and scourge Him, and spit on 
Him, and kill Him. And the third day He will rise again." 

As Jesus walked with His face set like flint toward His destiny, the disciples began to hang 
back more, amazed and afraid of His intensity and His silent preoccupation with His own 
thoughts. Jesus sensed the tension and gathered them away from the crowds again. In 
this third and final announcement of the climactic events of His life, Jesus added layers 
of detail that the disciples had not heard before. First He mentioned Jerusalem as the 
destination. Even though Jerusalem was to the south, there was no way to get to it from 
any direction without ascending a hill. So they would be "going up." Next, he told them 
that He would be betrayed to the Sanhedrin (chief priests and scribes), who would 
condemn Him and hand Him over to the Gentiles (Pontius Pilate), who would mock and 
torture Him before executing Him. But as always, He added that on the third day, He 
would rise from the dead. 

Why did the disciples not hear His words and understand? Because they were biased by 
the interpretation of the Messiah's mission which had been taught to them. Sometimes 
the gospel clashes with our own upbringing and traditions. Wise believers will always give 
the simple gospel priority when this happens. 

(10:35-40) Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to Him, saying, 
"Teacher, we want You to do for us whatever we ask." And He said to them, "What 
do you want Me to do for you?" They said to Him, "Grant us that we may sit, one 
on Your right hand and the other on Your left, in Your glory." But Jesus said to 
them, "You do not know what you ask. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, 
and be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?" They said to Him, "We 
are able." So Jesus said to them, "You will indeed drink the cup that I drink, and 
with the baptism I am baptized with you will be baptized; but to sit on My right hand 
and on My left is not Mine to give, but it is for those for whom it is prepared." 

Sadly, the disciples again failed to grasp the truth. This time, James and John seemed to 
forget everything Jesus has been teaching and modeling for them, as they approached 
with an audacious request. Matthew states that their mother spoke for them. Jesus asked 
them what they wanted, and the answer was proximity and prominence with Him in His 
glorious future kingdom. They had seen His glory. Maybe the fact that they were going to 
Jerusalem, meant that His kingdom was about to come—and the suffering He had 
predicted would not happen. However, this was not a request motivated by love, but by 
ignorance. Jesus pressed them about their ability to bear what He was about to bear, and 
they naively replied that they could.  

In one sense, no one could drink His cup or undergo His baptism. It was a mission only 
He could fulfill, precisely because He was and is both God and man. The imagery here 
speaks of drinking bitter liquid until the cup is drained dry, and of being plunged into and 
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overwhelmed by the waters of calamity. He was about to do this for James and John, for 
the other disciples, and for us. 

And yet, Jesus predicted that the time would come when these brothers would undergo 
their own baptism of suffering. James became the first martyred apostle, within a few 
years at most, of Jesus' own death and resurrection. John, although living to old age, was 
persecuted, exiled, and likely suffered in more ways throughout his life. Thus they shared 
suffering as did Jesus. But it was not His prerogative to assign seating in the kingdom. In 
this, as in all matters, Jesus submitted to His Father's will. 

(10:41-45) And when the ten heard it, they began to be greatly displeased with 
James and John. But Jesus called them to Himself and said to them, "You know 
that those who are considered rulers over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their 
great ones exercise authority over them. Yet it shall not be so among you; but 
whoever desires to become great among you shall be your servant. And whoever 
desires to be first shall be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many." 

The other disciples, when they heard about this, were indignant, most likely because they 
had not thought of it first, and they saw the Sons of Thunder trying to one-up them. But 
neither selfish ambition nor bitter jealousy have any place in the family of God. So, in what 
has become a recurring theme in the last several chapters, Jesus once again gathered 
the disciples together to teach them. If we want to see ambition and jealousy, we need 
only look to the rulers of the world, who often use force, coercion, manipulation, and deceit 
to get their way. This is why God did not want David to take a census. He preferred that 
the king put his trust in God and not in the number of warriors he had. 

Jesus said, "This is not how it will be with you." Again, He did not discourage their desire 
for greatness in the kingdom, but He said that greatness will be shown through humble 
ministry. The greater one wishes to advance in the kingdom, the greater his self-giving 
will be. Then Jesus gave a summary statement of all His teaching on servanthood in 
Mark. The Messianic King came to give Himself to ministry, and His death would be the 
supreme act of humility and service as He gave His life as a ransom, a price paid to set 
captives free. Here we see that the death of Jesus was always intended to be in the place 
of sinners. 

Still the disciples would not understand. On the night before His death, Jesus would 
decide that the time for talk was over, and that only a visual demonstration would suffice, 
as He knelt to wash the feet of the Twelve. His teaching here and His act of washing feet 
would foreshadow the great hymn of the Apostle Paul. 

"Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus, who, being in the form of God, 
did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, but made Himself of no reputation, taking 
the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. And being found in 
appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, 
even the death of the cross. Therefore, God also has highly exalted Him and given Him 
the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus, every knee should bow, 
of those in heaven, and of those on earth, and of those under the earth, and that every 
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tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" 
(Philippians 2:5-11). 

(10:46-52) Now they came to Jericho. As He went out of Jericho with His disciples 
and a great multitude, blind Bartimaeus, the son of Timaeus, sat by the road 
begging. And when he heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to cry out and 
say, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!" Then many warned him to be quiet, 
but he cried out all the more, "Son of David, have mercy on me!" So Jesus stood 
still and commanded him to be called. Then they called the blind man, saying to 
him, "Be of good cheer. Rise, He is calling you." And throwing aside his garment, 
he rose and came to Jesus. So Jesus answered and said to him, "What do you want 
Me to do for you?" The blind man said to Him, "Rabboni, that I may receive my 
sight." Then Jesus said to him, "Go your way, your faith has made you well." And 
immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus on the road. 

We have here the last recorded miracle in Mark, save the resurrection of Christ. The long 
trek now brought them to Jericho. This was a well-traveled road, ideal for begging.  
Matthew says that there were two blind men, but neither Mark nor Luke say that there 
was only one, and perhaps Bartimaeus served as a spokesman for them. 

When the blind man heard that Jesus was near, he began to call out to Him for mercy 
with a clearly Messianic title, openly confessing who he believed Jesus to be. He was in 
a state of misery and helplessness, dependent on the support of others, but he sensed 
an opportunity to be healed. Jesus did not reject the title but called for him to be brought, 
which turned the crowd from those who saw the man as a nuisance to those who 
encouraged him to come. Even on the way to rejection and death, Jesus had time for a 
person in need. His concern, more than anything else, changed the mood of the crowd. 

The man, in his haste to get to Jesus, literally "abandoned" his cloak, not caring if it might 
be trampled on or stolen. He put action with his faith, and this did not escape Jesus' 
notice. Contrast this enthusiasm, with the rich young ruler who chose not to cast away 
anything he owned. 

Jesus asked the man the same question which He had asked James and John, but this 
time there was no ambition, just a simple request for sight. The man could have asked 
for alms. Jesus healed him instantly and then told him to go. He went, joining the crowds 
and following Jesus to Jerusalem. Luke adds that he glorified God. 

The account of the blind man serves as a fitting conclusion to this section. Rather than 
seeking greatness in a worldly way, he simply admits his need like a child and trusts in 
Jesus to meet it. 
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10. THE VISITATION OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 11:1-12:12 

Mark now comes to the final week of Jesus' life, devoting six out of the sixteen chapters 
(over one third of the book) to the last eight days leading up to His death and resurrection. 
These events are central to him and to the other Gospel writers. The Passion narrative 
begins with the final opportunity of the Jewish people to receive their Messiah on His 
terms, which they will ultimately reject. 

1. The Triumphal Entry (Mark 1:1-11) 

Jesus made preparations for announcing His purpose to the people, by introducing a vivid 
symbol as He entered the Holy City. Much to their ultimate dismay, He would not be 
coming this time as a conquering King. But in the heat of the moment, they failed to 
recognize the lesson. 

(11:1-6) Now when they drew near Jerusalem, to Bethphage and Bethany, at the 
Mount of Olives, He sent two of His disciples; and He said to them, "Go into the 
village opposite you; and as soon as you have entered it you will find a colt tied, 
on which no one has sat. Loose it and bring it. And if anyone says to you, 'Why are 
you doing this?' say, 'The Lord has need of it,' and immediately he will send it here." 
So they went their way, and found the colt tied by the door outside on the street, 
and they loosed it. But some of those who stood there said to them, "What are you 
doing, loosing the colt?" And they spoke to them just as Jesus commanded. So 
they let them go. 

The group of pilgrims approaching Jerusalem from the north, including Jesus and His 
disciples, now arrived on the eastern slope of the Mount of Olives, a high ridge that 
overlooked the city ahead. Two small villages were situated on the road along the ridge. 
The town of Bethany, where His close friends, Lazarus, Martha, and Mary lived, was two 
to three miles east of the city, with the smaller village of Bethphage being slightly further 
ahead. A traveler coming from Jericho would be awestruck by the site as he came over 
the crest of the mountain. There he would see the temple, renovated and enlarged by 
Herod the Great, and the eastern gate of the temple. It was from this point that Jesus sent 
two of His disciples to find an animal upon which He could enter the city. There is no 
mention in the Synoptic Gospels as to who these two were. 

The village mentioned here was likely Bethphage. Perhaps Jerusalem was not yet in view, 
and Jesus wanted to be mounted as the group crested the ridge. "Colt" was a general 
term that could be applied to a horse, a donkey, or a camel. Matthew specifies that the 
beast was a mother donkey with her unridden colt. The animal was tied, which indicated 
arrangements in advance, since donkeys usually ran loose. Jesus had arranged this, 
because He was going to send a clear message to those who were expecting a 
conquering Messiah. Instead, He would come with a servant attitude, fulfilling the 
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prophecy of Zechariah 9:9:  

"Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!  

Shout, O daughter of Jerusalem!  

Behold, your King is coming to you;  

He is just and having salvation,  

Lowly and riding on a donkey,  

A colt, the foal of a donkey." 

The Old Testament says that those things that were to be used for sacred purposes were 
not to have been previously used. Jesus entered this world via a previously unused womb, 
and He would end His earthly life lying in a previously unused tomb. When the disciples 
found the colt and were confronted by bystanders, they gave the answer that Jesus had 
told them to give, and found that the circumstances were exactly as He had said they 
would be.  

Likely, the questioners had heard about Jesus, and thus were satisfied with the disciples' 
reply. An interesting thing to note in this passage is that for the first time, Jesus refers to 
Himself as "the Lord."  

(11:7-11) Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their clothes on it, and He 
sat on it. And many spread their clothes on the road, and others cut leafy branches 
from the trees and spread them on the road. Then those who went before and those 
who followed cried out, saying, "Hosanna! Blessed is He who comes in the name 
of the Lord! Blessed is the kingdom of our father David that comes in the name of 
the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!" And Jesus went into Jerusalem and into the 
temple. So when He had looked around at all things, as the hour was already late, 
He went out to Bethany with the twelve. 

Garments were placed on the donkey colt as a cushion for Jesus, because it was 
unbroken and would have no saddle. The colt, which was never ridden, nevertheless 
stood quietly, showing the divine control of its Creator.  

Israel hoped that the Messiah would ride into Jerusalem on a white horse as a conqueror, 
but this was not Jesus' plan. He was not going to come as a political liberator, but, instead, 
He would bring spiritual liberation from sin. However, the donkey was considered a royal 
animal in the time of David, so Jesus was proclaiming Himself a King, This was God's 
final offer of peace with Him through Jesus, and overall the offer would be refused. 

But the people would not be deterred. Placing their cloaks on the ground before the 
donkey was a recognition of royalty. Then some in the crowd took green branches and 
fronds and placed them on the roads as well. John specifies that these were palm 
branches. At this point, two separate crowds were merging. There was the large group of 
pilgrims who had been following Jesus from Bethany toward Jerusalem. In addition, a 
group of visitors in Jerusalem for the Passover who had heard about the raising of 
Lazarus came out from the city to meet them. The Messiah was being given a royal 
welcome. 
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Later estimates show that over two million Jews could be in Jerusalem at Passover. All 
males of age within 20 miles of the city were required to be there, but Jews from all over 
the known world also came. Many Galilean Jews, who were more favorable to Jesus, 
were also there. 

Jesus rode down the Mount of Olives, across the Kidron Valley, and up to the temple 
between the two crowds. As they moved toward the city, the people chanted Psalm 118, 
one of the Hallelujah Psalms (a term used to designate Psalms 114—118). The word, 
"Hosanna," means "Save us, we pray," while "Blessed is He," was a sacred welcome to 
any pilgrim coming for the Passover. The cries of the crowd are found in all four Gospels. 
Only Mark quotes the words about the coming Messianic kingdom of David. They were 
expecting the kingdom to be established immediately and wanted their prayers to be 
heard in the heavens by God Himself. Jesus knew that they were quoting a Messianic 
Psalm, yet this time He allowed it, openly offering His kingship as the Son of David. 

After entering the spacious outer Court of the Gentiles in the temple, Jesus made a survey 
of what was happening. This was not the passing glance of a tourist but the examination 
of the Sovereign Lord. What He saw distressed Him, but it was late, and He went back to 
Bethany. But in His mind, the guilty verdict was in. "You have been weighed in the 
balances, and found wanting" (Daniel 5:27). The ultimate sentence would be carried out 
the next day. 

2. The Fig Tree and the Temple (Mark 11:12-26) 

Mark puts another story within a story to illustrate the depths to which the Jewish leaders 
had allowed the faith of Israel to deteriorate. They regressed to where they had "a form 
of godliness but [denied] its power" (2 Timothy 3:5). 

(11:12-14) Now the next day, when they had come out from Bethany, He was 
hungry. And seeing from afar a fig tree having leaves, He went to see if perhaps He 
would find something on it. When He came to it, He found nothing but leaves, for it 
was not the season for figs. In response, Jesus said to it, "Let no one eat fruit from 
you ever again." And His disciples heard it. 

The account about the cleansing of the temple in the upcoming section of Mark, will give 
meaning to this parable. We are not told why Jesus was hungry, as He and His disciples 
returned to Jerusalem the next morning. 

Mark is clear that it was not the season for figs. However, early figs, which were edible 
buds, did come on the tree in March, followed by the leaves—while the full grown fruit 
developed from August to September. There should have been edible buds on this tree, 
but instead, there were only leaves.  

The fig tree had long been a symbol of Israel's peace and security. Jesus issued a formal 
judgment against the tree for looking full, but being empty. He was not punishing the tree 
for not producing, nor being selfish and petulant for not finding something to eat. This was 
an enacted parable of what was about to happen to the nation. A fig tree which did not 
produce fruit, or which produced inedible fruit, portrayed God's judgment. (See Hosea 
9:10, and also Jeremiah 8:13.)  
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Israel had borne fruit at one time, but now she was all show—all leaves. There was much 
activity in her religion, but no fruit of righteousness in the people's lives. Jesus was not 
exercising anger but authority. 

(11:15-19) So they came to Jerusalem. Then Jesus went into the temple and began 
to drive out those who bought and sold in the temple, and overturned the tables of 
the moneychangers and the seats of those who sold doves. And He would not allow 
anyone to carry wares through the temple. Then He taught, saying to them, "Is it 
not written 'My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations?' But you 
have made it a 'den of thieves.'" And the scribes and chief priests heard it and 
sought how they might destroy Him; for they feared Him, because all the people 
were astonished at His teaching. When evening had come, He went out of the city. 

For the second time, Jesus cleansed the temple. He had done it early in His ministry 
(John 2:13-22), and now He did it near the end.  

The cleansing of the temple was not a random act of violent rage, but a well thought-out 
act to show His authority over the temple. The Court of the Gentiles, where Jews should 
have been doing serious missionary work with seeking Gentiles, had become a 
marketplace. Items that were needed for sacrificial offerings were being bought and sold 
within the temple precincts. If this was not bad enough, temple officials were gouging 
prices and cheating worshipers. They would reject most animals that were brought and 
insist on selling the worshiper "better animals" at a higher price. Mark made special 
mention of the pigeons, which would be used for offerings by the poor. In addition, Roman 
drachmas with Caesar's image had to be exchanged for Jewish shekels, with an added 
fee for the transaction.  

Others were using the temple area58 as a shortcut to carry items into the City instead of 
walking around the outer walls of the temple. It had become a place of noise and 
confusion, as well as extortion—and Jesus showed His outrage. Clearly, the Jesus of all 
love and no righteousness is not the Jesus of the Bible. Let us not forget that the Lamb 
is also a Lion. No one made a move against Him as He drove out the merchants, 
overturned tables, and stopped persons from using the temple area as a bypass to carry 
out their business activities.  

The action drew a crowd, so Jesus used the teachable moment, quoting from Isaiah 56:3-
7, which speaks of foreigners and eunuchs coming in the future to pray and worship at 
God's holy place. The greedy merchandising going on in the Court of the Gentiles 
defeated the purpose of their coming. It was to be a house of prayer for all people. Jesus 
knew that it was always God's purpose for the temple to include Gentiles. James Brooks 
comments:  

"With the conversion of the Court of the Gentiles into a bazaar with all its noise and 
commotion and stench, they were deprived of the only place in the temple where they 
could worship. By clearing out the traders Jesus literally and symbolically provided a place 

                                            

58    The Greek word used here for "temple" is hieron—the temple area, which covered about 25 acres.  
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for Gentiles in the temple of God."59 

Jesus then quoted Jeremiah 7:11 to say that the leaders had turned the temple into a 
place where thieves run to hide. The context of that verse shows that God promised to 
abandon the temple as He had abandoned Shiloh because of its empty religion and 
spiritual deception. 

The temple leaders were incensed. To them, expelling Jews from the temple was 
tantamount to expelling them from God's presence. So they joined with the scribes to 
oppose Jesus. But they could not act immediately because of the astonishment of the 
crowds at His teaching. 

The lesson here is obvious. Worship and mission must be first and foremost, whenever 
we gather at our meeting places. No desire for popularity, comfort, entertainment, or 
financial gain should ever take the place of surrendering our lives to the Lord. It is our 
Christian duty to give Him praise, to confess our sins, and to hear and obey His Word as 
it is read and preached.  

We must never make unscriptural barriers to prevent the unsaved from being able to seek 
and to find Him. Churches that spend large amounts of money on lavish buildings and 
maintenance while ignoring missions, evangelism, and genuine care for the poor, will 
likewise come under God's judgment. 

The original language in verse 19 actually says, "Whenever evening came…" Throughout 
that week, it was the practice of Jesus and the Twelve to go out of the city as night 
approached. We are told in Matthew60 that they went out of the city at night, to Bethany, 
where they likely stayed at the home of Lazarus and his sisters.   

(11:20-26) Now in the morning, as they passed by, they saw the fig tree dried up 
from the roots. And Peter, remembering, said to Him, "Rabbi, look! The fig tree 
which You cursed has withered away." So Jesus answered and said to him, "Have 
faith in God. For assuredly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, 'Be 
removed and be cast into the sea,' and does not doubt in his heart, but believes 
those things he says will be done, he will have whatever he says. Therefore I say 
to you, whatever things you ask when you pray, believe that you receive them, and 
you will have them. And whenever you stand praying, if you have anything against 
anyone, forgive him, that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your 
trespasses. But if you do not forgive, neither will your Father in heaven forgive your 
trespasses." 

The next morning (the Greek term indicates a time before 6:00 A.M.), Jesus headed back 
to Jerusalem. Jesus presumably started out early so that He could have a full day of 
ministry at the temple.  

                                            

59    James A. Brooks is quoted in Mark: The Holman New Testament Commentary, Rodney L. Cooper, 
author, Max Anders, Ed. (Nashville, Broadman and Holman Publishers, 2000, pages 186-187). 

60     Matthew 21:17. 
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On the way,61 the disciples saw the fig tree that Jesus had cursed the day before withered 
from the roots. It was not only fruitless, it was lifeless. The early church later applied this 
parable to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Just as a fig tree with no figs could not 
satisfy Jesus' hunger, so the religious system that Judaism had become could not satisfy 
the spiritual hunger of the people, no matter how elaborate their rituals were. This is a 
unique picture of many churches today, mired in programs and busyness, overly 
organized, but with no real spiritual life and very few if any new converts. 

Yet Jesus did not try to explain the meaning of what He had done. Instead, He used the 
opportunity to explain the power of faith and prayer to all the disciples. Jesus told them 
(and us) to maintain faith (the word is a continual action verb), and to be sure that the 
object of that faith was God. Despite the cursing of the tree, Jesus told them to continue 
to trust in God, because faith and prayer, not the temple, are now central in finding the 
way to God. 

The mountain referred to was likely the Mount of Olives and the sea would have been the 
Dead Sea, which could be seen from there. But we are not to take this literally. Mountains 
represent insurmountable odds. We are to exercise the power of faith in impossible 
situations. Since "be removed" is in the passive voice, it means that God must do the 
removing. Our faith is not in the strength of our prayers, nor in the size of our faith, but 
only in God. And faith tied to God's omnipotence can accomplish much. 

But God's answers do have certain conditions, namely faith and forgiveness. Jesus says 
negatively that we must not doubt, and positively, that we must believe.  

Of course, what we believe for is qualified elsewhere in the New Testament as being in 
line with God's will. This is not "name it and claim it" theology. God is most interested in 
conforming us to the image of His Son, and we find that the more our faith in God grows, 
the more we find ourselves aligning our prayers with His purposes.  

