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MARK’S GOSPEL 

Background notes for personal reading 
 

During the first school term (Feb-Easter) the Elders are encouraging us to read through Mark’s 

Gospel together as a community.  We are approaching this on three levels: a Sunday morning sermon 

series, in Life Groups, and in personal reading.  These notes are primarily targeted at supporting our 

personal reading but, hopefully, will add to our appreciation of Mark at every level. 

 

The aim of the notes 

 To provide some background information to the gospel that will help us recognise its main 

themes and the flow of the story as it unfolds.   We often just read a gospel in small 

devotional chunks as if looking close up at one brick in a wall.  We are going to try and look 

at Mark’s whole wall so that we better understand the purpose of each brick. 

 

 To draw attention to the many Old Testament allusions in Mark that will enrich our 

understanding of what he was trying to communicate about Jesus and his ministry. 

 

 To explore the personal implications for us raised by some of the stories Mark tells. 

 

 

How may these notes be best used? 

We have 8 weeks between the beginning of February and Easter.  Mark has 16 chapters.  That’s 2 

chapters a week.  Not a huge amount! 

 

1. If you’re up for it, start by reading the gospel in one (or two) session(s) in the same way you 

would a book.  This will help you get an overview of the gospel and a feel for its dramatic 

flow.  

 

2. Next read the Introduction to Mark’s Gospel on page 2.  

 

3. Then, over the course of the next month and a half, use these notes in whatever way suits 

you best. We suggest reading your two chapters completely through at the beginning of the 

week, then picking your way reflectively through them as the week progresses.  Be sure to 

take the time read the cross references carefully chosen for this resource to enrich your 

understanding of the readings! 

 

4. Give some thought to the questions, and any other personal implications, raised at the end 

of the notes.  Maybe, you could even keep a simple journal of what you sense God saying to 

you. (An interesting Life Group evening may be to compare journal reflections.) 

 

The above are just some suggestions.  The main thing is to read Mark!  Hopefully, these notes will 

encourage and help you to do that profitably in whatever way you use them. 
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INTRODUCTION TO MARK’S GOSPEL 

Who wrote it? 

This may sound like a daft question but no original document with Mark’s signature on it 

actually exists.  However, from the earliest days of the church, the gospel has been attributed to 

Mark who, for a time, was in Rome with Paul (Col.4:10) and Peter (1 Pet.5:13).  Peter’s 

preaching is thought to be the source of Mark’s gospel material. 

 

According to earliest church tradition, Mark was a member of the church in Rome and 

accompanied Paul on some of his missionary journeys. He also acted as Peter’s scribe as Peter 

reflected on his experience of Jesus in the period before his (Peter’s) death.  

 

Why did he write it? 

To communicate the good news of Jesus to his contemporary (most likely non-Jewish) readers, 

and to create an accurate record for future readers. A non-Jewish audience is assumed because 

Mark explains Jewish traditions (eg 7:3,4, 11:34) in a way the other gospels don’t. In the face of 

persecution Mark was writing to a vulnerable minority group encouraging them in their witness, 

even though, like their Lord, it may cost them their lives.   

 

When did he write it? 

Probably around the mid 60’s AD during the time of Nero’s 64-67AD persecution of the 

Christians in Rome.  It was during this time that Paul and Peter were martyred.  The theme of 

overcoming through suffering, and the tension between God’s power and suffering, are 

characteristics of Mark’s gospel.  Mark is widely accepted to be the earliest of the gospels.  

Pretty much all of his material appears either unchanged or slightly expanded in Matthew and 

Luke.  Mark was obviously one of the sources they used in their gospels. 

 

What are some of the main themes to look out for in Mark? 

Theme 1: Jesus is, in fact, God’s promised Messiah.  More than just this - He is God Himself, 

returning to His people as their rightful King!  He is bringing about their reconciliation to 

Himself, their restoration to their role as His witness, and God’s promised kingdom into the 

world. 

 

Theme 2: Christ’s call to follow Him involves both power and suffering in the conflict with evil in 

this age. 

 

Theme 3: The repeated assurances that God will not desert us and can use us – no matter our 

failures! 

 

Theme 4: The whole business of what has been called Jesus’ Messianic secret.  Jesus needed 

time to unpack this ‘mystery’ and redefine the expected nature and role of God’s Messiah.  In 

that respect his ministry can only be fully understood retrospectively after his unlikely 

enthronement as Messiah and King on the cross and his vindicating resurrection.  Consequently, 

Mark reads a bit like a detective novel in which all is resolved in the last few pages. 
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MARK CHAPTER 1 

Mark doesn’t mess about.  He rips straight into the purpose of his writing.  He is writing about ‘the 

gospel (good news) about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.’  The first fifteen verses of this chapter are 

like his prologue which sets the scene for what is to come.  IMPORTANT NOTE: This first chapter, 

especially the first fifteen verses, is dense with insights that underpin the whole book.  

Consequently, the notes for this chapter will be more extensive than any of the other chapters but 

will place us in good stead to appreciate what Mark later unfolds. 

 

Preparing the way vs.1-8 

‘Gospel’ – good news. The term was widely used to describe the birth of an emperor, his 

accession to the throne, or victory in a battle.  See what Mark is saying here about Jesus.   

 

‘Jesus Christ’ – ‘Jesus’, the Greek variant of the Hebrew Joshua which means ‘God saves’.  

‘Christ’, the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew ‘Messiah’.  So much more in a name than we 

often realise! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Point to Ponder: Jewish Expectations of The Messiah 

To fully appreciate Christ we must build an understanding of the contemporary Jewish 

expectations of their Messiah  

 

The Messiah was the one promised by God (eg Is. 7:14 42:1-7, 53:3-5 Zech. 9:9,10 Mic. 5:3 ) 

who would restore them to their covenant/agreement/relationship with Himself and their 

calling to be His witnesses and light to the world.  The Jews believed the Messiah would this 

do by booting out Israel’s oppressors (currently the Romans), renewing their worship and 

their Temple, and establishing God’s kingdom (his acknowledged rule on earth).  This 

kingdom would be an unending age of justice, peace, wholeness and righteousness; all ideas 

wrapped up in the wonderful Hebrew word ‘shalom’.   

 

The Messiah was to be a world-changing figure in every way.  No area of life on earth would 

be untouched by his gracious reign.   

 

The tragic undertone of Mark’s gospel is that many of his own people did not recognise him 

as Jesus redefined contemporary expectations of both the Messiah’s nature (gentle, inviting, 

forgiving, inclusive) and his methods (to overcome by giving up his life, not by superior 

force). 

 

vs 1‘the Son of God’ –This term is used elsewhere to describe Israel (Matt.2:15) and redeemed 

people (Rom.8:14). However, overwhelmingly in the New Testament the term is applied to Jesus.  It 

refers to him as the heavenly, eternal Son who is equal to God himself (See Matt.11:25-30, Heb.1:1-

Big Picture: The first eight chapters of Mark are essentially Mark building up a picture 

of just who Jesus was. First, his authority over every sphere of the created order; 

second, why he had come; and finally, how his method of achieving his goals differed 

from the Jews’ traditional expectations. 
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3,5,8, Jn.1:14,18).  What we have to appreciate here is how, at this early stage, Mark is clearly 

emphasising just who Jesus was and what he came to do. 

 

 2. Point to Ponder: Learning Old Testament to Understand New Testament 

We must realise that by starting to read scripture at the beginning of the New Testament 

we are effectively picking up a book halfway through the story.   

 

Mark is determined to establish from the outset that Jesus is the one long-promised by God 

to His people.  To make his point, the quotation (v.2) loosely attributed to Isaiah actually 

contains allusions to three Old Testament promises of God dating back to Israel’s earliest 

days (Ex.23:20, Mal.3:1, Is.40:3) 

 

John the Baptist 

Another Old Testament allusion to Jesus as God’s promised one is seen in the way Mark 

describes the ministry of John the Baptist.  Describing him, as he does in 1:6 clearly aligns 

John with the prophet Elijah (2 Kings 1:8) who many Jews believed would return to herald 

the coming of God’s Messiah.  

 

v.8 Water may effectively symbolise the cleansing and life renewal celebrated in baptism.  

But God’s Spirit is a different matter altogether.  He is the very power and presence of God 

Himself in which Jesus can immerse/baptise those who follow him. 

 

In the Old Testament God’s Spirit had been closely associated with God’s promise of 

cleansing and renewing power (Is.44:3, Ezek.36:25-27, Joel 2:28,29).  The outpouring of 

God’s Spirit on everyone, not just selected leaders, was to be a clear sign God’s kingdom 

age had begun. 

 

Jesus’ baptism and temptation vs.9-14 

Even more Old Testament stuff here!  Why was Jesus baptised?  Not for forgiveness.  But 

for identification.  This section is all about Jesus identifying himself with God’s historic 

people and gathering up their mission into himself. 

The River Jordan – where Israel crossed into the Promised Land. 