True faith for answered prayer involves a sincere heart (Matthew 6:5), a determination to 
persevere (Matthew 7:7), a childlike trust (Matthew 18:3-4), proper motives (James 4:3), 
and above all, a submission to God's will (Matthew 6:10). Jesus is not saying that if we 
believe hard enough, God will answer any prayer, but that faith founded in the will of God 
will develop greater trust in our lives. 

Then Jesus added another important condition, that of forgiveness. Standing was a 
normal prayer-posture for the Jews. Other postures are mentioned in the Bible, but what 
matters most is what is in the heart. Again, the verb "forgive" is in the present tense. We 
must maintain a believing and a forgiving attitude. God's forgiveness of our sin, properly 
understood, should be a motivation for our own forgiveness of others. God's will for us 
here is clear. We are to forgive as we have been forgiven. 

This is a solemn thought. True faith produces fruit. If we truly believe and accept the free 
gift of salvation which was purchased for us on the cross, then we should be willing and 

                                            

61   The tree was simply "by the road" (Matthew 21:19), and probably was not anyone's private property. 
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eager to forgive. God has forgiven us far more than we will ever have to forgive. 

3. The Question of Authority (11:27—12:12) 

The question posed to Jesus by the chief priests, scribes, and elders is answered first 
directly and then by way of a parable. This encounter begins a long day of controversy in 
the temple on the Tuesday of Holy Week. 

(11:27-33) Then they came again to Jerusalem. And as He was walking in the 
temple, the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders came to Him. And they said to 
Him, "By what authority are You doing these things? And who gave You the 
authority to do these things?" But Jesus answered and said to them, "I also will 
ask you one question; then answer Me, and I will tell you by what authority I do 
these things. The baptism of John—was it from heaven or from men? Answer Me." 
And they reasoned among themselves, saying, "If we say, 'From heaven,' He will 
say, 'Why then did you not believe him?' But if we say, 'From men'"—they feared 
the people, for all counted John to have been a prophet indeed. So they answered 
and said to Jesus, "We do not know." And Jesus answered and said to them, 
"Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things." 

Jesus made His third visit to the temple in three days. The chief priests, scribes, and 
elders comprised the Jewish Supreme Court known as the Sanhedrin. The definite article 
used here indicates that they were representing their respective groups. The chief priests 
included members of the High Priest's family, who were Sadducees, while the scribes 
were Pharisees. The elders were heads of the Jewish tribes and tribal divisions, and were 
members of the aristocracy. This was not a formal court hearing, but it was a formidable 
group. Their question was, essentially, "What are Your credentials, and do You have 
authorization from a respected rabbi?"  

"These things" referred to the cleansing of the temple the day before. They had certainly 
not authorized that. These leaders thought they had Jesus where they wanted Him. If He 
were to answer that His authority came from God, they could accuse Him of blasphemy. 
If he said His authority was His own, they could dismiss Him as a fanatic and trust that 
the crowd would soon return to them. 

It was common among rabbis to answer a question with a question. Jesus was not being 
evasive. But the answer they gave to His question would serve as His answer to theirs. 
So Jesus asked them if the origin of the ministry of John the Baptist was divine or earthly. 
Jesus knew that their attitude about John would reveal their true attitude toward Him. And 
the question implied that Jesus' authority came from the same source as John's. Jesus 
demanded a response, a commitment one way or the other. 

The leaders were in a dilemma. They would discredit themselves before the people by 
either answer they gave. It was almost unfair, almost like being asked, "Have you stopped 
beating your wife?" There is no good answer to that question. If they said, "from heaven," 
Jesus would condemn their inconsistency and lack of belief in John's message. If they 
said, "from earth," they would enrage the crowd, who counted John to be a true prophet 
of God.  
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Jesus was not evading their lawful inquiry or playing games. He wanted them to face the 
issue. If they refused to accept and affirm John's testimony about Christ, why should He 
satisfy their demands for Him to declare the source of His authority? The principle is clear: 
When sufficient evidence has already been given to prove a point—to demand additional 
information is an actual rejection of what has already been placed as grounds for belief.  

And so the Jewish leaders retreated into agnosticism, as does anyone who chooses to 
ignore the facts about the Lord Jesus Christ. When the only response is, "Who knows?"—
what is there left for Jesus to say? They had already rejected both Jesus and John as 
God's messengers, carrying on a long tradition of the leaders rejecting God's prophets, 
the point Jesus would make next. 

(12:1-12) Then He began to speak to them in parables: "A man planted a vineyard 
and set a hedge around it, dug a place for the wine vat and built a tower. And he 
leased it to vinedressers and went into a far country. Now at vintage- time he sent 
a servant to the vinedressers, that he might receive some of the fruit of the vineyard 
from the vinedressers. And they took him and beat him and sent him away empty-
handed. Again he sent them another servant, and at him they threw stones, 
wounded him in the head, and sent him away shamefully treated. And again he sent 
another, and him they killed; and many others, beating some and killing some. 
Therefore still having one son, his beloved, he also sent him to them last, saying, 
'They will respect my son.' But those vinedressers said among themselves, 'This 
is the heir. Come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.' So they took him 
and killed him and cast him out of the vineyard. Therefore what will the owner of 
the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the vinedressers, and give the vineyard 
to others. Have you not even read this Scripture: 'The stone which the builders 
rejected has become the chief cornerstone. This was the Lord's doing, and it is 
marvelous in our eyes'?" And they sought to lay hands on Him, but feared the 
multitude, for they knew He had spoken the parable against them. So they left Him 
and went away. 

The vineyard was a national symbol of Israel. The temple itself had a richly carved 
grapevine made of gold and jewels around the large door to the Holy Place. And the 
parable of Isaiah 5:1-7 would have come into the minds of those who listened to Jesus' 
message.  

In the Isaiah parable, the nation was at fault for not producing well. But here, it was the 
leaders of the nation that Jesus had in mind. In this parable, God was clearly the owner 
of the vineyard, and He took great care to make it healthy and productive. The walls were 
either hedgerows, or more likely made of stone. The wine vat was a two-part excavation, 
either hewn from solid rock or dug into the earth and lined with stone. The upper cavity 
received the grapes, which were crushed by the feet of the grape-treaders. The lower 
compartment was a trough into which the juice flowed. The tower was an average of 
fifteen feet high and was used for storage. But a watchman also stayed there to alert the 
workers of pillagers or wild beasts. The owner leased the vineyard to some sharecroppers 
(a common practice at the time) and went abroad to live. 

When the time for fruit came, then owner commissioned a servant to go and collect his 
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portion of the vintage. Usually in this kind of arrangement, the owner would get from one-
third to one-half of the harvest. Since a contract had been made, this was entirely 
reasonable. But the tenants refused to deliver the promised share. They beat the servant 
and sent him back empty-handed. 

In the next verses, we see the longsuffering of the owner. He had every legal right to 
punish the tenants the first time and take away their lease. Instead, he sent servant after 
servant to them, still concerned with his investment but also with them. The violence 
against the servants continued to escalate. One was severely wounded in the head, 
others were beaten, and some were killed. These servants represent the prophets whom 
God kept sending throughout Israel's history. Still, the owner's patience abounded. Martin 
Luther is quoted as saying, "If I were God, and the world treated me as it treated Him, I 
would kick the wretched thing to pieces."62 Knowing what we do of Luther, he probably 
would have done that. But God's patience far outlasts ours. We need to ask ourselves 
often if we take God's goodness and kindness toward us for granted. 

The next words would have shocked those who first heard them. Why would a man send 
his only dear son into a situation that had already proven to be so violent? The owner's 
reasoning was, "They won't think of hurting him." This is a vivid picture of God's love for 
us. 

As the son approached, the tenants plotted among themselves to kill him since he was 
the heir. They must have reasoned that the owner was dead, and if they got rid of the 
heir, the place would be free for them to take over permanently, which would have been 
legal if the vineyard had no owner. So they took the son (the Greek signifies "violent 
seizure"), killed him, and threw his body over the wall. Jesus was under no delusion of 
what would happen to Him. He would also be cast out of the city and would die beyond 
the walls of Jerusalem. He was telling everyone openly what these leaders were about to 
do. 

But now we see that the One who exhibits extraordinary patience is also capable of great 
wrath. The owner, being still alive, will now come, destroy the tenants and give the 
vineyard to new workers. This was to be literally fulfilled within a generation. The 
leadership of God's people was given to the apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastor-
teachers of His church, and the church was officially empowered to represent God in the 
world. The new tenants are those who submit to the owner's authority by supporting His 
Son. In 70 A.D., the Romans leveled Jerusalem, killed many, and took away the leaders, 
some of whom were likely in this group, and placed them in chains. The Sanhedrin has 
not existed since that time. 

But Jesus was not finished. He could not leave the story with the son still dead. So He 
quoted Psalm 118:22-23. He is the stone that was rejected but who will become the chief 
cornerstone of a new temple, not made with hands. And this would all be brought about 
by God's marvelous intervention. 

                                            

62     Cited in R. Kent Hughes, (Preaching the Word Series: Mark, Volume 2), page 97. 
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Somewhere during the telling of this parable, the meaning dawned upon the leaders, and 
they knew that He was speaking of them. They wanted to seize Him then and there, but 
their fear of the crowd prevented them, so they left, but only temporarily. How unutterably 
sad this was. 

So Jesus made His visitation to the Holy City and to its leaders. Their clear message to 
Him was, "We will not have this man to reign over us" (Luke 19:14). The stage was set 
for the monumental events that would transpire before this week had ended. Kent Hughes 
sums this up. 

"The leaders of Israel stood at the pinnacle of the temple, and if not upon the very 
foundation of Solomon's temple, next to it. Close by, the great golden vine symbolizing 
Israel gleamed in the sun. Before them stood the Lord of the temple, the keystone to the 
entire structure. Behind Him spread the vineyard-clad slopes of Israel, pleading 
reinforcement for His words. And they rejected Him! Spiritually, they stepped into the 
abyss gaping below."63 

  

                                            

63     R. Kent Hughes, (Preaching the Word Series: Mark, Volume 2), page 99. 
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11. THE CHALLENGES OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 12:13-44 

Some Bible students call this section of Mark, "The Day of Controversy." Several groups 
came to Jesus at the temple on the Tuesday of Holy Week with questions that, for the 
most part, were designed to trap and discredit Him. The last question was asked by Jesus 
Himself. 

1. The Challenge of the Pharisees/Herodians (12:13-17) 

The first question comes from an unlikely coalition which had a definite desire to discredit 
Jesus. But in His answer, Jesus laid down for all time the principle that is to govern the 
relationship between church and state. 

(12:13-17) Then they sent to Him some of the Pharisees and the Herodians, to catch 
Him in His words. When they had come, they said to Him, "Teacher, we know that 
You are true and care about no one; for You do not regard the person of men, but 
teach the way of God in truth. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Shall we 
pay, or shall we not pay?" But He, knowing their hypocrisy, said to them, "Why do 
you test Me? Bring Me a denarius that I may see it." So they brought it. And He said 
to them, "Whose image and inscription is this?" They said to Him, "Caesar's." And 
Jesus answered and said to them, "Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, 
and to God the things that are God's." And they marveled at Him. 

The Pharisee and Herodians had opposite views about almost everything. The Herodians 
longed for the dynasty of Herod to become stronger. They were collaborators with Rome, 
humanists, and pleasure-seekers—loving pagan art, athletics, and other pursuits. The 
Pharisees prided themselves on their strict adherence to the Law of Moses and resented 
Rome's presence in Israel. Yet hatred for Jesus bound these two groups together. They 
came to Him with flattery, seeking to entrap Him. After complimenting His impartiality and 
truthfulness ("integrity," NIV), they went right to their question: was it legal and indeed 
moral, to pay taxes to Caesar or not? 

The tribute referred to, was a poll tax instituted by the Romans in A.D. 6, just for the 
privilege of living. Every male in Judea was required to pay it annually, and the money 
went directly into the treasury in Rome. These enemies of Christ thought they had Him 
right where they wanted Him. If He answered, "Yes," the Pharisees could say He was a 
compromiser who supported the Roman system, which would turn the people away from 
Him. If He said, "No," then the Herodians could report Him to Herod Antipas and the 
Romans, who would arrest Him for sedition. Mark 3:6 mentions the goal of these enemies.  

Jesus, of course, saw through their hypocrisy and asked for a denarius, a silver coin used 
to pay a day's wages. But the coin also bore the head of Caesar on one side with the 
inscription, "Tiberius Caesar Augustus; son of the Divine Augustus," and the image of 
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Caesar on a throne on the other side, with the words, "Highest Priest."64  

Someone had to go and bring the coin. They were in the temple area, and most of the 
people had already exchanged their Roman coins for temple money. 

Jesus took the coin and asked whose image was on it. His question seemed innocent 
enough that the leaders responded quickly, not realizing that they were being set up. 
Then He gave His answer, which, in essence, was this: 

"Since Caesar's picture is on the coin, it must belong to him, so give him what belongs to 
him." (Ancient coins were actually believed to be the property of the one whose picture 
was on them.) Then Jesus added, "But God's image is in you, so also give Him what 
belongs to Him." 

One commentator summarizes Jesus' words well. 

"The perfection of Jesus' answer is seen in its completeness. He had answered their 
original question with an affirmative that they should pay taxes with 'the things that are 
Caesar's.' They were to consider the coin as only a piece of metal, a medium of exchange, 
with no inherent spiritual significance. He then stated the epitome of human stewardship: 
'…to God the things that are God's.' The divine honor claimed by Caesar was not his due; 
that belongs only to God. No intelligent Jew could find any flaw with Jesus' matchless 
summation."65 

Jesus affirmed the legitimacy of human government as it has been ordained by God. 
Even bad government is under God's sovereign control.66 When Paul and Peter wrote to 
the church about honoring and praying for rulers, the wicked Nero was on the throne. The 
New Testament is consistent in its instruction, that unless we are asked to directly disobey 
God or to do something clearly immoral—we are to give respect to our leaders, pray for 
them, obey the nation's laws, and pay our taxes. In the United States, as in some other 
nations, believers have the privilege of seeking to bring change by exercising the right to 
vote. All should pray for direction for those who do vote. 

Our ultimate and first allegiance is always to God (Acts 5:29). To Him we owe life itself, 

                                            

64     The translation is given by William Hendriksen, in The New Testament Commentary: The Gospel of 
Mark, page 483. 

65    Mark: The Complete Biblical Library, Ralph W. Harris, Ed. (Springfield: World Library Press, Inc., 1988, 
page 333). 

66     The Anabaptist stress on nonresistance is seen in this truth. The Mennonite writer, Guy F. Hershberger 
says, "God's Word clearly teaches that Christians can have no part in warfare and taking of 
vengeance…(even) the commands to pay tribute to Caesar, and not to resist him, are commands to be 
nonresistant. Jesus and Paul lived in a time when Palestine was under the rule of a foreign Caesar. Many 
of the Jews were anxious to rebel against this foreign ruler, and would have been ready to stop paying 
taxes to him at once. No doubt some of the Christians also were tempted to oppose the foreign rule. But 
Jesus and Paul say: 'Be in subjection to Caesar.' The nonresistant Christian must submit to the authority of 
the state so long as it does not require him to disobey God. And even when the Christian must disobey, he 
must do so in humility, and not in the spirit of rebellion" (War, Peace, and Nonresistance, Herald Press, 
page 297). 
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along with our praise, obedience, time, attention, money, and our very hearts. We are 
God's coin, sealed with the Holy Spirit Himself. Loyalty to God is to take precedence over 
loyalty to the emperor, when forced to choose between them. 

Neither the Herodians nor the Pharisees could answer Jesus. They could only marvel 
and walk away. 

2. The Challenge of the Sadducees (12:18-27) 

The liberal Sadducees came next with a convoluted question, and this time, Jesus' 
answer says much about His view of the Scriptures. 

(12:18-27) Then some Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to Him; 
and they asked Him, saying, "Teacher, Moses wrote to us that if a man's brother 
dies, and leaves his wife behind, and leaves no children, his brother should take 
his wife and raise up offspring for his brother. Now there were seven brothers. The 
first took a wife, and dying, he left no offspring. And the second took her, and he 
died, nor did he leave any offspring. And the third likewise. So the seven had her 
and left no offspring. Last of all the woman died also. Therefore, in the resurrection, 
when they rise, whose wife will she be? For all seven had her as wife." Jesus 
answered and said to them, "Are you not therefore mistaken, because you do not 
know the Scriptures nor the power of God? For when they rise from the dead, they 
neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven. But 
concerning the dead, that they rise, have you not read in the book of Moses, in the 
burning bush passage, how God spoke to him, saying, 'I am the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob'? He is not the God of the dead, but the God 
of the living. You are therefore greatly mistaken." 

This is the only mention of the Sadducees in Mark's Gospel. They were the priestly class, 
and they were elitist and rationalist in their thinking. Because they only accepted the first 
five books of the Old Testament as inspired, they rejected any doctrines that were not 
clearly taught there. For them, this included the existence of the soul, miracles, angels, 
demons, and the resurrection of the body. It appears they came with this ridiculous 
question not only to shame Jesus, whom they probably considered to be just an 
uneducated country boy, but also to embarrass the Pharisees, whom they looked upon 
with disdain. 

There was no flattery this time. Their attitude was likely condescending, as is sometimes 
the case with liberal elitists today. The question they posed referred to what was called 
the levirate Law found in Deuteronomy 25. Verses 5 and 6 there say: "If brothers dwell 
together, and one of them dies and has no son, the widow of the dead man shall not be 
married to a stranger outside the family; her husband's brother shall go in to her, take her 
as his wife, and perform the duty of a husband's brother to her. And it shall be that the 
firstborn son which she bears will succeed to the name of his dead brother, that his name 
may not be blotted out of Israel." 

But the Sadducees did not love the Scripture. With this hypothetical and absurd story of 
seven brothers in a row married to the same woman and dying without having any children 
to her, they were seeking to show how ridiculous it was to believe in the resurrection of 
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the body. They seemed to enjoy setting up this "impossible" situation for Jesus to deal 
with, thinking that they finally had an airtight case to show Jesus how ignorant He was. 
Even if their assumption that married life continues in the hereafter was true, two 
husbands would have sufficed to make their point. But they wanted to make the problem 
sensational, because they mocked the very concept of life after death. Their question 
appeared to be about marriage, but the question was really about resurrection! 

While the resurrection is more clearly portrayed in the New Testament, there are 
numerous assurances of it in the Old Testament. However, most of them came out of 
later books that the Sadducees rejected, such as Job, the Psalms, and the prophecy of 
Daniel.   

It would have been tempting for Jesus to treat this question as the ridiculous thing that it 
was. Ray Stedman suggests that He could have asked them if they had ever investigated 
the wife's cooking!67 Instead, He asked them a question which invites an affirmative 
answer: "You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God, 
aren't you?" The only way to prevent being deceived about such things is to know both 
the Bible and God's power. Almost all theological error can be traced to a lack of 
knowledge of one or the other. 

First, Jesus speaks of their lack of knowledge of the power of God. Resurrection is not 
the restoration of life as we know it. It is an entrance into a brand new life. Note that He 
said, "When they rise…" He did not say, "If." There is no doubt in His mind, because God 
can bring life into anything, as He did with creation and as He would with His own Son in 
just a few days. Here He spoke of those who would rise to life in Heaven, since angels 
are present. Jesus did not say that we will be angels, as some popular television shows 
and movies have portrayed. Instead, we will be like them. In fact, we will be greater than 
angels, because they were created to be God's servants and ours (see Hebrews 1:14).  

Angels do not procreate. There are the same number now as when they were created. 
This is how we will be like them, since there will no longer be a need for procreation. This 
does not mean that we will not know our loved ones in Heaven, or that love will not be 
present. The New Testament is clear about these things. So Jesus deftly corrected two 
of the Sadducees' theological errors—their lack of belief in eternal life, and in angels. 

Now Jesus addressed the Sadducees' lack of knowledge of the Scripture. He did so by 
citing a portion they would affirm. There were no chapters and verses marked at that time, 
so it was customary to cite references by naming the section from which they came. Jesus 
referred to Exodus 3:6. His argument is simple. God did not say "I was," but "I am the 
God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob." Since God is the God of the living, Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob were alive when God spoke these words to Moses. If at the time He spoke to 
Moses, He was the God of the patriarchs who had been dead for centuries—then they 
were still alive and God was still their God. They were not mere heaps of crumbling dust 
in a grave yard. There is life beyond the grave and a blessed immortality for all sons and 

                                            

67    Ray Stedman, The Ruler Who Serves: Expository Studies in Mark 8—16, (Waco: Word Books, 1976, 
page 116). 
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daughters of faith. 

We will forget the stupid question of the Sadducees, but we will not soon forget the answer 
of Jesus. He affirmed the truthfulness of the Scriptures and the certainty of continuing life 
in the world to come. 

3. The Challenge of the Scribe (12:28-34) 

This scribe seemed hostile at the beginning, but his attitude changed when he heard 
Jesus' reply. Matthew adds that he was selected by the Pharisees to represent them. In 
response to his question, Jesus teaches us about the Great Commandment. 