The dove - a biblical symbol of God’s Spirit…hovering over His new creation in Christ as He 

hovered over the beginning of creation in Gen.1:2.   

The desert confrontation – just as Israel spent 40 years in the desert after leaving Egypt so 

Jesus goes into the wilderness for 40 days.  The difference was Jesus came through with 

flying colours.  Possibly the mention of angels and wild animals are a reminder how we both 

need and can depend upon God’s protection in situations of spiritual conflict. 

Satan – is no mere symbol of evil but biblically understood as a powerful personality 

heading up a hierarchy of evil forces hostile to God.  The result here is the opposite to that 

of Satan’s first appearance in the Garden of Eden (Gen.3) where God’s representatives fall.  

Mark is hinting that a new creation, headed by a new representative is at hand. 

 

The Kingdom of God 

What is the good news, or the gospel, that Jesus proclaimed?  Possibly not what we may 

initially say.  John’s imprisonment appears to say to Jesus the time was right to begin his 

public ministry.  So what was the good news he announced – ‘What you’ve been waiting for 

is happening before your very eyes.  The kingdom of God is near.  So realign your living and 
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get on board with the good news’.  The fact is, something is happening, whether or not we 

believe it or like it.  God is on the move.  His gracious invitation is for us to be part of what 

He is doing. That is the heart of the good news.  

 

 Point to Ponder: The Kingdom of God  

Just as we can’t really get a handle on Jesus without understanding something of the 

Messiah, equally, we need to have an understanding of the Kingdom of God.  

 

The message of God’s much anticipated Kingdom coming in himself is the core of Jesus’ 

preaching and the subject matter of many of his stories.  This is not to displace the Cross as 

being at the heart of his ministry.  It is to put Christ’s cross and resurrection in the context of 

being the means by which his (extended) people are, reconciled, renewed and restored and 

the means by which his Kingdom comes.  The cross is God’s crucial, central means to God’s 

end – that his Kingdom comes on earth as it is in heaven.  And in this current age- until 

Christ returns - the means by which that will happen is through the witness of his renewed 

people in the power of His Spirit.  That’s our calling, folks.  See it as anything less than that 

and we’re selling ourselves, and God, short! 

 

Mark introduces Jesus and his mission in the first fifteen verses. In the next seven 

chapters, he records a series of incidents which illustrate the call of Jesus to follow him. 

The incidents illustrate Jesus’ authority, identity, the nature of his mission and the varied 

responses to it. 

 

‘Follow me’ – Christ’s call to leave our old life and live with him as our new focal point and 

centre of trust.  Christ puts no preconditions on someone following him other than the 

implicit willingness to leave the past and learn how to live with Jesus from now on. 

 

The synagogue incident and healing vs.21-34 

Evil in God’s community!  It’s interesting that Mark makes the point right away is that God’s biggest 

problem is within His own people not unbelievers.  Not a comfortable message.  Mark also uses this 

incident to begin demonstrating the authority of Jesus.  He is the unquestionable conqueror of evil; 

quietly, authoritatively, but effectively.  That authority also extends to physical disease.  As Jesus 

healed so the news went round that something special was happening and the crowds came. 

 

The challenging priority of prayer vs.35-39 

Not the rushed list of daily requirements over morning breakfast but withdrawal to ‘a solitary place’ 

of considered reflection, listening and engaging with his heavenly father; a strategic priority not just 

a response to the urgent and immediate.  It’s reasonable to say the link between the level of our real 

awareness of our dependence upon God is most clearly evident in our prayer life. 

 

Not just able but willing vs. 1:40-45 

Already, as he develops his portrait of Jesus, Mark has established Jesus as having clear authority 

over evil and disease.  The obvious question now is just how willing he is to use that authority and 

for whose benefit?  The answer (v.41) ‘I am willing’.  To what extent?  Even to the lowest and most 

socially excluded in the community – the leper who Jesus is even willing to touch in his love. 
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Why send the leper away to get certified as healed?  Leprosy led to the physical and social exclusion 

from the community.  To be fully reintegrated the leper needed ‘clearance’ from the religious 

authorities.  Also, it appears at this stage Jesus was not wanting to provoke unnecessary 

confrontation with them.  But the leper couldn’t keep quiet about what had happened – which is 

often the way when someone’s life is radically transformed or touched by Jesus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

Re-read the ‘Gospel’ notes at the beginning of chapter 1: Do we really believe 

Jesus is good news, or is his news too controversial and disruptive to be good?  

Not just for us but for everyone.  If so, how can we best explain our good news 

to our non-believing colleagues/friends etc ways meaningful to them? 