(12:28-34) Then one of the scribes came, and having heard them reasoning 
together, perceiving that He had answered them well, asked Him, "Which is the first 
commandment of all?" Jesus answered him, "The first of all the commandments 
is: 'Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your 
strength.' This is the first commandment. And the second, like it, is this: 'You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no commandment greater than these." So 
the scribe said to Him, "Well said, Teacher. You have spoken the truth, for there is 
one God, and there is no other but He. And to love Him with all the heart, with all 
the understanding, with all the soul, and with all the strength, and to love one's 
neighbor as oneself, is more than all the whole burnt offerings and sacrifices." Now 
when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, He said to him, "You are not far from the 
kingdom of God." But after that no one dared question Him.  

This scribe may have come with the original intent of trying to trap Jesus, but he did not 
leave with this in mind. His question referred to the commandment which was first in rank 
and standing, not first in numerical order. The rabbis had developed a system of 613 
precepts during the period between the Old and New Testaments. These were divided 
into 248 commandments and 365 prohibitions. They were further divided into "weighty" 
and "light" commandments, and there was constant debate as to which of them were 
most important.  

Jesus made it quite simple. He began with the Shema, the creed that every devout Jew 
recited twice daily, once in the morning and once in the evening. This is found in 
Deuteronomy 6:4-5. The term, Shema, is the translation of the first word in the statement, 
"hear." The repetition of "Lord" in these verses shows that we cannot fully love God while 
we are disobedient to His lordship. The point of the commandment is not to neatly break 
down the components of a human life, but to say that we are to love God with our whole 
being, with nothing held back. Relationship with God is what matters most. And John 
reminds us that we cannot even truly love Him until we realize and respond to the fact 
that He first loved us (1 John 4:19). 

Jesus then added a second commandment, even though the Scribe had not asked for it. 
He quoted Leviticus 19:18. Our love for others shows the degree of our love for God. We 
are not taught here that we are to love ourselves, but it is assumed that, as sinners, we 
already do. This was the cause of the fall both of Lucifer and of Adam. Love of self will 
dominate our lives until we are born of the Spirit and filled with the love of God. 
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In the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10, Jesus taught that a neighbor includes 
anyone we meet, anyone who needs our help, and anyone from whom we need help. We 
ourselves are to be a good neighbor to others.68 The Jews in New Testament times 
seemed to think that loving one's neighbor involved only members of their own group.  

The love for neighbor is to be more than a feeling, as we see in the use of the command, 
"You shall." Love is an act of the will that seeks the highest eternal benefit for someone 
else, and shows that desire in action.  

The Jewish rabbis had often referred to both of these commandments in their discussions, 
but this is the first time someone had fused the two together. If these two commandments 
are obeyed, all the rest of them will be obeyed. By loving God with our whole being, we 
fulfill the first four of the Ten Commandments. By loving our neighbor as we already love 
ourselves, we fulfill the last six. Paul said it this way in Romans 13:8-10. 

Owe no one anything except to love one another, for he who loves another has fulfilled 
the law. For the commandments, "You shall not commit adultery," "You shall not murder," 
"You shall not steal," "You shall not bear false witness," "You shall not covet," and if there 
is any other commandment, are all summed up in this saying…"You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself." Love does no harm to a neighbor, therefore love is the fulfillment 
of the law. 

The bottom line is that we are not merely to center our lives around a set of rules; we are 
to focus on relationships. 

The scribe was moved by Jesus' answer. His attitude had changed to one of genuine 
admiration. He understood that God is not interested in mere religious activity. This was 
not a new concept. It is found throughout the Old Testament, but many had forgotten it 
by this time. Without the love of God, the entire Levitical system was meaningless ritual. 
Tragically, most of the leaders there that day went on with their plans to kill Jesus, thus 
proving that they did not love God at all.69 No amount of offerings and sacrifices given at 
the temple could atone for this hatred. 

But Jesus was pleased that here was a man who got it. He never judges people by their 
groups, but as individuals. This is the only commendation of a scribe in the Gospel of 
Mark. The man was not yet in the kingdom, but he was close. He had one final truth to 
grasp—that God's kingdom is obtained through faith in His Son as Savior and Lord. This 
is, at one and the same time, a gracious invitation to keep drawing nearer, and a warning 
that he would never be in the kingdom unless he did draw nearer. It should give us pause 
to think that a person can be so close to the kingdom, and yet infinitely far away if he does 

                                            

68   The good neighbor was "The one who showed mercy on the wounded man" (Luke 10:37a). See Harold 
Martin, BNTC Commentary on Luke, page 137. 

69    The two-fold commandment to love is to govern Christian conduct. But even love must work in keeping 
with God's principles of righteousness and holiness. A loving person, for example, will not do something 
expressly forbidden in God's law, no matter how compelling the circumstances might be. For example, it is 
never loving to commit adultery, to steal another's property, or to tell an untruth. Love is concerned with the 
well-being of others. 
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not accept Christ. 

No one else dared to question Jesus. If these Jewish leaders had sincerely wanted to 
know and to serve God, they would have recognized Jesus. People of faith, such as 
Simeon and Anna, believed immediately when God revealed Jesus to them. Those who 
had outward form without inner reality rejected Him. 

4. The Challenge and Warning of Jesus (12:35-44) 

As the long day begins to close, Jesus asks a crucial question of His own. In the end, the 
issue is always the Person of Christ. Our final destiny will be determined by one thing: 
What have we done with Jesus? 

(12:35-37) Then Jesus answered and said, while He taught in the temple, "How is it 
that the scribes say that the Christ is the Son of David? For David himself taught 
by the Holy Spirit: 'The Lord said to my Lord, sit at my right hand, till I make Your 
enemies Your footstool.' Therefore David himself calls Him 'Lord'; how is He then 
his Son?" And the common people heard Him gladly.  

Jesus continued His public teaching in the outer court of the temple. He had been asked 
a series of questions throughout the day. Now it was His turn. His question shows that 
the real issue, the fundamental question of life is the identity of the Messiah. It was this 
issue that was keeping the seeking scribe out of the kingdom.  

Jesus referred to the most quoted passage in the New Testament—Psalm 110:1. In doing 
this, He affirmed both the divine inspiration, and the Davidic authorship, of this Psalm. 
Jesus believed in the inspiration and inerrancy of the Scripture. And why should He not? 
He is the author of the Scriptures through the Holy Spirit.  

In Psalm 110, David declared the ultimate victory of the Messiah. To sit at God's right 
hand is to be given power and authority. The footstool refers to the total subjection of His 
enemies. There are two words for "Lord" used here—Yahweh, the personal name of God, 
and Adonai, the Messianic title for God. God the Father was speaking to God the Son 
through the pen of King David.  

David himself did not think that the Messiah would be merely his descendent. Here is the 
mystery. How can this One be both Son and Sovereign? The scribes could not answer 
the question. But those of simple faith could. When the angel Gabriel announced the birth 
of Christ to Mary, he said that the Son of God would sit on the throne of His father David, 
and she believed that promise. Paul summed it up after the resurrection, when he wrote 
to the Romans about "His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, who was born of the seed of David 
according to the flesh and declared to be the Son of God with power according to the 
Spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead" (Romans 1:3-4). 

So the real question was, "How can Christ be both David's Son and David's Lord if He is 
merely human?" The only answer is the Incarnation. The Messiah would be far more than 
a human descendent of David; He would be God in human form. Everything rises and 
falls on this question. 

If Christ is not divine, then lay the Book away 
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And every blessed faith resign 

That has so long been yours and mine 

Through many a trying day; 

 

Forget the place of bended knee 

And dream no more of worlds to be. 

If Christ is not divine, go seal again the tomb; 

Take down the cross, redemption's sign, 

 

Quench all the stars of hope that shine, 

And let us turn and travel on 

Across the night that knows no dawn.70 

 

Jesus posed and answered this question so masterfully that the crowds heard Him gladly. 

(12:38-40) Then He said to them in His teaching, "Beware of the scribes, who desire 
to go around in long robes, love greetings in the marketplaces, the best seats in 
the synagogues, and the best places at the feasts, who devour widows' houses, 
and for a pretense make long prayers. These will receive greater condemnation." 

Having commended the honest scribe just moments before, Jesus now warned that most 
scribes were not like him. People needed to be discerning. Jesus named six ways that 
these men could be evil and dangerous. 

1. They would walk needlessly around in long robes (the power suits of that day), 
putting on airs, just to be seen. 

2. They delighted to have people fawn around them and give them demonstrations 
of respect. 

3. They craved recognition at the synagogue, taking seats in front of the raised 
platform close to where Scripture was read and prayers were offered. These seats 
faced the congregation, so they could be seen by all. 

4. They maneuvered for places of honor at banquets, seeking to sit or recline next to 
the guests of honor. Jesus warned against this in Luke 14:8. In short, they enjoyed 
the "perks" of their profession. 

5. If this were not bad enough, they took advantage of defenseless people, using 
their knowledge of the Law to practice extortion. The term "houses" denotes not 
only the actual dwelling, but also its contents. 

                                            

70     Walter A. Maier, The Lutheran Hour, cited in (R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word series: Mark, 
Volume 2), pages 123-124. 
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6. They attempted to cover this fraud with demonstrations of religious zeal and 
devotion, praying long prayers in public for show. 

Their superior knowledge of God's Word made their guilt greater and would result in 
greater punishment, since they were hypocritical. 

Do we sometimes fall into these traps? Do we try to impress people with our knowledge 
of the Bible, our attendance at church, our large donations, and our good deeds done 
sometimes to be seen by all? No wonder James, the half-brother of our Lord later warned 
us, "My brethren, let not many of you become teachers, knowing that we shall receive a 
stricter judgment" (James 3:1).  

This denunciation of the scribes finalized Jesus' complete break with the religious leaders 
as well as the conclusion of His public ministry. From here on, He focused His time and 
attention on the Twelve. 

(12:41-44) Now Jesus sat opposite the treasury and saw how the people put money 
into the treasury. And many who were rich put in much. Then one poor widow came 
and threw in two mites, which make a quadrans. So He called His disciples to 
Himself and said to them, "Assuredly, I say to you that this poor widow has put in 
more than all those who have given to the treasury; for they all put in out of their 
abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all that she had, her whole livelihood." 

Jesus now moved from the outer court into the Court of the Women where He sat down 
and watched people bring their gifts to the temple treasury.  

The treasury consisted of thirteen receptacles shaped like trumpets, into which gifts of 
money were placed. Each "trumpet" was marked for a different purpose, such as temple 
tribute, sacrifices, incense, etc. Jesus was and is a people watcher. He watches not only 
actions, but motives. He carefully observed the people dropping their money into the 
treasury. He still watches this today, because He is concerned about our giving and how 
we use our money.  

Many rich persons gave large amounts. There was nothing wrong with this in itself, unless 
the heart was not behind it. After what Jesus had just said, some of the scribes' money 
may have been tainted. Also, some gave their gifts with great pomp and ceremony. 
Josephus, the Jewish historian, wrote that some Pharisees actually had trumpeters go 
before them to get everyone's attention, so that they could proudly put the big gifts into 
the treasury with everyone watching. Jesus was not impressed. 

But then a poor widow came forward with two little copper coins71 valued by today's 
market at about two fifths of a penny. Peter's eyewitness report specified that she gave 
two coins. By rights, she could have given only one and kept one for her living expenses. 

                                            

71    The small coin was called a "mite" (Greek, lepton), the only Jewish coin mentioned in the Scriptures. 
The "mite" was worth 1/64th of a denarius, the daily wage of an average worker. Mark explains, for the 
benefit of his Roman readers, that the lepton was about equivalent to the Latin coin which was called the 
quadrans—worth only a fraction of a penny. See Walter Wessel, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Mark, 
(Volume 8), page 741.  
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This would have been perfectly acceptable. But her desire was to do more than give an 
offering. She wanted to tell God how much she loved Him and that all she had was His. 
Perhaps she was one of the widows victimized by the scribes. If so, it would have been 
easy for her to be bitter toward religion. Instead, she looked beyond the hypocrisy to the 
God she worshiped. 

Inwardly, Jesus was on His feet applauding her. He was so impressed that He called His 
disciples over to make a positive example of her. Jesus measured her gift, not by what 
she had given, but by what she had left.  

While many came that day and gave contributions, this widow made a consecration of 
her life. What matters is not the portion of our giving, but the proportion of it. It is not that 
impressive for a wealthy man to give ten percent of his income on a Sunday when he can 
easily afford to give fifty percent. This is why the New Testament does not stress tithing 
so much as it does proportionate giving, giving as God has blessed us. Sadly, statistics 
in the United States today, show that poorer Christians give a higher percentage of their 
income to the church than wealthy believers do. It is regrettable that, in some cases, 
giving goes down as the bank account goes up.  

While others that day had abundance left after their giving, the widow had given all she 
had. She gave in great faith, knowing that she would have to trust God for tomorrow's 
daily bread. Neither she nor any of the other people knew that they were being watched 
that day, but for Jesus, her act brought a beautiful ending to a day of controversy. 

Let us always remember that God is looking more at our hearts than at our performance. 
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12. THE PREDICTIONS OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 13:1-37 

This chapter contains what is commonly known as the "Olivet Discourse,"72 named by the 
term because most of it was given on the Mount of Olives, an elevation just east of the 
city of Jerusalem. Commentators have found it difficult at times to interpret the chapter,73 
because Jesus speaks of several different periods of past and future history. But the main 
thrust of Jesus' words appears to be preparation for the disciples as they get ready to 
carry out His mission. 

1. About the Temple (13:1-2) 

The day of controversy had ended, and Jesus and the Twelve headed back for a night of 
rest at Bethany. But a disciple's comment about the magnificence of the temple prompted 
Jesus to utter a prediction that tragically came true all too soon. 

(3:1-2) Then as He went out of the temple, one of His disciples said to Him, 
"Teacher, see what manner of stones and what buildings are here!" And Jesus 
answered and said to him, "Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone shall 
be left upon another, that shall not be thrown down." 

The statement by the unnamed disciple was not hyperbole. The temple was made of 
white marble with gold plating on some of its walls and on the roofs. Herod the Great had 
started the major renovation and construction project 46 years before, and just now it was 
almost completed.  

Visitors to the Holy Land can still see some of the foundation stones today at the Israeli 
Wailing Wall. The largest of the stones measures over 16 feet long and 13 feet wide. The 
outer wall was over seven feet thick. The inner place of worship itself was 100 feet high, 
and there were forty-foot columns throughout the complex, which made up one sixth of 
the area of the city.  

What a shock it must have been when the disciples heard Jesus' response: "Not one 

                                            

72    There are several discourses of Jesus on record in the Bible—among them are the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5—7), the Parables of the Kingdom (Matthew 13), and the Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24—
25). Most of the Olivet Discourse is also included here in Mark 13. 

73    It is almost impossible to understand the discourse found in Mark 13 without seeing that it has two 
horizons—one only 40 years from the time it was uttered, and the other still in the distant future. The two 
horizons merge in some places, and so it is difficult at times to determine where one ends and the other 
begins. Yet, in final analysis, the burden of the discourse is not merely on the overthrow of the city of 
Jerusalem; it is also about the end of the age. The fact that the message has eschatological overtones is 
evidenced by the truth that verse 26 has not happened in New Testament times nor has it happened yet, 
even in the twenty-first century. Some of the ideas here have been lifted from (W. Graham Scroggie, The 
Gospel of Mark, page 232).  
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stone shall be left upon another." Jesus predicted total destruction of the building. This 
came true just 40 years later. When the Jews rose up once again to rebel against their 
Roman oppressors, Titus brought the legions of Rome in A.D. 69. After a lengthy siege, 
the Romans took the city the following year, killing up to one million Jews in the process. 
Others were enslaved, and still others died of sickness and famine in the aftermath. As 
for the temple, a soldier threw a blazing timber through one of its windows. As the temple 
burned, Jews were being massacred without pity. Then as the gold in the plating began 
to melt, greedy soldiers pulled the stones apart to get to the melted treasure. Today, only 
a part of the west wall and some adjoining towers remain. By decree of the emperor, the 
rest of the structure was leveled. 

This would happen because the Jewish leaders rejected their Messiah. In the passage 
which leads up to Matthew 24, (in Matthew 23:38), Jesus ended His speech against the 
scribes and Pharisees by saying, "See! Your house is left to you desolate." Warren 
Wiersbe puts it this way: "The Jewish leaders had defiled it. Jesus would depart from it 
and leave it desolate. The Romans would destroy it."74 

We must ask ourselves: What are the symbols of power and of status in today's church? 
Is there pride because of beautiful buildings, great institutions, popular programs, 
elaborate magazines? We should heed the warning of Jesus, who looks for devoted 
hearts above all else. 

2. About Persecution (13:3-13) 

The inner three of the disciples (plus Andrew) came to Jesus privately and asked Him to 
elaborate on His response. Their main mistake was to think that Messiah's return in glory, 
must come immediately after Jerusalem's fall. Jesus took pains to correct this 
misunderstanding. 

(13:3-8) Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, 
John, and Andrew asked Him privately, "Tell us, when will these things be? And 
what will be the sign when all these things will be fulfilled?" And Jesus, answering 
them, began to say, "Take heed that no one deceives you. For many will come in 
My name, saying, 'I am He,' and will deceive many. But when you hear of wars and 
rumors of wars, do not be troubled; for such things must happen, but the end is 
not yet. For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. And 
there will be earthquakes in various places, and there will be famines and troubles. 
These are the beginnings of sorrows." 

The Mount of Olives sat directly opposite the temple area across the Kidron valley, rising 
200 feet above the city. The disciples found it hard to believe that the Holy City would be 
destroyed, so four of the disciples (the first four that He had called) came to ask Jesus for 
more information. The questions (and variations of them) have been asked again and 
again across the centuries by Jesus' followers. Was the destruction of the temple a sign 
of the end of the world? What one sign would let them know that the end was near? The 

                                            

74     Warren W. Wiersbe, (The Bible Exposition Commentary: New Testament, Gospel of Mark), page 154. 
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disciples made the same mistake that many have made in understanding biblical 
prophecy. They saw mountains in the distance that looked close together—but only 
because they did not see the valleys between them. In their minds, the end of the age 
would immediately follow the destruction of the temple. 

The words, "began to say" (13:5a), show that Jesus would speak about other topics while 
answering their questions. Instead of giving them one sign, Jesus first warned them to 
beware of false signs. In fact, three times in this discourse—in verses 5, 33, and 35—
Jesus warned the disciples (and future generations) to be alert, to watch, especially to 
watch out so that we will not be deceived. He gave the four disciples three "non-signs." 

(1) False messiahs. Many will come saying either that they are Israel's expected Messiah, 
or that they are Jesus Christ Himself returned to earth. And many will be deceived. 
Palestine was plagued by these kinds of false christs just prior to the Jewish war and the 
fall of Jerusalem. In fact, the false christs were one factor that precipitated the Jewish 
zeal which led to their rebellion against Rome, and the Romans' subsequent response. 
As we well know, the false messiahs continue to appear today. We need only think of Jim 
Jones, Sun Myung Moon, David Koresh, and the Heaven's-Gate movement to realize that 
false christs continue to deceive many. 

Later in this sermon, Jesus said that the one clear sign of His return will be His 
appearance in the clouds, seen by everyone. So we need not be deceived by anyone 
who claims to be Christ on earth. 

(2) Political conflict. We are not to think of every war as bringing us closer to the end. 
Some historians point out that there have been 300 wars in Europe alone in the last 300 
years. One wrote that there has never been a time without a war somewhere. But we are 
not to lose faith, because God has not lost control. Some in the church today believe that 
as we work together, we can bring an end to all war on earth. But this idea flies in the face 
of Jesus' words. While we ought to pray and work for peace as we are able, we must, at 
the same time, realize that only Christ's return will bring a final end to war. 

(3) Natural disasters. The disturbances in nature have significance, but they do not make 
the setting of dates any more possible. There were four major earthquakes in the 
Mediterranean world between the resurrection of Jesus and the fall of Jerusalem. There 
were four famines just during the reign of the emperor Claudius (A.D. 41-54). One of 
these famines took place in Judea. But did these mean that the end was near? I admit 
that earlier in 2010, after the massive earthquake in Haiti, which was followed soon after 
by quakes in Chile and China—my wife and I discussed this possibility. But Jesus said 
these would signify only the "beginnings of sorrows," that term signifying the initial birth-
pangs of a woman in labor. 

False messiahs, political conflict, and natural disasters do not, in themselves, mean that 
the return of Christ is near. However, an acceleration of them is significant. The main 
point of Jesus' words recorded in Mark 13, is that we are to be ready to face a turbulent 
world at all times with confidence. The truth of Jesus' prediction regarding the destruction 
of the temple, assures us that we can trust His predictions in these other areas. God is in 
control. 
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(13:9-13) "But watch out for yourselves, for they will deliver you up to councils, and 
you will be beaten in the synagogues. You will be brought before rulers and kings 
for My sake, for a testimony to them. And the gospel must first be preached to all 
the nations. But when they arrest you and deliver you up, do not worry beforehand, 
or premeditate what you will speak. But whatever is given you in that hour, speak 
that; for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit. Now brother will betray brother 
to death, and a father his child, and children will rise up against parents and cause 
them to be put to death. And you will be hated by all for My name's sake. But he 
who endures to the end shall be saved." 

Now Jesus made it personal. "Watch out for yourselves." He warned the disciples first of 
Jewish persecution. Councils would mean Jewish courts, led by the Sanhedrin. Those 
who were sentenced would be scourged in the synagogues. This flogging consisted of 39 
lashes on the back with a leather whip. The Law called for 40 lashes, but the authorities 
limited it to 39, to make sure they did not go over the limit. "Rulers and kings" refer to the 
Gentile courts. In Acts, we see Peter, John, and Stephen brought before formal and 
informal Jewish courts, while later Paul appears before the Sanhedrin, Governor Felix, 
Governor Festus, and King Agrippa—with anticipation of one day appearing before Nero 
himself. In every case, they testified well. Persecution should result in proclamation. 
Jesus reminded the disciples that the persecution would be "for My sake." When anyone 
persecutes a follower of Christ, he is actually persecuting Christ Himself, as Saul of 
Tarsus discovered in dramatic fashion on the road to Damascus. 

As Jesus foretold the suffering, He reminded the disciples of the reason for it all. The 
Good News of His salvation must be preached to all nations. This was and is the number-
one priority of the church. This mission fills the whole present age right up to the end. 
Only God knows when the mission is over.75 We have no liberty to become complacent. 
Rather than looking for signs of the end times, let's be busy with the task assigned us. 

Jesus knew that the idea of inexperienced ordinary men to be examined by judges and 
emperors had to be daunting. He commanded them not to prepare their testimony ahead 
of time, but to trust the Holy Spirit to speak through them. This is the only mention of the 
ministry of the Spirit in Mark's Gospel. Furthermore, they were to speak only the words 
that the Spirit gave. Eloquent rhetoric would not serve the purpose to communicate the 
gospel; only plain speech directed by the Holy Spirit will do that. 

We can see an excellent example of the fulfillment of this promise in Peter's response to 
the Sanhedrin in Acts chapter 4. His words were direct and to the point, centering on 
Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. The Jewish leaders were impressed and warned Peter 
and John not to speak in Jesus' name any more. But after prayer for boldness with the 
gathered church, the apostles continued to proclaim Christ. This time, they were flogged 
for their efforts, but they rejoiced in the privilege of suffering for Christ. (See Acts, chapter 

                                            

75    When Jesus spoke the words found in verse 10 ("the gospel must first be preached to all the nations"), 
His followers were confined to a small group of people who lived mostly in Galilee and a few in Judea, but 
the gospel down through the years has been carried to all parts of the earth. 
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5). 

But Jesus did not guarantee acquittal in every case. James, one of the disciples listening 
at this moment, was killed during the early years for his faith (Acts 12:1-2). 

The promise of Jesus, saying we need not premeditate what we will speak because the 
Holy Spirit will give words to say (verse 11), must not be an excuse for lazy preachers. 
We are to study and prepare carefully to preach to our congregations. I read of one pastor 
who got up on a Sunday morning and announced that he had not prepared, but had 
decided to say only what the Holy Spirit gave him to say. After the service, one parishioner 
said that he never knew the Holy Spirit could be so dull! The promise given in Mark 13:11 
is designed to encourage those, who in specific situations, are being made victims of 
persecution. 

Jesus named some of those who would betray the disciples. The worst persecution is 
certainly that which comes from loved ones. But Jesus predicted that Christ-hating family 
members would betray Christ-loving family members. We know that this still goes on 
today. Believers can be, at best disowned, and at worst murdered by their families, 
particularly in radical Muslim and hard-line Communist countries.  The reason for such 
hatred is that we bear the name of Him who has been most hated.  

Jesus said that He came not to bring peace, but a sword (Matthew 10:34). He brings 
division between acquaintances, friends, and even family members. In fact, people in 
general do not love Christians, particularly when we speak of His exclusivity and 
announce His demands. We see this in the media today. Christ is often mocked and 
disparaged by television shows, movies, and news reporting. We do not see the same 
treatment given to Mohammed or to Buddha. And only the precious name of Jesus is 
used in profane ways and in gutter language. 

The promise of Jesus is that those who endure to the end will be saved, not because 
enduring earns us salvation, but because it is the sign that our faith is genuine. We are 
assured that we can endure whatever comes. The martyrdoms of thousands of believers 
in the past 2,000 years prove that God's grace is sufficient. After Diocletian's slaughter of 
Christians in the fourth century, Tertullian wrote, "Go on, rack, torture, grind us to powder; 
our numbers increase as you mow us down. The blood of Christians is their harvest 
seed."76  

When we suffer for Christ, we can take heart in remembering two things: We will know 
the fellowship of His sufferings (Philippians 3:10), and we will know true blessedness 
(Matthew 5:10-11). So we must not be discouraged by persecution. Instead, we can 
persevere. Let us be faithful to our dying day, no matter how that death comes. 

Timothy Geddert77 summarizes this section by showing that Jesus wants us to see the 
silver lining in all of this. He paraphrases Jesus: "Whatever persecutions may come, the 

                                            

76    Cited in (Mark: The Complete Biblical Library, The New Testament, Volume One: Harmony of the 
Gospels, Ralph W. Harris, page 363). 

77   Timothy Geddert, (Mark: The Believer's Church Commentary, Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, page 309). 
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gospel cannot be stopped; even when you are on trial, God will speak through you, and 
worldwide mission will go on." 

3. About Jerusalem (13:14-23) 

In these verses, we see the principle of multiple references in play, as Jesus' words have 
application both to the coming destruction of Jerusalem as well as the Great Tribulation 
at the final days before the return of Christ. 

(13:14-20) "So when you see 'the abomination of desolation,' spoken of by Daniel 
the prophet, standing where it ought not" (let the reader understand), "then let 
those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. Let him who is on the housetop not 
go down into the house, nor enter to take anything out of his house. And let him 
who is in the field not go back to get his clothes. But woe to those who are pregnant 
and to those who are nursing babies in those days! And pray that your flight will 
not be in winter. For in those days there will be tribulation, such as has not been 
since the beginning of the creation, which God created until this time, nor ever 
shall be. And unless the Lord had shortened those days, no flesh would be saved; 
but for the elect's sake, whom He chose, He shortened the days." 

Perhaps Jesus motioned at the temple as He spoke the words. The prophecy about the 
"abomination of desolation" had its first fulfillment about 150 years before Christ, when 
Antiochus Epiphanes polluted the Holy Place of the temple by building a pagan altar and 
sacrificing a pig on it.  

The immediate fulfillment of Jesus' prediction came in 70 A.D. when Titus desecrated the 
temple once again during the destruction of the City. But Jesus also looked far ahead to 
the appearance of the one whom Paul called the "man of sin" in 2 Thessalonians 2:3-10. 
This Antichrist will also defile the temple in the period known as the Great Tribulation just 
before the return of Christ in glory. Thus, the destruction of Jerusalem becomes a 
paradigm that contains essential elements of this climactic time. Jesus warned His 
followers to flee these events before they occurred. The parenthetical insertion, "Let the 
reader understand," seems to be Mark's code for his Roman readers. He was telling them 
that a more precise explanation could be dangerous if it fell into the wrong hands.  

When these times approached, utmost haste would be needed. Those on the flat roofs of 
their homes were to hasten down the outside stairs and run without stopping to take 
anything from inside. Time would be very important. Those working out in the fields were 
not to run home for their clothes. It was customary not to wear the outer garment when 
doing manual labor. Since they would ordinarily need their cloaks for warmth in the night 
air, the message was that the situation was urgent, and crisis was to take precedence 
over comfort. 

In a time when women were generally considered to be inferior to men, Jesus showed 
unusual respect and compassion toward them, particularly in this case, to those who were 
pregnant or had infants to care for. He also warned about the possibility of these events 
happening in winter and urged His followers to pray that the events do not happen in 
winter. Winter in Palestine is a cold, stormy season. Streams would be swollen by heavy 
rains and would be difficult to ford. Sometimes the temperature would drop low enough 
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to allow for snow, especially in the mountain areas to which they were told to run. It is 
interesting to see how prayer works within the sovereign will of God. There was no use 
to pray that the destruction of Jerusalem would be averted. The timing was set. But God 
is still concerned about the welfare of His people, and so Jesus says that the disciples 
could influence the weather by their prayers. 

In this section we see the horrors of both the destruction of Jerusalem and the Great 
Tribulation (also called the "time of Jacob's trouble" in Jeremiah 30:7). The afflictions that 
occurred during the devastation of Jerusalem were typical of the tribulation still to come 
in the future. Revelation 9:5-6 says that the anguish of end time events will be such that 
people will seek death but be unable to die. 

This was certainly true in A.D. 70. Josephus wrote that 100,000 Jews were taken prisoner 
by the Romans, while more than one million people died by slaughter and starvation. So 
many Jews were crucified during those days that the hills were stripped of trees, so the 
Romans could build enough crosses. As horrifying as this devastation was, the suffering 
in the last days will be worse. 

The actual siege of Jerusalem lasted only five months. Historians say that the entire 
population would have perished if it had lasted much longer. But God chose Israel in a 
covenant with Abraham and David. The Jews would not be totally exterminated, just as 
Jesus predicted. 

Neither would the Christians be completely destroyed. Believers remembered these 
words of Jesus, and when the Zealots clashed with the Romans in A.D. 66, setting up the 
war to follow, most of them fled to Pella,78 a town in the mountains across the Jordan. 
These were all spared, and because of their witness, many unbelievers came to faith. 
Jesus' words were not wasted in the early church. We must also be vigilant as we watch 
history unfold. 

The same will be true in the end times. Only the Lord has the power to preserve the 
human race, and His sovereign plan has already determined that those days will also be 
shortened by the return of Jesus Christ. 

God is in charge of history, and He will not allow evil to exceed the bounds that He has 
set. 

(13:21-23) "Then if anyone says to you, 'Look, here is the Christ!' or, 'Look, He is 
there!' do not believe it. For false christs and false prophets will rise and show 
signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect. But take heed, see, I have 
told you all things beforehand."  

Once again, Jesus warned about false christs and false prophets. There are false 
prophets and teachers even in the church, people who say things like, "God wants you to 

                                            

78    Pella was a "city located east of the Jordan River in the Decapolis region. There is no reference to this 
city in the Bible, but records show that it was an important Canaanite city…(and) during the Jewish revolt 
against Rome (A.D. 66-70), Pella became a refuge for many Christians, and a center for the early church" 
(Walter Elwell, Ed., Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible, page 1,638).  
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be rich," or "There are no such things as sin and hell." As the end draws near, there will 
be an increase in the number of those who claim to be the Messiah. We live in a time of 
worldwide deceit, when preachers who are not of God proclaim a man-centered religion. 
Some of these are said to be capable of miracles. The Antichrist will be able to produce 
signs and wonders, according to Revelation 13:12-15. While Satan is no match for God, 
he does possess some degree of power as a created fallen angel. 

Jesus did not say that the elect would be deceived. We have God's Word to tell us of the 
devil's schemes and methods. If we know and obey the Word, we need not fear. 

We can take comfort in the fact that Jesus has forewarned us about these things so we 
can be prepared. 

4. About the Day of the Lord (13:24-31) 

Jesus now spoke specifically about signs in the heavens that would mark His triumphant 
return, including the sign of Jesus Himself descending in the clouds. 

(13:24-27) "But in those days, after that tribulation, the sun will be darkened, and 
the moon will not give its light; the stars of heaven will fall, and the powers in the 
heavens will be shaken. Then they will see the Son of Man coming in the clouds 
with great power and glory. And then He will send His angels, and gather together 
His elect from the four winds, from the farthest part of earth to the farthest part of 
heaven." 

The use of the phrase, "in those days," shows that Jesus now was speaking of final 
events. As the prophet Joel and others had warned, the sun will be extinguished and the 
moon will have no light to reflect. There will be global darkness and atmospheric 
instability. The stars will fall like comets. This is a clear contrast to the pseudo signs done 
by the false prophets.  

But at the very moment when all seems lost, "they", that is, all men and women who are 
alive at that time will see the personal, bodily, and visible return of the Lord Jesus Christ 
with clouds, riding a white horse, in great power and glory. Once again, Jesus used His 
favorite self-designation, the "Son of Man." This reference from Daniel 7:13-14 is a clear 
description of His deity, not His humanity. When Jesus used the same phrase at His trial 
before the Sanhedrin, it led to His immediate condemnation, because they recognized 
the claim to deity that He was making. 

How different this will be from His first coming, when He was laid in a feeding trough, and 
His birth was witnessed by only a few persons. The Messianic secret that Jesus sought 
to keep throughout this gospel will be finally revealed to all, and our hope and faith will be 
vindicated. 

The mention of angels is another indication that Jesus was speaking about final events. 
They will be dispersed to gather the elect.79 We know from Zechariah that the Jews will 

                                            

79      Reputable Bible students differ as to whether the term "elect" refers to the saved remnant of Israel 
during the Tribulation days, or to the church. Perhaps Jesus was saying that both groups will be gathered 
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believe when they see the scars on the coming King, and Paul writes in Romans that "a 
nation will be saved in a day." The imagery of "the farthest part of earth to the farthest 
part of heaven" signifies that God will not lose track of a single one of His own. 

This is our dream as followers of Jesus. And someday soon, it will be our reality. 

(13:28-31) "Now learn this parable from the fig tree: When its branch has already 
become tender, and puts forth leaves, you know that summer is near. So you also, 
when you see these things happening, know that it is near—at the doors! 
Assuredly, I say to you, this generation will by no means pass away till all these 
things take place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will by no means 
pass away." 

Jesus now said that "these things," the signs that He has just spoken of, would announce 
the arrival of the end just like changes in the fig tree announce the coming of summer. 
Most trees in Palestine are evergreens, but the fig tree goes through seasonal changes 
like many of the trees in the northern parts of our country do. When a fig tree begins to 
blossom, two things are true: summer is near, and it is certain. Nothing will stop it.  

When the disciples would see that what Jesus had predicted was taking place, they would 
know the time was near. The events of the initial fulfillment of Jesus' prophecy, the 
destruction of Jerusalem, were so close that He described them as being "at the doors!" 
The most crucial sign for which they were to watch, was the profaning of the temple. But 
again, there is a dual interpretation here. Jesus' words also apply to the time preceding 
His return. 

The same is true of His mention of "this generation."80 Was Jesus speaking of those who 
were listening to Him at that moment, or of the final generation which will be alive at the 
time of His second coming? The answer could be a reference to both. But Jesus was 
clear. In either case, once the events begin, they will be over before the generation that 
is alive when they begin—has finally died off.  

How certain can we be of this truth? Jesus said that as solid and real as the heavens and 
the earth seem to be—they will pass away. Peter later wrote of the cataclysmic 
destruction of the present heavens and earth as we know them—which will make possible 
the creation of a new heavens and a new earth. But Jesus' words will not pass away. He 
had already said that not one jot or tittle of the Old Testament would pass away (Matthew 
5:18). Now He put His own words on the same sure ground. 

God's Word is the only source of truth in a changing world. It does not matter what all the 
secular voices may say. This is how it will all end. Jesus' words would be authenticated 

                                            

together as God finalizes His program for the heavens and the earth that He created. 

80     We need to remember that no one who was living when Jesus spoke these words lived to see "all 
these things take place" (verse 30b). That would argue for the generation alive in the end times. On the 
other hand, the Greek word translated "generation" can mean "race" or "family"—which could be saying 
that the Jewish race (family of people) will be preserved in spite of terrible persecution—until the Lord 
comes. 
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in just 40 years by the fall of Jerusalem. They will be culminated in the fulfillment of all the 
events of the last days. We can trust the Word of God. And we have Jesus' word for it. 

5. About the Return of Christ (13:32-37) 

Jesus concludes His discourse with a repeated exhortation to watch and be alert for His 
return, and a parable to illustrate this truth. Preparation, not speculation should 
characterize our lives as we await His Second Advent. 

(13:32-37) "But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, 
nor the Son, but only the Father. Take heed, watch and pray, for you do not know 
when the time is. It is like a man going to a far country, who  left his house and 
gave authority to his servants, and to each his work, and commanded the 
doorkeeper to watch. Watch therefore for you do not know when the master of the 
house is coming—in the evening, at midnight, at the crowing of the rooster, or in 
the morning—lest, coming suddenly, he find you sleeping. And what I say to you, I 
say to all. Watch!" 

The time of the destruction of the temple could be known in time to flee to the mountains, 
but the time of the Second coming of Christ cannot be known in advance. Angels will be 
involved in the events surrounding that moment, but they do not know when the time will 
be. Jesus knows now, as He sits in His glorified body at the right hand of His Father, but 
He did not know then. This was part of the voluntary relinquishment of the independent 
use of His deity, as He lived in dependence on His father while on earth. For anyone to 
say, as some do even now, that they know the time of Christ's return, borders on 
blasphemy. 

It is not for us to speculate about the exact time when Christ will come back. Instead, 
Jesus says we should be on guard. With this, He also urges His disciples to give attention 
to prayer, so that we will be ready when He comes. 

The short parable that follows is found only in Mark. The illustration mentioned a master 
who was leaving on an extended trip. He delegated authority to his servants, assigning 
tasks to each. He specified that the doorkeeper's job was to be watching at all times. The 
householder did not tell his servants when he would return. If they were wise, they would 
always be ready, at their posts. 

Jesus then applied the story to the disciples to whom He spoke and, indeed, to all 
disciples. He was the Master who would be away for an undetermined amount of time. 
During His death, resurrection, and ascension—He would be absent from them. They, 
and we, would be left with clear assigned responsibilities. But the most important task for 
all His servants would be to watch. Indeed He can come back at any time. The four 
watches mentioned were all in the night-time hours: These were the watches used by the 
Romans; this is another evidence of Mark's writing for a Roman audience. The hours 
were divided this way: 

Evening—6 to 9 P.M. 

Midnight—9 P.M. to Midnight 

The crowing of the rooster—Midnight to 3 A.M. 
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Morning—3 to 6 A.M.  

In other words, Jesus was saying, "I could come back soon after I leave, or at the midway 
point of this period, or toward the end, or at the very end. I do not know. Neither do you. 
So keep on watching." 

Indeed, sleeping on "the watch" could prove fatal. We are warned repeatedly in the New 
Testament to remain spiritually alert, in passages such as Revelation 3:3, 1 
Thessalonians 5:2-10, and Romans 13:11-14.  

The words from Jesus—about always being ready for His return—are for all who follow 
Him from that moment on the Mount of Olives, to the end of the age. We may not 
understand all the signs of His return, but we can be ready for it at every moment. So 
Jesus ended the discussion in the way He began it—with an urgent exhortation to watch.  

Followers of the Lord Jesus will show their alertness to His coming, by being about the 
tasks He has given them, and by pursuing holiness in daily living—so that He may be 
pleased when He comes back, or when we go to Him. 

We are told to look for the return of the Lord, all the while remembering that…denying 
ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the 
present age, looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God and 
Savior Jesus Christ (Titus 2:12-13).  

And the Apostle John admonishes: Beloved, now we are children of God; and it has not 
yet been revealed what we shall be, but we know that when He is revealed, we shall be 
like Him, for we shall see Him as He is. And everyone who has this hope in Him purifies 
himself just as He is pure (1 John 3:2-3). 

Genuine believers look forward to Christ's coming with expectation and joy—and say, 
"Even so, come, Lord Jesus!" (Revelation 22:20). 
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13. THE PASSION OF THE SERVANT-KING (PART 1) 

Mark 14:1-72 

Someone has described Mark as a "Passion story with a long introduction." This is true 
of all four Gospels. Everything has led up to the 72 hours of world-changing events 
leading up to Christ's death, burial, and resurrection. We are truly on holy ground as we 
look at these final chapters of Peter's memoirs of His Master's suffering, as given by 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit and written down by faithful John Mark. This is the earliest 
record we have of Christ's suffering, death, and resurrection. 

1. The Devotion and the Betrayal (14:1-11) 

Mark draws a sharp contrast here between the love and honor shown to Jesus by Mary 
of Bethany, and the treachery planned by Judas Iscariot. 

(14:1-2) After two days, it was the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. 
And the chief priests and the scribes sought how they might take Him by trickery 
and put Him to death. But they said, "Not during the feast, lest there be an uproar 
of the people." 

The Passover would arrive two days after the Tuesday that Jesus spent debating at the 
temple and giving the immediate and end-time prophecies to His disciples. The chief 
priests and the scribes were seeking a way to take Jesus by trickery, away from the 
crowds. 

The population of Jerusalem swelled from around 50,000 people to between two and 
three million during this high and holy Feast. This included many Galileans, who tended 
to be excitable people, capable of violence, and who were generally sympathetic to Jesus. 
Caesar would not look kindly on riots. The Romans increased their troop presence during 
the feast for just that reason. The arrest would have to made within the next few hours, 
or be postponed until after the Feast, when the visiting pilgrims had left and things had 
quieted down. This was their plan, but God had already set the time. Jesus knew that His 
hour had come. 

(14:3-9) And being in Bethany at the house of Simon the leper, as He sat at the 
table, a woman came having an alabaster flask of very costly oil of spikenard. Then 
she broke the flask and poured it on His head. But there were some who were 
indignant among themselves, and said, "Why was this fragrant oil wasted? For it 
might have been sold for more than three hundred denarii and given to the poor." 
And they criticized her sharply. But Jesus said, "Let her alone. Why do you trouble 
her? She has done a good work for Me. For you have the poor with you always, and 
whenever you wish, you may do them good; but Me you do not have always. She 
has done what she could. She has come beforehand to anoint My body for burial. 
Assuredly, I say to you, wherever this gospel is preached in the whole world, what 
this woman has done will also be told as a memorial to her." 
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Mark now goes backward in time to the Saturday before Jesus' entry into Jerusalem on 
a donkey. His purpose here is not to focus on chronology, but to contrast the devoted 
heart of this woman, with the malevolent heart of Judas, the betrayer. 

Jesus accepted an invitation to the home of Simon the leper in Bethany, presumably one 
whom he had miraculously cleansed. Other guests may have included Simon's 
neighbors, Lazarus, whom Jesus had raised from the dead (John 11), and his sisters, 
Martha and Mary. This was one last opportunity for loving fellowship and food, before the 
events of the final week transpired. 

At some point during the meal, a woman (John tells us it was Mary) stepped forward, 
broke open the neck of a priceless alabaster vial and poured out its contents upon Jesus. 
Matthew and John add more details. She poured the spikenard on both His head and His 
feet, which was possible, because He would have been reclining at the table with His legs 
outstretched behind Him. Then she wiped His feet with her hair. Spikenard was costly oil 
extracted from a root which came from the Himalayas in India. While it was common to 
anoint guests of honor at Jewish meals, it was never done with such expensive nard. 

According to Matthew, the "some" who complained to each other about this act were the 
disciples, with Judas being the most vocal. They could not see the eternal value of this 
display of worship, but only the temporal value of the perfume. Judas, a man who knew 
the cost of everything and the value of nothing, calculated the "waste" to be more than a 
year's wages. It would have bought a day's food for over 300 poor families. Little did he 
know that in today's economy, the cost would be close to $25,000.00! 

The others may have been sincere in their concern for the poor, but John tells us that 
Judas was only thinking of himself. Mary felt the sting of the disapproval, and perhaps 
wondered if Jesus was also displeased. 

Instead, Jesus hurried to her defense. She had done an unusually "good" or beautiful 
work. The words reassured Mary. She had not done this for recognition, but Jesus 
recognized her just the same, just as Paul spoke of the offerings of the believers at Philippi 
as "a sweet smelling aroma, an acceptable sacrifice, well pleasing to God." (Philippians 
4:18). What made this act so beautiful? 

First, it was lavish. The cost has already been shown. Mary had held nothing back. It was 
a total offering of devotion. This included not only the broken flask and the poured-out 
nard, but the letting down of her hair, which is a woman's glory (1 Corinthians 11:15). She 
was saying, "All of my glory is devoted to You."  

Next, it was timely. Jesus was certainly not saying, "Forget the poor, they can wait!" 
Throughout Scripture, we read of God's concern for the poor. But there would be many 
opportunities to help them throughout time. There would be no more opportunity for Mary 
to show her love and honor to Jesus.  

In reality, Mary's gift was for the poor. She saw Jesus as a poor man with no means of a 
proper burial. Mary could not have known of Joseph of Arimathea's offer of an empty 
tomb for Jesus' body—so this meant that it would likely have been dumped onto the 
garbage heap of Jerusalem, when the body was taken down from the cross. This was the 
opportunity to give Him the burial due Him. Only Joseph and Nicodemus were privileged 
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to anoint Jesus' body after His death. The other women intended to, but this was 
prevented by Jesus' resurrection. 

And it was feasible. She would have done more for Him if she had been able. But she did 
all she could with what she had, without counting the cost. 

It was also insightful. Somehow she sensed that His time was near. The obtuse disciples 
still could not grasp the significance of Jesus' predictions of His coming death and 
resurrection—but Mary did. How did she know? The key lies in the fact that all three times 
when Mary is mentioned in the gospels, she is at Jesus' feet. In Luke 10, we find her 
sitting at His feet listening carefully to His teaching, while Martha is too busy serving. 
There is an important principle here. When we take regular time to sit at Jesus' feet, He 
lets us in on His thoughts and purposes. 

Finally, it was memorable. She has been honored wherever the gospel has been 
preached just as Jesus said. The fact that you are reading about it here, shows the truth 
of Jesus' words. 

Mary gave without thought of what she would receive in return. It was a lovely act of total 
devotion and an example to us all. And, as always, her love was a response to God's love 
for her. "We love Him because He first loved us." (1 John 4:19) 

(14:10-11) Then Judas Iscariot, one of the twelve, went to the chief priests to betray 
Him to them. And when they heard it they were glad, and promised to give him 
money. So he sought how he might conveniently betray Him. 

We are now brought forward again to the following Wednesday. Mary had sacrificed a 
great deal for Jesus. In contrast, Judas was prepared to accept money to turn Jesus over 
to the chief priests. Some scholars try to make excuses for Judas, saying that he was just 
trying to get Jesus into a position where He would have to usher in His kingdom. But the 
Gospel writers do not support this view. All of the disciples were looking for a political 
Messiah. But the constant talk of death and suffering did not fit in with Judas' expectations 
and ambitions. And he did not have the character of the other eleven disciples; he was a 
thief. 

Judas had started out as a dedicated disciple, preaching the gospel and casting out 
demons. He was even given a position of leadership. But of his own will, he fell. The fall 
was gradual, but now it was heightened, as in Luke's words, Satan entered him. (Luke 
22:3). He went to the chief priests to plan the betrayal of Christ. He may have been 
responding to an official notice from Jesus' enemies asking for help in finding a way to 
arrest Him. 

The chief priests were delighted. With an inside man, they could now proceed without 
delay. They promised him money for his help. Matthew gives us the amount: thirty pieces 
of silver, the price of a slave, according to Exodus 21:32 and the amount prophesied in 
Zechariah 11:12. It comes to about $25.00 in our money.  

What a complete lack of respect this was for Jesus. As soon as he was promised the 
money, Judas began to seek opportunity to hand Jesus over, away from the crowds. He 
also had the other eleven disciples to consider. But he knew where they could find Jesus 
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alone on Passover night. 

What a sobering reminder to us all, that we are not saved just because we know a lot 
about Jesus. Judas lived and walked with Him for several years, and he still fell!81 

2. The Last Supper (14:12-26) 

The last night of Jesus' earthly life was at hand. He celebrated the Passover with His 
disciples, and in so doing, transformed the celebration into a remembrance of His coming 
death, instituting a new ordinance for the church. 

(14:12-16) Now on the first day of Unleavened Bread, when they killed the Passover 
lamb, His disciples said to Him, "Where do You want us to go and prepare, that You 
may eat the Passover?" And He sent two of His disciples and said to them, "Go 
into the city, and a man will meet you carrying a pitcher of water; follow him. 
Wherever he goes in, say to the master of the house, 'The Teacher says, where is 
the guest room in which I may eat the Passover with My disciples?' Then he will 
show you a large upper room, furnished and prepared; there make ready for us." 
So His disciples went out, and came into the city, and found it just as He had said 
to them, and they prepared the Passover. 

In this passage, Mark describes the instituting of the Lord's Supper—the communion of 
the bread and the cup. This significant event took place in the setting of the Jewish 
Passover, and under the shadow of the Cross. Jesus observed the Passover alone with 
the Twelve, and by His touch transformed the Passover ceremony and made it an 
ordinance to be practiced by the Christian church. 

It started with the Passover meal which was eaten on the first Day of Unleavened Bread, 
and lasted a full week. Jesus could not celebrate the Passover meal in the relative safety 
of Bethany, because it was required that the meal be eaten within the walls of Jerusalem. 
The disciples may have already purchased a lamb and had it sacrificed at the temple. 
Now they asked Jesus where He wanted to meet, and Jesus was prepared with careful 
instructions. The secrecy was probably for Judas' sake. Jesus already knew his 
intentions, and He would not permit Himself to be taken until the Passover meal was 
finished.  

The Jewish custom was that if a person in Jerusalem had an available room, he was to 
lend it to any pilgrims who needed a place to celebrate the Feast. Luke 22:8 explains that 
Peter and John were the two disciples whom Jesus chose to send ahead to find the room. 
He gave them a pre-arranged sign. A man carrying a water bottle would be conspicuous, 
because this was normally done by women. No exchange of words would be needed. 
Jesus desired to share this Passover meal with His disciples, and He still had much to 

                                            

81     James R. Edwards writes: Jesus is not a tragic hero caught in events beyond His control. There is no 
hint of desperation, fear, anger, or futility on His part. Jesus does not cower or retreat as plots are hatched 
against Him. He displays, as He has throughout the Gospel, a sovereign freedom and authority to follow a 
course He has freely chosen in accordance with God's plan. Judas and others may act against Him, but 
they do not act upon Him. Cited in James McGowan, (Mark: Christ the Servant: The Twenty-First Century 
Biblical Commentary, AMG Publishers, 2006, page 195). 
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say to them. Neither Judas nor the Jewish leaders would change those plans. 

The disciples were to follow the man into the house and speak to the owner, probably a 
follower of Jesus. The man must have been moderately wealthy, because the upper room 
was spacious and furnished with a table and cushions on which Jesus and the disciples 
could recline. This upper room would be relatively secluded, and Judas would not know 
where they were meeting until He arrived. 

Peter and John found everything just as Jesus had told them, and they spent the rest of 
the day preparing. The lamb, representing the blood applied to the doorposts of the 
Israelites in Egypt to keep the death angel away, had to be roasted. They needed to set 
out the unleavened bread, recalling the haste with which the Israelites left Egypt.  

The bitter herbs, which symbolized the suffering of God's people as Pharaoh's slaves, 
had to be set out. Bowls of salt water, symbolizing the people's bitter tears, had to be 
placed around the table. Finally, four cups of wine had to be poured, representing the 
fourfold promise of God to His people found in Exodus 6:6-7: "I will bring you out from 
under the burdens of the Egyptians. I will rescue you from their bondage. I will redeem 
you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments. I will take you as My people, and 
I will be your God." 

(14:17-21) In the evening He came with the twelve. Now as they sat and ate, Jesus 
said, "Assuredly, I say to you, one of you who eats with Me will betray Me." And 
they began to be sorrowful, and to say to Him one by one, "Is it I?" And another 
said, "Is it I?" He answered and said to them, "It is one of the twelve, who dips with 
Me in the dish. The Son of Man indeed goes just as it written of Him, but woe to that 
man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been good for that man if 
he had never been born." 

The Jews reckoned their days from sunset to sunset. The Passover had to be eaten after 
sunset and finished by midnight. This was always a time of excitement and hope for a 
new deliverance. Jesus came from Bethany to the upper room, knowing that before the 
day was over, He would accomplish the final Passover. 

Unlike the first Israelites who ate in haste before leaving Egypt, Jesus and the Twelve 
reclined at the tables as a sign that they were free men. This was intended to be a leisurely 
meal with much drama and symbolism. But while they were eating, as they broke bread 
and dipped it into the fruit paste and herbs, Jesus dropped a bombshell: one of them 
would betray Him.  

This seemed unthinkable, but He made it a solemn declaration. This betrayal would fulfill 
the prophecy found in Psalm 41:9: "Even my own familiar friend, in whom I trusted, who 
ate my bread, has lifted up his heel against me." The disciples became distressed. Each 
one felt that he could not be the one, yet how could he know? One by one, they asked 
the question. The Greek form implies a negative answer: "It is not I, is it?" Each one asked 
with some dread, except for Judas, who asked with hypocrisy. 

Jesus did not answer them immediately. He was giving the disciples further opportunity 
to examine their own hearts, and He was giving Judas opportunity to turn from his deed 
before it was too late. By this time, Judas sensed that Jesus knew of his plans, and yet 
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was still concerned for him. This revealed Judas' base character. To this day, in the 
Middle East, it is considered reprehensible to betray one with whom you have broken 
bread. 

In verse 21, Jesus said that the betrayal was actually a part of His destiny in the sovereign 
plan of God, and that an act of human treachery is what will bring God's hand of judgment 
on the traitor. Judas was being warned so that he might still think seriously and repent. 
Jesus had washed his feet. He had seated him at the place for the guest of honor. He 
had offered him bread to dip.  

The Lamb of God was slain before the foundation of the world. But Judas did not have to 
be the betrayer. He had the power of choice and could still repent. We must not see Judas 
Iscariot either as a hero (somebody who had to betray Him), or as a helpless pawn. He 
was lost for the same reason millions of people are still lost today; he did not repent of his 
sins and believe on Jesus Christ. 

(14:22-26) And as they were eating. Jesus took bread and broke it, and gave it to 
them and said, "Take, eat; this is My body." Then He took the cup, and when He 
had given thanks He gave it to them, and they all drank from it. And He said to them, 
"This is My blood of the new covenant, which is shed for many. Assuredly, I say to 
you, I will no longer drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new 
in the kingdom of God." And when they had sung a hymn, they went out to the 
Mount of Olives. 

By comparing the other Gospel accounts, we know that Judas had left by this time to 
carry out his dark deed, even though the others, except for John, suspected nothing. The 
Lord's Supper is for baptized believers only, so it was right that Judas was not present 
since he chose not to receive the benefits of what Christ would do. 

As the men ate their Passover meal, Jesus suddenly changed its meaning forever. He 
broke off pieces of bread and passed them to His disciples, saying that the bread now 
symbolized His body, given for man's redemption. The bread certainly points to what 
Jesus did in His body on the cross to provide for our salvation. The bread speaks of His 
humble birth, the perfect life He lived for us, the superior teaching He offered to us, and 
His perfect life which was sacrificed for us. Because of His resurrection, we now share in 
that life through faith in Him. 

Later, in the Passover meal, Israelites normally drank from a series of four cups to remind 
them of God's fourfold promise of deliverance from Egypt (Exodus 6:6-7).82 Jesus may 
have taken one of these cups, gave thanks, and offered it to the disciples—announcing 
that it now represented His blood that would be shed for the sins of many. This would 
now be the cup of the new covenant, which as Jeremiah promised, would be the means 
of bringing forgiveness of sins and would become the basis for a personal relationship 
with God. Verse 24 records the words of Jesus: "This is My blood of the new covenant, 

                                            

82     See page 226 of this commentary for the introductory statement about the cups, and the promise in 
Exodus 6:6-7. 
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which is shed for many."  

Sin has required the shedding of innocent blood ever since the Garden of Eden, where 
God slew animals to make skins to cover Adam and Eve's nakedness. Every innocent 
animal sacrificed at the tabernacle and then at the temple throughout the centuries before 
His coming, pointed to the "Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 
1:29). The death of Christ was vicarious and substitutionary. At the Lord's Supper, we 
celebrate Jesus' life given to us and His blood poured out for us. 

Jesus knew that this would be the last memorial meal He would share with His disciples. 
His course was set. He had already forewarned the Twelve, saying they would go up to 
Jerusalem, and there the Son of Man would be delivered to the chief priests and the 
scribes. They will condemn Him to death and deliver Him to the Gentiles. He shall be 
mocked and scourged and killed—and on the third day He will rise again (Mark 10:33-
34). So Jesus said, "I will no longer drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink 
it new in the kingdom of God" (14:25). 

That statement will not find fulfillment until the Marriage Supper of the Lamb (Revelation 
19:9). Jesus vowed, instead, to complete His mission first. But even as He was totally 
dedicated to proceeding to His death, He looked beyond death to His ultimate triumph. 
Through faith in the finished work of Christ on the cross, we can be there to drink it with 
Him. Because He lives, we shall live also. 

It was customary after the Passover meal to recite the group of Psalms from 113—118. 
Some chanted the text while the others responded with "Hallelujah." Psalm 118 was an 
appropriate ending, because it looks beyond the rejection of the Stone to His final 
exaltation. The men left the city, crossed the Kidron Valley, and began the ascent to the 
Mount of Olives. The disciples were not surprised to be going there on this evening, as it 
was His custom. But this time, they did not proceed on to Bethany. 

See how the act of Christ pictured in the communion of the bread and cup, also fulfills the 
love shown Him by Mary of Bethany. As the expensive vial was broken and the priceless 
contents poured out, so Jesus would open Himself up and pour out His life on our behalf. 
Such lavish love! In the words of Isaac Watts, "Love so amazing, so divine, demands my 
soul, my life, my all." 

Whenever we gather as believers for the Love Feast to once again act out the drama of 
our redemption, let us remember what it is that we are there to proclaim. We proclaim 
that our sin required His death so that we would not be eternally separated from God. We 
proclaim our faith—that we believe in the death, resurrection, ascension, and bodily return 
of Christ. We proclaim our dependence—that we cannot live and dare not die without 
Him. And we proclaim our hope—that we will be with Him forever and will share with Him 
at the Marriage Supper of the Lamb. 

3. The Prediction of Denial (14:27-31) 

Jesus led His disciples to the Garden of Gethsemane. On the way, He predicted that 
Peter would deny Him three times. There is a great lesson here for us, to not trust in our 
own strength, but only in His. 
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(14:27-31) Then Jesus said to them, "All of you will be made to stumble because of 
Me this night, for it is written: 'I will strike the Shepherd, and the sheep will be 
scattered.' But after I have been raised, I will go before you to Galilee." Peter said 
to Him, "Even if all are made to stumble, yet I will not be." Jesus said to Him, 
"Assuredly, I say to you that today, even this night, before the rooster crows twice, 
you will deny Me three times." But he spoke more vehemently, "If I have to die with 
You, I will not deny You!" And they all said likewise. 

As they made their way to Gethsemane, Jesus lovingly warned the disciples so that they 
might be prepared for the time of testing just ahead. As the prophet Zechariah predicted, 
they would lose their courage and forsake Jesus in the face of persecution. Zechariah 13 
makes it clear that it was God Himself who commanded that the Shepherd be struck. The 
disciples would not understand this, or similar Scriptures, until later. May we always 
remember that God did not love us because Jesus died for us, as some would have us 
think—but that Jesus died for us because God loved us. He loved the world so much that 
He did not spare His Son but gave Him for us so that we would not perish. 

Jesus once again followed this prediction with the assurance that He would be raised, 
and would go before them (the act of a Shepherd with His sheep) into Galilee. Never once 
did Jesus speak of the cross without setting it against the light of the resurrection. Not 
only that, but Jesus was predicting their restoration after failure.  

Yet the disciples never seemed to grasp it. Instead, they became disturbed by the 
possibility that they would fail Jesus. Again Peter spoke up first. With characteristic self-
confidence, he sought to make himself an exception. He could not see that his pride was 
going before his fall. Imagine telling God that He is wrong! But how often do we place our 
confidence in our own determination and will? And before we criticize Peter too much, let 
us remember that James and John had already asserted that they could drink the cup 
Jesus would drink, and be baptized with His baptism of fire. 

Jesus became specific with Peter. Not only would Peter desert Him, he would deny Him. 
Before this night was over, his statement of loyalty would be replaced by a threefold denial 
of Jesus. The first cockcrow was expected around midnight and the second after 3:00 
A.M. at the end of the third watch. A cock (or rooster) is certainly an appropriate symbol 
for Peter. It is not a coincidence that we call overconfident people "cocky." But in the end, 
it would be a chicken that would remind Peter that he would turn chicken-hearted because 
of his own sense of self-sufficiency. Peter was in denial about this, and it became 
infectious as the other disciples joined him in protest. 

4. The Garden of Gethsemane (14:32-42).  

One more time Jesus took the inner circle of the disciples with Him into the recesses of 
the Garden as He prayed to His Father about His upcoming ordeal. But the inner circle 
disciples, and the others, fell asleep. This means that Peter could only have gotten the 
account of Christ's inner struggle from Jesus Himself. 

(14:32-34) Then they came to a place which was named Gethsemane; and He said 
to His disciples, "Sit here while I pray." And He took Peter, James, and John with 
Him, and He began to be troubled and deeply distressed. Then He said to them, 
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"My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even to death. Stay here and watch." 

Gethsemane means "oil press." Olive trees still grow there today. This was a place that 
was familiar to Jesus and His followers, an enclosed garden bordered by the road at the 
foot of the mountain and by walls on the other three sides. The "press" would be a fitting 
place to pray, for there Jesus would be pressed almost to death. After leaving eight of the 
disciples near the entrance of the Garden, Jesus took Peter, James, and John with Him 
for the third time into the inner recesses. Warren Wiersbe marvelously points out that 
these three were with Jesus at the house of Jairus, on the Mount of Transfiguration, and 
now here in the Garden—and these events parallel the words of Paul's prayer in 
Philippians 3:10: "That I may know Him (the Mount of Transfiguration) and the power of 
His resurrection (Jairus' house) and the fellowship of His sufferings (Gethsemane)."83 

Perhaps Jesus felt that these three disciples needed special prayer, for they had been 
the ones to verbally declare their confidence in being able to suffer with Him. But it seems 
that the primary reason for their being there was to give companionship and moral support 
to Jesus, who became "troubled and deeply distressed."84 Jesus was feeling the weight 
of the sins of the world that He would bear and the agony of separation from His Father. 
He naturally recoiled from these. While the physical suffering troubled Him, it paled in 
comparison to the spiritual suffering He would undergo. This indeed was His cup and His 
baptism. It was a sorrow that threatened life itself. Jesus was not certain that He would 
survive until His arrest! What a graphic picture of our Lord's humanity. He was being 
enveloped by sorrow, and He needed His closest friends to watch 

(14:35-38) He went a little farther, and fell on the ground, and prayed that if it were 
possible, the hour might pass from Him. And He said, "Abba, Father, all things are 
possible for You. Take this cup away from Me; nevertheless, not what I will, but 
what You will." Then He came and found them sleeping, and said to Peter, "Simon, 
are you sleeping? Could you not watch one hour? Watch and pray, lest you enter 
into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak." 

Jesus walked forward and fell to the ground as overbearing anguish weighed Him down. 
He prayed to His father in familiar terms, using the Aramaic name Abba. Was there any 
way to be true to the mission without having to drink the cup that God was giving Him? 
Though He was God incarnate, He was also fully human, and the knowledge of what He 
was facing was almost more than He could bear. The cup He was to drink was a cup full 
of sin. All of the brutality, blasphemy, jealousy, hatred, greed, and immorality of this world, 
would be placed on Him. And so it was also a cup full of wrath. The Father would have to 
separate Himself from His Son as He became the sin bearer. No wonder Jesus writhed 
on the ground and cried out, wringing with sweat. And yet we see His total submission to 
the Father. This surrender brought new strength, so He got up from the ground and 
walked back to His three disciples only to find them sleeping.  

                                            

83     Warren W. Wiersbe, (The Bible Exposition Commentary, New Testament, Volume 1, page 161). 

84     The Greek words (ekthaubeisthai kai ademonsin) are strong words in the original language, denoting 
shuddering horror and deep depression and being filled with anguish.  
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There is almost a touch of humor in Jesus' words. He called Peter by his given name, 
"Simon," because he was not looking much like a rock at this point. "You said you would 
not forsake Me, but you could not last one hour. A little sleepiness and you are done for." 
There is more disappointment than reproof in Jesus' words. Only Mark records them. 
Perhaps Peter wanted him to tell this part of the story. Jesus then told him that he needed 
to pray, not for Jesus, but for himself, for he was about to be severely tested, and there 
was still time to receive spiritual help. "Peter, I know your heart, I know you love Me. But 
you are relying on your flesh, and it is weak." The only answer to this failure is prayer, 
because a willing spirit is useless without the Holy Spirit to empower it to do God's will. 
When our weakness has the effect of driving us to our knees, we will find true strength. 

(14:39-42) Again He went away and prayed, and spoke the same words. When He 
returned, He found them asleep again, for their eyes were heavy; and they did not 
know what to answer Him. Then He came the third time and said to them, "Are you 
still sleeping and resting? It is enough! The hour has come; behold, the Son of Man 
is being betrayed into the hands of sinners. Rise, let us be going. See, My betrayer 
is at hand." 

Jesus knew that there was no point in going to the sleeping disciples for help, so He went 
back to the only source of help available to Him. He prayed the same words the second, 
and perhaps the third time. Obviously, the "vain repetition" He had spoken of in the 
Sermon on the Mount, does not mean that we cannot make repeated requests to God, 
until we are satisfied we have His answer. 

Jesus found the three asleep again. They had undoubtedly heard His cries and seen His 
tears, but they too, were unknowingly in an unusual battle with Satan—and they were 
losing. The events should have made them wide awake, but the lateness of the hour and 
the heaviness of their hearts were too much for them. For once, Peter had nothing to say, 
and their boldness and self-assurance was replaced by embarrassment. 

Mark implies it, but Matthew states that Jesus prayed a third time. Again, He found them 
sleeping. But His inner conflict was settled. Jesus was ready for the hour, and it had 
arrived. Just as rebellion in the Garden of Eden brought the reign of sin and death to the 
human race, so submission in another Garden was about to nullify the work of the devil 
and defeat death itself.  

All over Jerusalem, as midnight approached, people having finished the Passover in 
hopes that Messiah would come and free them, were retiring for the night with a resigned, 
"Maybe next year." But at that moment, the Messiah was there, and He knew that "the 
hour has come." 

From this moment on, having won His own inner battle, Jesus would be in serene control 
of the situation. He was ready to become our sin bearer, and to receive God's wrath upon 
Himself for all that we have done. He would fulfill the father's eternal plan for our salvation. 
"For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him." (2 Corinthians 5:21). Hallelujah! What a Savior! 
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5. The Arrest of Jesus (14:43-52) 

Judas now came with the soldiers to take Jesus on to His fate, and the disciples forsook 
Jesus, just as He had earlier predicted. 

(14:43-52) And immediately, while He was still speaking, Judas, one of the twelve, 
with a great multitude with swords and clubs, came from the chief priests and the 
scribes and the elders. Now His betrayer had given them a signal, saying, 
"Whomever I kiss, He is the One; seize Him and lead Him away safely." As soon he 
had come, immediately he went up to Him and said to Him, "Rabbi, Rabbi!" and 
kissed Him. Then they laid their hands on Him and took Him. And one of those who 
stood by drew his sword and struck the servant of the high priest, and cut off his 
ear. Then Jesus answered and said to them, "Have you come out, as against a 
robber, with swords and clubs to take Me? I was daily with you in the temple 
teaching, and you did not seize Me. But the Scriptures must be fulfilled." Then they 
all forsook Him and fled. Now a certain young man followed Him, having a linen 
cloth thrown around his naked body. And the young men laid hold of him, and he 
left the linen cloth and fled from them naked. 

Before Jesus finished His sentence, Judas arrived with an armed contingent sent by the 
Sanhedrin, who had issued a warrant for His arrest. If they had only known how 
unnecessary it was to send such a large group—Jesus was ready to go to Calvary.  

To magnify the horror of what he was about to do, Mark still calls Judas one of the Twelve. 
A signal had been prearranged. There was a full Passover moon, and the olive trees cast 
eerie shadows. Many in the crowd had not seen Jesus up close and personally, so they 
would need to know exactly whom to arrest. Matthew adds that Judas said to the 
arresters, "Seize Him!" He knew of Jesus' supernatural power, and he anticipated that 
the disciples might resist. 

Judas lost no time in identifying Jesus for them. The word used here for "kissed" is a verb 
with an intensifying prefix to show that Judas kissed Jesus fervently. It was customary for 
pupils to greet their rabbis with a kiss on the hand, so this may be what was done, but 
Judas drew the kiss out, adding to the heinousness of his act. As he kissed Him, Judas 
called Him "Master" in feigned loyalty.  

Mark records the event with stark simplicity. He, who had healed and shown love to so 
many with His hands, now had rude hands laid on Him. But they could only do this 
because of Jesus' willing submission to His Father. 

At this point, someone (we know from other accounts that it was Peter) drew a sword and 
struck one of the servants. From the other Gospels, we learn that an ear was cut off, 
although Peter was likely aiming to sever the man's head, and the ear was immediately 
restored by Jesus, who never intended that the sword be used to protect Him. 

Jesus then pointed out the absurdity of the unusual show of force and asked them why 
they were treating Him like a common criminal. His "crime" did not merit such treatment, 
since He had never encouraged insurrection. Jesus asked why they had not tried to take 
Him at the temple in daylight, when He had been there three days in a row. Mark has told 
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us the answer. The leaders were afraid of the people. But then Jesus added that all of 
this was taking place to fulfill Scripture. The mob was simply the means. God was the 
Author of what was taking place. 

Seeing that Jesus would not use His miracle-working power to defend Himself, or them—
the disciples fled for their own safety. Their supposed courage, at last, failed them. 
Timothy Geddert astutely comments: 

Both Jesus and His disciples are now set on courses with predictable outcomes. He has 
watched; they have slept. He has prayed; they have not. He trusts God; they trust in the 
flesh. The captors arrive. Naturally the disciples strike out and flee; they have not been 
faithful to their discipleship obligations. Naturally Jesus willingly embraces His fate, for He 
has yielded to and discerned His Father's plans.85 

But one previously unmentioned young man stayed a bit longer. Bible students are almost 
unanimous in believing that this is John Mark himself. The linen garment (probably a bed 
sheet wrapped around him) denotes some wealth. The common theory is that the Last 
Supper was held in the home of Mark's father. Perhaps Judas had brought the armed 
guard there first, waking Mark, who then grabbed the sheet and followed them to the 
Garden. In the ensuing confusion, one of the guards saw him and tried to seize him, but 
he left the man holding the sheet and fled naked into the night. 

This cannot be part of Peter's recollection, for he had already fled, so it makes sense that 
the account is John Mark's, and it is his way of saying to his Roman readers, "I was there. 
I fled, too. Later I would flee again. But like Peter, I have been restored. Have courage." 

6. The Trial before the Sanhedrin (14:53-65) 

The ordeal begins for Jesus with the first of three Jewish and three Roman trials which 
He must undergo through the long night. It is evident that justice was never in view here, 
only a swift condemnation, accompanied by mistreatment, for this "troublemaker." 

(14:53-59) And they led Jesus away to the high priest; and with him were assembled 
all the chief priests, the elders, and the scribes. But Peter followed Him at a 
distance, right into the courtyard of the high priest. And he sat with the servants 
and warmed himself at the fire. Now the chief priests and all the council sought 
testimony against Jesus to put Him to death, but found none. For many bore false 
witness against Him, but their testimonies did not agree. Then some rose up and 
bore false witness against Him, saying, "We heard Him, say, 'I will destroy this 
temple made with hands, and within three days I will build another made without 
hands.'" But not even then did their testimony agree. 

Jesus was led back across the Kidron valley into the city. John says that he appeared 
before Annas first, and then was bound and taken to Caiaphas' palace to be tried before 
the Sanhedrin. Joseph Caiaphas was the ruling high priest. He had been appointed by 
the Romans and had a long tenure of 18 years (A.D. 18-36), probably because he was 

                                            

85     Timothy Geddert, Mark: The Believers Church Commentary, Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, Page 352. 
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good at cooperation. The Sanhedrin was composed of 70 members plus the high priest. 
It was the Supreme Court of the Jewish people. According to the Mishnah, only 23 
members needed to be present to constitute a quorum. Members such as Nicodemus, 
who were sympathetic with Jesus, may not have been invited. 

Mark intersperses the account of Jesus' trial with that of Peter's denial, because they were 
happening simultaneously. Peter had followed at a safe distance. John tells us that he 
was there, too, and because he was acquainted with some in the high priest's household, 
he had arranged for Peter to be allowed into the courtyard. Because spring nights can be 
chilly in Jerusalem, with its 2,500 foot elevation, Peter, feeling a degree of safety, warmed 
himself by the fire with some of the local servants. His worst moment was close at hand, 
partially, because he did not heed the words of Psalm 1:1: "Blessed is the man who walks 
not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor stands in the path of sinners, nor sits in the seat of 
the scornful." 

Jesus' trial before the Sanhedrin was illegal from the start. The court met at night, which 
was forbidden. It convened in the wrong place. It was not permitted to condemn a man 
during Passover, and it was not allowed to give a verdict on the same day as the trial. But 
none of this mattered, because this was a not a trial to seek justice. Jesus had enraged 
the chief priests by cleansing the temple and challenging their authority. In their minds, 
they had already condemned Him. They only needed an indictment. If ever a trial was 
rigged, this was it. 

But things did not go well for the chief priests at first. If the testimonies of witnesses 
differed, they were not considered to be legally admissible. At least two witnesses must 
agree according to the law. A number of false witnesses were heard, since false 
witnesses were all that they could use, but no two agreed. It began to look like their 
scheme would be in vain. 

Finally, several men seemed to agree that Jesus had threatened to destroy the temple 
and build another one in three days by supernatural means. We know that Jesus was 
referring to His own body when He said these words in John 2:19. He was foretelling His 
resurrection. If Jesus had said what the false witnesses implied, He would have been 
guilty of a capital offense by Jewish law.  

Jesus, in cleansing the temple, demonstrated that He was the only One who gave the 
temple the reverence that God desired. It was the priests who had turned the house of 
prayer into a commercial business. Even though the witnesses agreed on the main 
charge, they did not agree on the details enough, to satisfy the demands of their law for 
the death penalty. The case was falling apart. Jesus had not uttered a word, and He was 
winning. 

Ironically, His earlier prediction was coming true at this very moment. His temple would 
be destroyed, but it would be raised in three days. The truth was that God was going to 
destroy the Jerusalem temple and raise both Jesus and His community as a new temple 
not made with hands. 

(14:60-65) And the high priest stood up in the midst and asked Jesus, saying, "Do 
You answer nothing? What is it these men testify against You?" But He kept silent 
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and answered nothing. Again the high priest asked Him, saying to Him, "Are You 
the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?" Jesus said, "I am. And you will see the Son of 
Man sitting at the right hand of the Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven." 
Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, "What further need do we have of 
witnesses? You have heard the blasphemy! What do you think?" And they all 
condemned Him to be deserving of death. Then some began to spit on Him, and to 
blindfold Him, and to beat Him, and to say to Him, "Prophesy!" And the officers 
struck Him with the palms of their hands. 

Caiaphas, seeing that things were unraveling, rose to emphasize the solemnity of what 
he was about to say. "Won't you defend yourself? What do you have to say against these 
charges?" He was hoping to get Jesus to say something self-incriminating. But Jesus 
would not give him the satisfaction. With great poise, He remained silent. All the evidence 
had broken down so there was no need to respond. Jesus' silence fulfilled prophecy 
(Isaiah 53:7) and serves as an example to believers who are under trial. 

Caiaphas then broke yet another rule of Jewish jurisprudence. A prisoner was not allowed 
to testify against himself. Matthew says that the high priest put Jesus under oath as he 
asked Him if He was indeed the Messiah, and the Son of the Blessed (Son of God). 

This time Jesus spoke. He did not deny His true identity. He answered the second 
question first with two simple words: "I am." This would have been sufficient for 
condemnation, since He actually used the name of God, as He had revealed it to Moses 
at the burning bush. But without hesitation, He repeated the words He had uttered to the 
disciples in the Olivet Discourse. What He had revealed to them, He now proclaimed to 
all. Using a composite of two Old Testament passages, Psalm 110:1 and Daniel 7:13-14, 
Jesus said, in essence, "I am the agent of God's redemptive work, and while you judge 
Me at this moment, the day is coming when I will judge you, and you will answer My 
questions." This was both a confession and a warning. 

This is what Caiaphas had been waiting for. He reacted immediately and violently, tearing 
his clothes in outrage. Of course, with this being a night session outside the official 
courtroom, he was probably not wearing his priestly robes. His questions to the court 
showed that he considered Jesus' words to be blasphemous. Those who say that Jesus 
never claimed to be divine must reckon with the reaction of the Jews, who at previous 
times, had picked up stones to stone Him for blasphemy more than once.  

The sentence was unanimous. Since Luke tells us that Joseph of Arimathea did not agree 
with the verdict (nor without doubt, did Nicodemus), we can safely assume that the total 
court was not present. There was no appeal in Jewish criminal law, but the Sanhedrin did 
not have the authority at this time to actually execute a capital sentence. If they had, 
Jesus would have been stoned. But He needed to die on a cross to fulfill Psalm 22, Isaiah 
53, and other passages. God was in control of the events that night. 

As soon as the sentence was pronounced, all forces of restraint were lifted, and the 
physical abuse began. It started with members of the court spitting in His face in contempt. 
These well-educated, well-bred, privileged men were showing their genuine nature. 
Maybe servants and other onlookers joined in. They blindfolded Jesus and mocked His 
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status as a prophet by punching and slapping Him, and then asking Him to name the 
assaulter. Again, Jewish law forbade this action, since He had not yet been officially 
convicted of any crime. 

Jesus did not answer them. Standing quietly, He simply received the abuse as prophesied 
by Isaiah over 700 years earlier: "I gave My back to those who struck Me, and My cheeks 
to those who plucked out the beard. I did not hide My face from shame and spitting" 
(Isaiah 50:6). 

Peter, watching from outside, would not forget the scene. Years later, he wrote of Jesus, 
who "when He was reviled, did not revile in return; when He suffered, He did not threaten, 
but committed Himself to Him who judges righteously" (1 Peter 2:23). 

7. The Denial of Peter (14:66-72) 

While Jesus was being tried by the Sanhedrin, Peter underwent His own trial—before 
those who recognized him and within his own conscience. It may appear that he failed 
the test, but in reality, his downfall placed him in position to find redemption and 
restoration. 

(14:66-72) Now as Peter was below in the courtyard, one of the servant girls of the 
high priest came. And when she saw Peter warming himself, she looked at him and 
said, "You also were with Jesus of Nazareth." But he denied it, saying, "I neither 
know nor understand what you are saying." And he went out on the porch, and a 
rooster crowed. And the servant girl saw him again, and began to say to those who 
stood by, "This is one of them." But he denied it again. And a little later those who 
stood by said to Peter again, "Surely you are one of them, for you are a Galilean, 
and your speech shows it." Then he began to curse and swear, "I do not know this 
Man of whom you speak!" A second time the rooster crowed. Then Peter called to 
mind the word that Jesus had said to him, "Before the rooster crows twice, you will 
deny Me three times." And when he had thought about it, he wept. 

It is so easy for us to censure Peter for his denials, and they were bad—but remember 
that the other disciples, save John, were nowhere to be found that night. Peter was still 
showing a degree of courage, although it was a courage according to the flesh. His self-
confidence would prove to be his downfall. 

A servant girl gazed at Peter in the light of the fire for a few moments, studying him 
carefully. It is not certain where, but the girl said that she had seen him with Jesus. 
Perhaps she had been in the crowds watching Jesus' entry into Jerusalem the previous 
Sunday. The abrupt accusation startled Peter, and just as abruptly, he denied any 
knowledge of Jesus, forgetting Jesus' prophecy, and his own vow of loyalty even unto 
death. Peter moved away from the maid and away from the fire onto a nearby porch, not 
noticing the first crowing of a rooster, which would have occurred around 12 to 12:30 A.M. 

But another attack came. Matthew says it came from a different maid. This time, the girl 
spoke to those who were standing around. The phrase, "one of them," shows that Jesus 
and His disciples were well known as a significant group. For the second time, Peter 
denied it. The imperfect tense in Greek means that he kept on denying it, perhaps in an 



 154 

ongoing conversation with the bystanders. He had been completely overtaken by fear 
and had lost all awareness of his former love for and loyalty to Jesus. 

Luke says that about an hour passed before someone pointed out Peter's obvious 
Galilean accent. Peter seemed like a Texan in Brooklyn. He could not speak very long 
without revealing his origin. And so they accused him once more. Peter's third denial 
shows that he was terror-stricken by this time. He began to call curses down upon himself, 
seeking to make his lie more believable. It is not likely that Peter was using profanity, 
although as a fisherman, he had that capability. The word, "to curse," is used one time 
elsewhere in the New Testament, where it is translated, "to bind with an oath." Peter was 
saying, "May God strike me dead if I'm lying! I don't know the Man!" Note that he may not 
have used Jesus' name. 

While Jesus was inside confessing who He was under oath, Peter was outside denying 
his relationship to Jesus under a self-imposed oath. At that moment the second rooster 
crowed, (at about 1:30 A.M.), and that brought Peter to his senses. He remembered all 
of his rash declarations of loyalty and Jesus' loving warnings. As he thought about it, he 
began to weep bitterly in abject remorse and guilt. He left there, and alone with God and 
his conscience, he repented. We know this to be true, because when the angel at the 
empty tomb instructed the women to have the eleven meet Jesus in Galilee, Peter was 
mentioned by name. In John 21, we read of the private meeting between Peter and Jesus, 
where he was restored. 

hat a lesson this is for all of us. Peter failed to perform when the chips were down because 
he had failed to prepare. Three times, he had slept when he should have prayed. Three 
times he denied Christ. But in grace Jesus gave Peter three opportunities to express his 
love for Him after He was risen from the dead. 

How much are we like Peter? We talk when we should listen, argue when we should 
obey, sleep when we should pray, and fight when we should submit. When we live 
according to the flesh, depending on our own strength and wisdom, we fall into the same 
kinds of traps, finding ourselves ashamed to admit we are Christians. And while Peter 
feared a cross, we may simply fear a questioning look from another person. 

The answer is prayer and the regular filling of the Holy Spirit. Before Pentecost, Peter 
denied Christ. After Pentecost, Peter was bold and committed to serving Christ faithfully, 
even unto death. 
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14. THE PASSION OF THE SERVANT-KING (PART 2) 

Mark 15:1-47 

The events leading to Jesus' death moved rapidly to their conclusion. Jesus had been 
tried and condemned by the Jews. Now He must be tried and condemned by the Gentiles 
and cast out of the holy city to die. None of the other participants in this drama realized 
yet that everything was proceeding according to the plan of God, and that Jesus' passion 
and death would purchase salvation for all who believe in His only begotten Son. 

1. The Trial before Pilate (15:1-15) 

The Sanhedrin had no power to execute criminals at this time. This was reserved for 
Rome. Mark shows Pontius Pilate to be a sympathetic, but opportunistic governor, who, 
in the end, gives in to his need to stay on the good side of the Jews. So Jesus will be 
condemned to die. 

(15:1-5) Immediately, in the morning, the chief priests held a consultation with the 
elders and scribes and the whole council; and they bound Jesus, led Him away, 
and delivered Him to Pilate. Then Pilate asked Him, "Are you the King of the Jews?” 
He answered and said to him, "It is as you say." And the chief priests accused Him 
of many things, but He answered nothing. Then Pilate asked Him again, saying, 
"Do You answer nothing? See how many things they testify against You!" But 
Jesus still answered nothing, so that Pilate marveled. 

The Sanhedrin gathered early in the morning, at dawn, for two reasons. First, they wanted 
to give their trial some small semblance of legal standing. Since they were not permitted 
to hold trials at night, they met again at daybreak to make the sentence official. Second, 
they needed to come up with different charges in order to present Jesus to the Roman 
governor, Pontius Pilate, because Rome would have no interest in their religious charge 
of blasphemy. Their meeting concluded, the chief priests bound Jesus and led him off to 
Pilate. 

Pilate was appointed governor by the emperor in A.D. 26 and served for ten years. His 
official residence was in Caesarea on the shore of the Mediterranean Sea, but he was 
always in Jerusalem during Passover, so that he could keep close tabs on the swollen 
Jewish population and do what must be done to keep the peace. When in Jerusalem, he 
stayed at a palace built by Herod the Great. Pilate was a harsh administrator who 
despised the Jews for their religious enthusiasm. He had gotten off to a bad start with 
them in his first year as governor, when he brought ensigns into the city with the image 
of Caesar on them. Later he helped himself to funds from the temple treasury to build an 
aqueduct in the city. The Jewish leaders had already complained to Caesar about him, 
so they were expecting him to cooperate in this matter. 

The Roman governor customarily held court early in the morning. The other Gospels fill 
in details that Mark does not include. One of them is that the charges which the leaders 
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brought to Pilate had changed from religious to political. Jesus was accused of wanting 
to set Himself up as a king to rally the people to overthrow the Romans. This would get 
Pilate's attention. They were determined to have Jesus executed on a cross, since they 
saw this as a curse from God. What irony! Jesus will not take Israel's throne and attack 
the Romans, so the Sanhedrin judges His Messianic claim to be false. But to secure a 
death penalty, they pretend that He is ready to take Israel's throne and attack the 
Romans.  

Their strategy can be seen in the question Pilate asked Jesus in verse 2. The personal 
pronoun, "You," is emphasized in the literal rendering, so that Pilate says, "You are the 
King of the Jews?" Jesus' answer seems somewhat ambiguous, but we know from John 
that at some point, Jesus assured Pilate that His kingdom is not of this world, and that He 
was no threat to Rome (John 18:36).  

Pilate saw through the schemes of the chief priests and would not cooperate. According 
to John, he repeatedly stated that he found Jesus to be innocent of these absurd charges. 
In the end, though, he lacked the courage to stand for what he believed, giving in to 
expedience instead. Like so many politicians today, Pilate did not ask, "Is it right?" but 
rather, "Is it safe?" or "Is it popular?" 

Matthew tells us that the Sanhedrin representatives, seeking to pass Jesus off as a 
dangerous revolutionary, concocted three other charges against Him—tax evasion, 
treason, and terrorism. By this time they were in a frenzy, while Jesus remained serene 
and calm, refusing to defend Himself. Pilate gave Jesus another opportunity to answer 
the charges. He was in a dilemma. He knew the charges were preposterous, but he also 
knew that it would not be good politically to release a prisoner who would not even plead 
"not guilty." Most prisoners would beg for their lives or loudly proclaim their innocence. 
But Jesus still refused to answer. Pilate marveled that such an obviously innocent man 
would not answer the charges. Why did Jesus not speak? For two reasons: It would have 
been very futile, and it was time to give His life a ransom for many. 

(15:6-15) Now at the feast he was accustomed to releasing one prisoner to them, 
whomever they requested. And there was one named Barabbas, who was chained 
with his fellow rebels; they had committed murder in the rebellion. Then the 
multitude, crying aloud, began to ask him to do just as he had always done for 
them. But Pilate answered them, saying, "Do you want me to release to you the 
King of the Jews?" For he knew that the chief priests had handed Him over because 
of envy. But the chief priests stirred up the crowd, so that he should rather release 
Barabbas to them. Pilate answered and said to them again, "What then do you want 
me to do with Him whom you call the King of the Jews?" So they cried out again, 
"Crucify Him!" Then Pilate said to them, "Why, what evil has He done?" But they 
cried out all the more, "Crucify Him!" So Pilate, wanting to gratify the crowd, 
released Barabbas to them, and he delivered Jesus, after he had scourged Him, to 
be crucified.  

Before the things described in this passage happened, Pilate had tried to shift the 
responsibility for Jesus to Herod Antipas, who was also in town, but Luke explains that    
Herod got no answers from Jesus either, and after some mockery of the Lord, he sent 
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Him back to Pilate.  

Now Pilate came up with another idea for getting Jesus released. There is no record of 
when the custom of giving amnesty to a prisoner of the people's choice at Passover time 
began. It is possible that Pilate himself started the idea to assuage the Jews after his 
earlier blunders. 

A group that was gathering outside the place reminded Pilate of the custom, and asked 
him to release a prisoner. Many feel that this group was made up of mostly Zealots who 
were supporters of Barabbas, an insurrectionist and murderer, guilty of some of the very 
crimes Jesus was accused of. Pilate assumed that they would surely choose Jesus over 
this violent man. 

But there is heavy irony here. Barabbas is Aramaic for "son of the father," and some early 
manuscript evidence suggests that his first name may very well have been Jesus, which 
was simply a variant of Joshua, and was a common name at that time. If this is so, then 
the people were given a choice between Jesus, the son of the father, who lived by force 
and made his living by his wits—and Jesus, Son of the Father, who lived by love and was 
ready to sacrifice Himself for us all. 

Pilate knew then that the priests were motivated by envy because Jesus had become 
more popular than they, and His clear teaching and wisdom threatened their entire 
religious system. This had become a battle of wills, but the chief priests were not going 
to let Jesus' fate be taken out of their hands at this point. They whipped up the growing 
crowed against Jesus and any plans Pilate might have to release Him. As one, the crowd 
asked for Barabbas to be set free. The chief priests had no love for Barabbas or for the 
crowd. They used them to fulfill their plans for Jesus. 

Pilate was shocked by the crowd's response. He asked what the people wanted to have 
done with the King of the Jews, using the term to insult the chief priests, but hoping the 
crowd would ask for a mild punishment for Jesus. Instead, they cried out for the ultimate 
penalty, crucifixion. This was no longer a legal proceeding. It had quickly become mob 
rule. Pilate asked them to define Jesus' crime. There was no answer, nor could there be. 
He had committed no crime. The inflamed crowd simply shouted more loudly, "Crucify 
Him!" 

Why did the crowd listen to the leaders and make this choice? The bottom line is that they 
were disappointed with Jesus. Some of them had undoubtedly been in a different crowd 
the previous Sunday, cheering Jesus as He entered the City, believing that at last the 
Messiah would remove the hated Romans. Now they saw that He would not defend 
Himself or do anything against the Romans, and therefore all of their loyalty to Him 
collapsed.  

Pilate saw one last hope of getting Jesus released. Luke reports that he told the chief 
priests of his plans to scourge Jesus and then release him. Not all crucifixion victims were 
scourged before their execution. This was optional. Quite often it was not used, because 
the victim might die before he was ever placed on a cross. 

Scourging was a terrifying torture. The victim was stripped and tied to a post. Two Roman 
soldiers would whip him from both sides, each with a leather cat-o-nine-tails, imbedded 
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with pieces of lead and bone. Unlike Jewish floggings, the Romans had no limit on how 
many blows could be given, As the beating continued, the flesh would hang in bloody 
shreds, and sometimes the person's bones could be seen. This was Pilate's final attempt 
to gain sympathy for Jesus. The famous phrase, "Ecce homo," or "Behold the Man," was 
spoken with the intent of saying, "Look at this poor pathetic creature." But the mob would 
not be swayed. It was at this point that Pilate caved. He knew of the complaints to Caesar, 
and he knew that they had gotten more than one official recalled in the past. He would 
not push it any more. He would not sacrifice his career, not even for an innocent man. 
So, to placate the people, Pilate handed Jesus over to be crucified. 

And Barabbas was released.86 What a picture! We are Barabbas. When we come to 
Christ, we are forgiven, not because our record or character ever deserves it, but because 
of the free mercy of God. We, through no merit of our own, are given spiritual amnesty, 
because Jesus died in our place. The doctrine of substitution is one of the most beautiful 
teachings in the Bible. 

2. The Mocking of Jesus (15:16-20) 

The cruel Roman soldiers had no idea who it was that they were mocking. To them, this 
was just a diversion from their boredom of lingering around the palace. They did not 
understand that one day they would truly bow before Him and confess that He is Lord, 
either willingly or regrettably. 

(15:16-20) Then the soldiers led Him away into the hall called Praetorium, and they 
called together the whole garrison. And they clothed Him with purple; and they 
twisted a crown of thorns, put it on His head, and began to salute Him, "Hail, King 
of the Jews!" Then they struck Him on the head with a reed and spat on Him; and 
bowing the knee, they worshiped Him. And when they had mocked Him, they took 
the purple off Him, put His own clothes on Him, and led Him out to crucify Him. 

These soldiers were probably not on duty at the moment. Mark implies that it was a group 
of soldiers, perhaps a company of men (a division of a Roman legion which may have 
numbered nearly 200). These men were used to carrying out gruesome orders. They 
could nail a man to a cross and then go and have breakfast without a second thought. 
Yet as they began to amuse themselves by mocking this so-called "King of the Jews," it 
seems as though they became more passionate about it. They threw an old purple robe 
on Jesus, and formed a crown of thorny twigs to place on His head. The thorns may have 
pointed outward to simulate the radiant crown of the Roman sun-god. But then they began 
to hit Him on the head with a reed, and spit on Him, and do mock bows before Him. The 
imperfect tense shows that this went on for a while, perhaps with the soldiers lining up 
and taking turns doing the mockery.  

Why the passion? I tend to agree with some commentators who suggest that the soldiers 
were not angry at Jesus, but they were angry at the Jews. This One who was being called 

                                            

86    See the illustration in the BNTC Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, by Harold S. Martin, footnote 267 
on Page 273. 
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their king represented all of the frustration and disgust they felt toward this stubborn, stiff-
necked, and difficult people. So they vented their rage on Jesus. 

But the fun had to come to an end. There was work to be done. The soldiers took off the 
robe, and quite possibly the crown of thorns, since it was part of the costume. They put 
Jesus' own clothes back on Him, no doubt causing more terrible pain for Him in the 
process. Then the execution squad, consisting of four soldiers under the command of a 
centurion, led Him out of the city to be crucified. 

3. The Crucifixion of Jesus (15:21-32) 

These are the six hours that changed the world, from 9:00 A.M. to 3:00 P.M., as Jesus 
hung on the cross as both priest and sacrifice—the One making the offering to satisfy the 
wrath of God against sin, and providing the offering itself. Mark tells the story with great 
simplicity. There would be no need to describe the horrors of crucifixion. Everyone in the 
known world at that time knew about this ugly form of execution and death. We gaze at 
the scene in wonder and adoration, as we realize that He "bore our sins in His own body 
on the tree." (1 Peter 2:24) 

(15:21-24) Then they compelled a certain man, Simon, a Cyrenian, the father of 
Alexander and Rufus, as he was coming out of the country and passing by, to bear 
His cross. And they brought Him to the place Golgotha, which is translated, Place 
of a Skull. Then they gave Him wine mingled with myrrh to drink, but He did not 
take it. And when they crucified Him, they divided His garments, casting lots for 
them to determine what every man should take. 

It was customary for the victim to carry his own cross to the place of execution. Actually, 
Jesus only carried the cross-beam, which weighed about 100 pounds. But He had 
endured more preliminary suffering than most victims, and He was too weak to finish His 
journey with this weight on His shoulders. So the soldiers conscripted an onlooker, Simon, 
a Jew of the Diaspora who was from Cyrene, a town on the coast of North Africa.  

Simon had come for the Passover and was now swept up in these events. He most 
certainly was an unwilling participant at first. But Mark adds the note that he was the father 
of Alexander and Rufus, who apparently were well known figures in the early church. This 
would indicate that Simon may have come to faith as a result of this experience, and had 
passed the faith on to his sons. In Romans 16:13, Paul, in his closing greetings to the 
church at Rome, mentioned "Rufus and his mother and mine." If this was the same Rufus, 
then Simon's wife must have also become a committed believer in the Messiah of Israel. 

They brought Jesus to a place called Golgotha, which was the Aramaic form of the 
Hebrew word for "skull" ("Calvary" in Latin). John says that the site was located outside 
Jerusalem but near the city wall (John 19:20). The name suggests a round, bare hill. It is 
not possible to know the exact location of the place today—although the Garden Tomb 
near Jerusalem's Damascus Gate seems very real. 

It was a Jewish tradition for honorable women of Jerusalem to provide a narcotic drink to 
victims of capital punishment to deaden their nerves to the excruciating pain. But Jesus 
refused it. He would drink the cup of suffering, which He had accepted at Gethsemane, 
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and bear it to its final and bitter end with a clear mind. 

Normally the victim was stripped, but out of deference to Jewish modesty, Jesus may 
have retained a loin cloth. His arms would be stretched out and disjointed while nails were 
pounded through his wrists onto the cross beam. Then He would be lifted, legs dangling, 
so that His feet could be fastened to the vertical pole that already stood at the sight. A 
peg was placed about halfway up the pole to give some support. The height of the cross 
could vary. In Jesus' case, it must have been higher, since a soldier had to put a sponge 
on a reed to reach His mouth (verse 36). 

Once the victim was crucified, he could hang on the cross for anywhere from a few hours 
to a few days, during which he would suffer the inflammation of the wounds, the pain of 
torn tendons caused by the unnatural position of the body, a throbbing headache, nausea, 
and burning thirst. It was the most horrible death ever devised by man. However, Jesus' 
primary suffering would be spiritual as He became the sin offering for mankind. 

Meanwhile, the soldiers who did this work just about every day, were indifferent to the 
suffering. Instead, they gambled for Jesus' clothing. The "lots" that they cast were pieces 
made of metal or bone that were used like dice. A Jewish man would have five items of 
clothing—shoes, a turban, a girdle, an inner garment, and an outer cloak. The cloak of 
Jesus was seamless, so it was not divided up, but given whole to the winner of the game. 
Little did these soldiers know that they were also fulfilling prophecy in this act (see Psalm 
22:18). 

(15:25-32) Now it was the third hour, and they crucified Him. And the inscription of 
His accusation was written above: THE KING OF THE JEWS. With Him they also 
crucified two robbers, one on His right and the other on His left. So the Scripture 
was fulfilled which says, "And He was numbered with the transgressors." And 
those who passed by blasphemed Him, wagging their heads and saying, "Aha! You 
who destroy the temple and build it in three days, save Yourself, and come down 
from the cross!" Likewise, the chief priests also, mocking among themselves with 
the scribes, said, "He saved others; Himself He cannot save. Let the Christ, the 
King of Israel, descend from the cross, that we may see and believe." Even those 
who were crucified with Him reviled Him. 

Mark says Jesus was nailed to the cross at the third hour, or 9:00 A.M., by Jewish time. 
It was "the third hour" because the Jewish day began at sunrise.  

The victim was required to either wear a sign around his neck describing his crime, or 
have it carried by one of the soldiers in the execution squad. The board with its letters 
painted or etched on it, was to serve as a deterrent to others. Once the victim was on the 
cross, the sign was placed over his head on the upright pole. Jesus' crime was that He 
was "The King of the Jews." This was an intentional mocking of the chief priests by Pilate. 
At the same time, he used it to dissuade others from contemplating an attempt to rise up 
against Rome. "King and cross" was a combination that the Jewish leaders rejected, and 
the Romans soldiers mocked. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 1:23: "But we preach Christ 
crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness." 

Two criminals were also crucified on either side of Jesus. Since theft was not a capital 
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crime, it is more likely that they too were insurrectionists and killers, probably Associates 
of Barabbas himself. The quote from Isaiah 53:12 assures readers that He who bore the 
sins of the world died as was prophesied. In the highest sense, Jesus' identification with 
sinners teaches the great doctrine of substitutionary atonement for the sins of all. 

Now we read of three different groups who continued to mock Jesus even as He was 
dying an agonizing death. First we read of those who passed by. Crucifixions were done 
on public roads, again as a deterrent to crime. Those who bypassed were familiar with 
the events of the previous night's trial, because they quoted the same false testimony that 
had been given there. Jesus' words had been totally misconstrued. In fact, His actual 
words were being fulfilled at this moment. The temple of His body was being destroyed, 
but it would be raised up again in new glory.  

Then some of the same people unknowingly made a profound statement. As they taunted 
and said, "Save Yourself and come down from the cross!"—they did not realize that the 
only way the Son of God could save Himself and us, would be to remain on the cross. If 
He had come down, He would still be the Creator, but He could not have been the Savior. 
Then where would we be? 

Next, we are astounded to see the chief priests and scribes on the scene gloat in their 
triumph. They had manipulated justice to rid themselves of Jesus. Now they came to 
celebrate their success. They, too, spoke prophetically without even knowing it. Jesus 
could not have saved Himself and us at the same time. Praise God, He chose to save us. 
The leaders also mocked His claim to be the Messiah, and challenged Him to come down 
from the cross so that they might believe in Him. This likely would not have happened if 
He had come down. He rose from the dead, and they did not believe that. 

Many religious leaders today use the name of Christianity, but say that they can accept 
everything about it except the cross. If you ever hear a gospel preached without the cross 
of Christ at its core, you are listening to what Paul called "another gospel." The cross was 
the Father's plan. Jesus did not depart from it, and neither may we. 

The two criminals also joined in. Mark does not record their words, but they continued to 
hurl their insults at Him. From Luke we learn that one of them later repented, and we will 
meet him someday in heaven (Luke 23:39-43). 

4. The Death of Jesus (15:33-41) 

Jesus paid the full price for sin as He died under the judgment of God which we deserved, 
thus making it possible for us to be forgiven and have access to God. Having completed 
His work, He released His spirit to God and died. Finally there appeared in the account, 
a few who showed love for Jesus, instead of anger and hate. 

(15:33-37) Now when the sixth hour had come, there was darkness over the land 
until the ninth hour. And at the ninth hour, Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, 
"Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?" which is translated, "My God, My God, why have 
You forsaken Me?" Some of those who stood by, when they heard that, said, "Look, 
He is calling for Elijah!" Then someone ran and filled a sponge full of sour wine, 
put it on a reed, and offered it to Him to drink, saying, "Let Him alone; let us see if 
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Elijah will come to take Him down." And Jesus cried out with a loud voice and 
breathed His last.  

At noon a supernatural darkness fell over the scene which lasted for three hours. All three 
Synoptic Gospels report this. It was not an eclipse (which would be impossible during the 
full moon of Passover), nor a severe rainstorm, as some movies have depicted. This was 
nature itself in rebellion over what sinful men were doing to her Creator. It was also a 
visible sign of God's judgment falling upon us, through Jesus, for our sin. Amos 8:9-10 
clearly sees it this way. "And it shall come to pass in that day," says the Lord God, "That 
I will make the sun go down at noon, and I will darken the earth in broad daylight; I will 
turn your feasts into mourning, and all your songs into lamentation; I will bring sackcloth 
on every waist…"  

In the book of Exodus, the ninth plague consisted of a three-day darkness, which occurred 
just before the tenth and final plague, the death of the firstborn. Here God's "Firstborn of 
all creation," His only begotten Son, was experiencing the abandonment of His Father 
because He was bearing every sin of every person who has lived throughout history. The 
most evil man who has lived, has never known in this life, the horror of being completely 
cut off from God. When Jesus died, He was at that moment, under the curse of God. 
"Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for it 
is written, Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree)" (Galatians 3:13). It is for this reason 
that God came to us in human form. 

Fear and profound silence fell over the scene. Then at 3 P.M., the time of the evening 
sacrifice, a cry echoed out into the darkness: "My God, My God, why have You forsaken 
Me?" Ordinary crucifixions were marked by screams of pain and wild curses of rage and 
despair. The demeanor of Jesus had been different from the start. This is the only one of 
the seven statements Jesus made from the cross that is recorded by Mark. Jesus shouted 
the words in His native Aramaic tongue, and Mark translated them for his readers. These 
are the opening words of Psalm 22, a Messianic Psalm that presents a graphic and 
prophetic description of the crucifixion of Jesus. But it was also an authentic cry of 
abandonment. John Calvin wrote:  

Jesus expressed this horror of great darkness, this God-forsakenness, by quoting the 
only verse of Scripture which actually described it, and which He had perfectly fulfilled.87  

This was the cup which Jesus had recoiled from in Gethsemane—alienation from His 
Father. He tasted physical and spiritual death. It was the only time He did not address 
God as Father. There is a saying, "The beginning of sin is to forsake God; the end of sin 
is to be God-forsaken." That statement is a great truth, because the Christian message 
is that Jesus suffered and died on the cross for us. That fact is the heart of the Christian 
message. 

Some in the crowd either misunderstood His words or pretended to misunderstand, and 
suggested that Jesus was calling for Elijah, who was to come to Israel just before the 

                                            

87    Cited in R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word Commentary Series: Mark, pages 207-208. 
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Messiah. Another person ran to soak a sponge in a mixture of vinegar and water to hold 
it up to Jesus' mouth. Ancient sources described this liquid as a beverage that relieved 
thirst better than water. This may not have been an act of compassion, but rather an 
attempt to prolong Jesus' life so that the spectacle could continue. We know from John 
that Jesus had expressed His thirst just before this. He received the liquid into His parched 
throat in order to have the strength to make His cry of triumph, "It is finished!" The mission 
was accomplished. 

Jesus was conscious and fully aware right up to His last breath. His was no ordinary death 
by crucifixion. Victims usually suffered long periods of complete exhaustion, followed by 
unconsciousness before dying. This is why the average crucifixion lasted much longer 
than six hours. But Jesus gave His life. Total salvation has been purchased for all who 
will receive Him. Now He could commit His spirit to His father and breathe His last breath. 

(15:38-41) Then the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. So when 
the centurion, who stood opposite Him, saw that He cried out like this and breathed 
His last, he said, "Truly, this Man was the Son of God!" There were also women 
looking on from afar, among whom were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of 
James the Less and of Joses, and Salome, who also followed Him and ministered 
to Him when He was in Galilee, and many other women who came up with Him to 
Jerusalem.  

At this moment, the inner curtain that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies in 
the temple was torn in two from top to bottom, which could only have been done by God. 
The way into God's presence is forever opened to all. In Christ, we have access. Priests 
would have been working at the temple when this event occurred, and it may have planted 
the seed for the conversion of some of them later (see Acts 6:7). 

The centurion in charge of the execution squad had witnessed it all and was deeply 
moved. He had never watched anyone die like this, and he realized that this was no 
ordinary man. Jesus' gracious words, His supernatural demeanor, His prayers to His 
Father convinced the centurion that Jesus was who the people said He had claimed to 
be, the Son of God. This was not a statement of hope, for he used the past tense. We 
can hope that his admiration became genuine faith in the days ahead. 

Not all who were in the crowd that day were antagonistic toward Jesus. Mark mentions 
that a number of faithful women stood in the distance and carefully watched the 
proceedings. They later observed where He was buried, so that they could return after 
the Sabbath to anoint His body. 

The men, except for John, had fled, but the women remained. Mark names three of them. 
Mary from Magdala, a fishing village on the southwestern shore of the Sea of Galilee, 
was one who had been delivered from demons. She was a sinful woman, as are all human 
beings, but the Bible gives no evidence of her being immoral as the popular thinking goes. 
She had become one of Jesus' most faithful followers. The second Mary is mentioned 
only here and in the first verse of chapter 16 in the book of Mark. In other Gospels, she 
is simply referred to as "the other Mary." Salome was the wife of Zebedee and, therefore, 
the mother of James and John.  
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Women were the last persons at the cross. They would be the first ones at the empty 
tomb. 

by Thomas Nelson, Inc. 

5. The Burial of Jesus (15:42-47) 

Another man who was sympathetic toward Jesus now stepped forward. With Pilate's 
willing cooperation, Joseph of Arimathea arranged for a proper burial for the body of 
Jesus. This will turn out to be the first kind and respectful treatment of our Lord in 24 long 
hours. 

(15:42-47) Now when evening had come, because it was the Preparation Day, that 
is, the day before the Sabbath, Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent council member, 
who was himself waiting for the kingdom of God, coming and taking courage, went 
in to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Pilate marveled that He was already 
dead, and summoning the centurion, he asked him if He had been dead for some 
time. So when he found out from the centurion, he granted the body to Joseph. 
Then he bought fine linen, took Him down, and wrapped Him in the linen.  And he 
laid Him in a tomb which had been hewn out of the rock, and rolled a stone against 
the door of the tomb. And Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses observed 
where He was laid. 

In Jewish thought, there was an early evening (3:00 P.M. to 6:00 P.M.) and then the 
evening, when the new day began (after 6:00 P.M.). There were about three hours to care 
for Jesus' body before the Passover Sabbath began. 

The request for the body of Jesus should have come from His disciples or His family. The 
disciples had fled in fear. Mary had been taken to her home by John, in deep grief and 
exhaustion. Jesus' brothers still did not believe in Him. So Joseph of Arimathea entered 
the picture. 

Arimathea was a village about 20 miles northeast of Jerusalem. Joseph was a highly 
respected member of the Sanhedrin. Matthew adds that he was wealthy. While he had 
not consented to Jesus' death, neither apparently did he try to actively prevent it. Now he 
could no longer remain a secret follower. He went and requested Pilate to give him the 
body. Had he not acted quickly and boldly, Jesus' body would have either been left on 
the cross for animals and birds to pick at, or dumped into a common grave like trash. 

Pilate was surprised to hear that Jesus was already dead, since many victims could linger 
on the cross for days. He confirmed from the centurion that Jesus was dead, and knowing 
that He had been innocent, Pilate's conscience moved him to grant the request without 
hesitation. Normally, one who was executed for treason did not deserve a proper burial. 
But Pilate, still agitated at the unjust actions of the chief priest, likely gave the okay just 
to spite them. 

We learn from John that Nicodemus assisted Joseph in the care of the body. 
Undoubtedly, both of these men had servants who also were recruited to help. Taking 
Jesus' body from the cross, they washed it, anointed it with expensive spices brought by 
Nicodemus, and wrapped it tightly in fine linen. Then they carried the body to a waiting 
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tomb hewn out of rock and laid it on a shelf inside. Finally, they rolled a round half-ton 
stone in front of the tomb, to keep marauders and wild animals out. 

When Jesus died, God the Father declared that the humiliation was finished once and for 
all. So, in fulfillment of Isaiah 53:9, Jesus was buried in a rich man's grave. 

The two women named Mary continued to observe from a distance and, no doubt kept 
silent vigil before the tomb, long after the others had left. It was over! There was nothing 
to do now but wait and grieve! Little did they know that a new day was about to break 
soon! 
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15. THE TRIUMPH OF THE SERVANT-KING 

Mark 16:1-20 

The only reason Mark or any other gospel writer has a story to tell is that the death of 
Jesus at Calvary is not the end of story. As Christians, we have the only really Good News 
in the world. We serve a living Savior. He is risen! He is risen indeed! Mark ends his 
Gospel with the story of that first Easter Sunday—a message which all believers are 
commanded to proclaim to the nations. 

1. He Is Risen! (16:1-8) 

In this section readers are given a summary report of what took place on the first Easter 
Sunday. Mark is the only Gospel writer to mention any activity taking place on the day 
between Jesus' death and resurrection. The women will have their grief turned to 
astonishment and joy by the simple announcement of the angel at the empty tomb. 

(16:1-8) Now when the Sabbath was past, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of 
James, and Salome bought spices, that they might come and anoint Him. Very early 
in the morning, on the first day of the week, they came to the tomb when the sun 
had risen. And they said among themselves, "Who will roll away the stone from the 
door of the tomb for us?" But when they looked up, they saw that the stone had 
been rolled away—for it was very large. And entering the tomb, they saw a young 
man clothed in a long white robe sitting on the right side; and they were alarmed. 
But he said to them, "Do not be alarmed. You seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was 
crucified. He is risen! He is not here. See the place where they laid Him. But go, tell 
His disciples—and Peter—that He is going before you into Galilee; there you will 
see Him, as He said to you." So they went out quickly, and fled from the tomb, for 
they trembled and were amazed. And they said nothing to anyone, for they were 
afraid. 

As would be expected, Mark gives the most concise retelling of the events of the first 
Easter. When the Sabbath had ended, that is, on Saturday evening after 6:00 P.M., the 
same three women who are mentioned at the end of chapter 15, went out to purchase 
spices so that they could anoint the body of Jesus. As eager as they were to go to the 
tomb, they did not violate the Sabbath. The aromatic oils would offset the odors of 
decomposition. This would be strictly an act of love and devotion, because they did not 
expect Jesus would rise. This was simply a sign of love, devotion, and respect like 
bringing flowers to a grave today. 

Very early on Sunday morning, they headed for the tomb. John says that they left while it 
was still dark (John 20:1). Mark tells us that the sun was up by the time they reached their 
destination. Here we have the first mention of "the first day of the week." It would not be 
long until the early church replaced the Sabbath with Sunday, or the Lord's Day, as the 
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day to gather for corporate worship.88 In a very real sense, every Sunday is Easter. 

On the way, it suddenly dawned on them that a large stone had been rolled in front of the 
entrance of the tomb. They knew nothing of the events related in the other Gospels—the 
setting of the Roman guard, the coming of the angel to roll the stone away, and the 
soldiers fleeing in terror. All the women knew was that this would be a real problem, 
because of the sheer size and weight of the stone. 

As the women approached the tomb, they were downcast. But upon reaching the place, 
they looked up and saw the massive stone rolled back. This did not immediately comfort 
them. Had someone already removed the body? Was all their preparation for nothing? 
Would they be denied this one last opportunity to show their love to Jesus? The tomb was 
large enough that they could all go in. Joseph's tomb must have been designed for his 
entire family. Upon entering, the women were startled to see a young man clothed in white 
sitting on the right side.  

The stone was never removed to let Jesus out. That was totally unnecessary. We read in 
John about the grave clothes lying on the shelf in an orderly fashion, because the 
resurrected body of Christ was not subject to material obstacles. He simply disappeared 
from within the linens, and re-appeared elsewhere. The stone was rolled away to let 
people in to see that Jesus was no longer there. 

Luke says that there were two angels at the tomb, but there is no contradiction here. Mark 
merely focuses on the one who spoke. We should not get excited about differences in the 
various Gospel accounts. The variations can actually speak of the authenticity of the 
events. Herschel Hobbs quotes from an earlier commentator: 

The very diversity of the accounts strengthens the probability that the story rests upon the 
basis of truth; the impressions of the witnesses differed, but they agree upon the main 
facts.89 

The angel assured them that Jesus was not there. Literally, he said, "He is raised." God 
did the work of raising Jesus. God restored the cornerstone that was rejected. God was 
rebuilding the temple that had been destroyed. It was not some vague "Christ of faith" or 
"Spirit of Christ" that was raised. It was Jesus of Nazareth, the same One who was 
crucified. 

Every word of the angel's message was filled with meaning. "He is not here," shows us 
that Jesus Christ is still tied to humanity and available in specific places. He was, even 
now, going before them to Galilee. He is also available to every individual. The women 
were told to remind the eleven disciples of Jesus' promise to meet them (and Peter) in 
Galilee. Mark is the only writer who includes the extra phrase, "and Peter" in the 
announcement. Peter must have been feeling very badly at the time—but Jesus, in mercy, 

                                            

88     See John 20:19, 26. Note also that in Acts 20:6-7 Paul arrived at Troas on a Monday, but stayed seven 
days so that he could take in their Sunday service.  

89    This statement is cited in Hershel H. Hobbs, An Exposition of the Four Gospels: Mark, page 256. 
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remembered him—not to censure, but to comfort and to reassure him.90 We are reminded 
of the words of the hymn, Marvelous grace of our loving Lord, grace that exceeds our sin 
and our guilt. 

The angel said that Jesus would meet them (including the women) in Galilee just as "He 
said to you." Jesus had made this appointment with the disciples on the way from the 
Last Supper to the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus not only kept His Word, that He would 
be raised on the third day, but He would now keep His appointment with them in Galilee, 
in the area where He had called most of them and told them that He would make them 
fishers of men. Jesus' word can always be trusted. 

Anytime the glory of God is manifested in the Bible, the normal human response is fear. 
The women left the tomb trembling and saying nothing to anyone. At first reading, it seems 
that they disobeyed the command of the angel, but more likely, it means that they talked 
to no one else on the way to deliver the message to the disciples, at which time they 
spoke clearly. Matthew tells us that their fear gradually gave way to great joy (Matthew 
28:8). 

2. We Are Sent (16:9-20) 

The style in the last twelve verses of Mark's Gospel differs from the style of the major 
portion of the book. Some question whether these verses were part of the original Gospel 
account.91 This section is a summarization of a few key post-resurrection events. Our 
approach is not to deal at length with the matter of authorship, but to continue with the 
explanation and application of the text, just as we have done in the earlier parts of the 
Gospel.  

(16:9-13) Now when He arose early on the first day of the week, He appeared first 
to Mary Magdalene, out of whom He had cast seven demons. She went and told 
those who had been with Him, as they mourned and wept. And when they heard 
that He was alive and had been seen by her, they did not believe. After that, He 
appeared in another form to two of them as they walked and went into the country. 
And they went and told it to the rest, but they did not believe them either.  

Verses 9-13 contain succinct accounts of episodes which are found fully expounded in 
the other Gospels. We know of Jesus' appearance to Mary Magdalene in verses 9-11 
from John 20. This happened soon after the angel's words were spoken to the women. 
Mary had remained behind a little longer. We also know that the original report of the 
women to the eleven was not believed. Luke 24:11 says that they regarded them as "idle 

                                            

90   Peter was a backslider, but the Lord Jesus singled him out as though he were marked "special." This 
was to assure Peter that the Lord had not cast him off, despite his great sin. Peter had repented in tears; 
Jesus is the great Forgiver. 

91   The general belief is that the last part of Mark's original Gospel may have been lost, and these verses 
were added later by someone who wanted to provide a more appropriate conclusion. They are not included 
in the earliest Greek manuscripts. Yet these verses are included in later manuscripts, and in many of the 
standard translations of the New Testament, including the King James Version and the New King James 
Version. Nothing in these verses is out of character with the rest of the New Testament.  
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tales." 

Verses 12-13 refer to Jesus' meeting "in another form" (that is, in what seemed like a 
different outward appearance)—with two men on the road to Emmaus on the afternoon 
of the resurrection (Sunday)—as found in Luke 24. The eleven did not believe their story 
either. 

What ought to stand out for us, is that our faith is not merely based on an empty tomb, 
but on the fact that Jesus appeared to various credible eyewitnesses at different times 
and places. He did this over a period of 40 days, and we have the record of it. This is why 
we can be confident in what we believe about our living Lord.  

(16:14-18) Later He appeared to the eleven as they sat at the table; and He rebuked 
their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they did not believe those who had 
seen Him after He had risen. And He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach 
the gospel to every creature. He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he 
who does not believe will be condemned. And these signs will follow those who 
believe: In My name they will cast out demons; they will speak with new tongues; 
they will take up serpents, and if they drink anything deadly, it will by no means 
hurt them; they will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover."  

Jesus finally appeared personally to the eleven after sending messages ahead through 
other witnesses. He rebuked them for the lack of faith. This is likely the same episode, 
also found in John 20:19-23, which took place on the evening of the day of resurrection. 
Obviously, they were forgiven, because they went out soon after and began to preach the 
Good News.  

The words that follow are a parallel to Matthew's account of Jesus' call to evangelize the 
world. We often speak of Matthew 28:18-20 as the "Great Commission," but each Gospel 
(along with the Book of Acts) contains variations of these marching orders from Jesus. 
Obviously this mission is to be foremost in the prayers, planning, and purpose of the 
church. When someone asks, "What's so special about Christianity?"—we must say, "The 
resurrection!" 

Jesus' words here seem to say that we must be baptized in order to be saved. Those who 
have an Anabaptist heritage however, for the most part, see water baptism as an initial 
act of obedience, and as a sign that we have believed on the Lord Jesus, and are counting 
on His atoning work as our means of salvation. A careful look at the text shows that the 
Jesus' emphasis here is on "believes," which then is followed by the baptism which 
outwardly witnesses to the step of faith that has been taken. One who does not believe, 
will be lost, even if he or she has been baptized.  

Verses 17 and 18 may be the most troubling. All of these signs except one are found in 
the Book of Acts, and they appear to have been intended primarily for the apostles and 
the initial church. Certainly there are still demons at work, and we must be spiritually 
discerning and alert. But we want to avoid seeing demons under every bush and having 
exorcisms as a primary ministry.  

The preaching of the gospel is always first, just as it was for Jesus. The gift of tongues 
was used in Acts as a miracle of communication, and an authenticating sign of the validity 
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of the message. The term means "other languages," as opposed to "ecstatic speech." 
Reports are that God still sometimes uses this gift of "other languages" today, through 
certain missionaries when the gospel is presented to new people-groups.92  

The Apostle Paul was spared from harm when bitten by a poisonous snake in Acts 28. 
Tradition says that the apostle John unknowingly drank poison given to him by his 
enemies and yet was not affected. One thing is certain. We have no liberty to test God by 
handling snakes and drinking poison. To come to these conclusions from these verses is 
to misuse Scripture.  

(16:19-20) So then, after the Lord had spoken to them, He was received up into 
heaven and sat down at the right hand of God. And they went out and preached 
everywhere, the Lord working with them and confirming the word through the 
accompanying signs. Amen. 

The passage ends on a glorious note as the ascension of Christ is noted, followed by a 
final statement about the obedience of the disciples in preaching the gospel everywhere, 
and the faithfulness of the Lord in keeping His promise by confirming the work with 
miraculous signs. 

In commenting on the final two verses in the Gospel according to Mark, William 
Hendriksen concludes his comments with these words: "Speaking in general, there is 
nothing in the entire ending (Mark 16:9-20) that is more serene, uplifting, true, and 
beautiful—than these final two verses. They point to the Lord Jesus as the One who, from 
His position at the right hand of God, tenderly watches over, guides, energizes, and 
governs His church."93 

Mark has given us the Good News about Jesus Christ, the Son of God, mostly as retold 
to him by Peter. May we be faithful to our own mission of proclaiming this same Good 
News and modeling the servant's heart demonstrated by our Risen Lord. Amen! 

  

                                            

92    Some commentators, such as Bishop J. C. Ryle, say that the age of miracles is past, and that it is only 
when plants are first planted that they need water. For an example of miraculous tongues, see an account 
in They Speak with Other Tongues, Westwood, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Co., John L. Sherrill, pages 18-19.  

93    William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: The Gospel of Mark, Baker Book House, page 692. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

The Gospel of Mark 

1. What were the elements that made John the Baptist's preaching so effective? (1:1-
8). 

2. What were the key ingredients of Jesus' message? (1:14). Have preaching 
methods changed from this style today, and if so, how? 

3. How did Jesus' prayer life affect His ministry? (1:29-45). 
4. What was Jesus' attitude toward the Law of Moses; toward Jewish regulations; 

toward sinners? How do these tie together for us? (2:1—3:6). 
5. What evidence do we see today of people wanting Jesus' help but not wanting to 

commit to Him? (3:7-11; 20-21). 
6. Why did Jesus continue to ask people not to talk about it when He helped them? 

(3:12). 
7. Give a description of what is meant by the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (3:22-

30). 
8. What do Jesus' parables teach us about the importance of hearing God's Word? 

(4:1-25). 
9. What do Jesus' parables teach us about patience in ministry? (4:26-32). 
10. How does our faith play into what we ask and receive from Jesus? (4:35-41; 5:21-

43). 
11. How can we become too familiar with Jesus so that we take Him for granted? (6:1-

6). 
12. What principles for ministry can we find in Jesus' instructions to His disciples? (6:7-

12). 
13. What enables us to take courage even when we are going through the storms of 

life? (6:42-52). 
14. How do we sometimes put man-made regulations above the needs of people? 

How can we use man-made rules and regulations to minimize our own sins? (7:1-
23). 

15. How is Jesus' compassion expressed in His next miracles? How do we sometimes 
fail to show compassion when confronted with human need? (7:24—8:10; 8:22-
26).  

16. Why is it so important to connect the person of Christ with His saving mission? 
(8:27-33). 

17. What important elements are involved in being Jesus' disciples? (8:34-38). 
18. How is Jesus shown to be the exclusive Lord and Savior? Why is it important to 

believe this? (9:1-8). 
19. Why do some have difficulty accepting the necessity of Jesus' death and 

resurrection? (8:31-33; 9:30-32). 
20. What does Jesus say about the reality of Hell? Why do some want to reject this? 

(9:42-50). 
21. What does Jesus teach about the sanctity of marriage? How does this Bible 
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teaching enter into current national discussions? (10:1-12). 
22. What does Jesus teach about the danger of riches? How does this affect us, living 

in an affluent nation? (10:17-31). 
23. What statement did Jesus make when He entered Jerusalem? Do our Palm 

Sunday celebrations miss His point, and if so, how? (11:1-10). 
24. What is Jesus' attitude toward worship in His church, as seen in His cleansing of 

the temple? (11:15-19). 
25. How can we obey the Great and Second Commandments in our daily lives? How 

can we keep the first commandment first, even as we obey the second? (12:28-
34). 

26. How should we receive the daily news, in light of what Jesus said about religious 
deception, war, and natural disasters? (13:5-8). 

27. How can we prepare for increasing persecution in our day, even in our own 
culture? How can we helpfully respond to fellow believers who are being 
persecuted in other parts of the world? (13:9-13).  

28. What is to be our attitude in regard to Christ's return? (13:24-37). 
29. How can we see ourselves in the weakness of Jesus' disciples as He was arrested, 

condemned, and executed? (14:27-50). 
30. What was the cup from which Jesus recoiled in Gethsemane? How do we see that 

He won the battle that He had fought on His knees? (14:32-42; 53-64; 15:1-5). 
31. What message is Mark seeking to convey in the account of the resurrection? What 

other things might it be important for us to focus on more? (15:21-38). 
32. What significant things does the angel say to the women at the tomb, beyond the 

simple statement that Jesus is risen? (16:1-8). 
33. J. C. Ryle, in his commentary on Mark, says, "If we cannot go to the heathen in 

China, let us seek to enlighten the darkness which we shall easily find within reach 
or our own door." Are you and other Christians in your congregation taking the 
commission in Mark 16:15 seriously? 

34. The Gospel of Mark ends with the beautiful passage that says, "After the Lord had 
spoken to them, He was received up into heaven, and sat down at the right hand 
of God" (Mark 16:19). Look up the following passages: Acts 7:55-56; Romans 8:34; 
Ephesians 1:20; Colossians 3:1. It is helpful to notice that in Romans 8:34, Jesus 
"makes intercession for us" (or "intercedes," Greek, entygcheinei, for us). The New 
Living Translation says that He is "next to God, pleading for us." 
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