 

v.11 ’my Son whom I love.’  Have I ever really reflected on the significance and 

depth of God’s love for me and given thanks for it? 

 

Doesn’t this verse set apart His Son as something special? Is it presumptuous 

to put ourselves on the same level? If not, why not? 

 

v.41 ’I am willing’.  Do I sometimes doubt God’s willingness, if not His ability?  

Are there issues in my life in which I need to reaffirm my trust in God’s 

willingness to resolve them well? 

 



8 
 

MARK CHAPTER TWO 

In Chapter 1 Mark has set the scene. He’s introduces Jesus to us, showing us his identity, purpose, 

authority and willingness to bless whoever came to him.  

 

The paralytic vs.1-12 

Jesus returns to his home town of Capernaum where, inevitably, a crowd gathers.  Some men, 

desperate to bring their paralysed friend to Christ, hammer a hole through the flat roof of the house 

and lower him down. 

 

v.5 - ‘Son, your sins are forgiven’.  Christ’s insight into the man’s deepest problem.  Plus, everyone 

knew only God could forgive sin.  This He did exclusively through the Temple ministry in Jerusalem.  

Mark uses the incident to both further make the point about Christ’s identity and his authority to 

both heal AND forgive in the face of ‘expert’ scepticism.  Also, physical healing may be valid but, on 

its own, it is not deep enough.  The man may think life would be all good if he could walk.  But not 

so.  Short term fixes can’t save.  The sin that separated him from God was his deepest problem. 

 

v.10 – the ‘Son of Man’.  This term is a reference to the mysterious figure of Daniel 7:13,14 –  a 

figure well known to Jesus’ contemporaries.  Daniel’s Son of Man was a representative of God’s 

people.  Opposed by forces of evil, he was vindicated by God.  Victorious and given authority to rule, 

he would receive the worship of the nations of the world as he ruled over an everlasting kingdom.  

To those with ears to hear, Jesus is making an early claim regarding his identity and purpose. 

 

The calling of Levi vs. 13-17 

Tax collectors were despised as profiteering collaborators with the occupying Romans.  Definitely 

not discipleship material for an aspiring holy man! The same goes for many of the undesirables Jesus 

later ate with.  In the culture of his day, sharing a table with someone was a sign of personal 

acceptance. Consequently, dining with Levi was socially and religiously unacceptable.  

 

 Point to Ponder:  Feasts 

The Jews celebrated the great moments in their history with annual feasts. Hints of the 

anticipated Messianic banquet (Rev.19:7,9) which would be the fulfilment of these feasts 

abound throughout Mark as he records the occasions Jesus ate with a variety of people.  Table 

fellowship in those days was far more than just having a meal.  It denoted acceptance and 

personal welcome. Jesus was making a controversial and challenging statement about God’s 

welcome to all and the new, all inclusive, Israel he was gathering around himself. 

 

Fasting vs.16-23 

God was affirming His sovereignty in Jesus and bringing in his Kingdom in an unexpected way.  He 

was challenging people to think differently, especially during the brief time Jesus was physically 

present.  His ministry was like a wedding celebration in which he, the bridegroom was coming to 

claim his wayward bride.  Fasting was inappropriate in the current pre-wedding festivities whilst 

Jesus was with them. 
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 Point to Ponder: Who are the Pharisees? 

The Pharisees had been a gradually developing religious and political pressure group for some 

200 years before Christ.  Self-appointed, they had no legal authority but did have significant 

moral and social influence as religious experts committed to a rigorous keeping of God’s Law. 

Unlike the Sadducees, they believed in resurrection and the supernatural.  They were the Bible 

believers of their day, committed to their traditions which they had come to equate with their 

particular understanding of biblical faithfulness.  

 

No doubt some Pharisees were wise and sincere (cf Nicodemus in Jn.3) but others were just 

nosey moral guardians. The tragedy of the gospels is they ultimately favoured their traditions 

and understandings over Jesus thus ended up plotting his death.  A lesson for us? 

 

 Point to Ponder: Who are the Sadducees? 

The Sadducees were officially part of the social and religious establishment and Temple 

priesthood. They regularly feature as one of the main religious groups to oppose Jesus. They 

were the theological liberals of their day who, unlike the Pharisees, did not believe in personal 

resurrection or the supernatural. 

 

The Sabbath Controversy vs.23-28 

Observing the Sabbath was a key Jewish national distinctive and sign of belonging to God who also 

rested on the seventh day.   Over the years its original intent and keeping had become submerged 

under a welter of specific prohibitions and exemptions.  Jesus pleads special circumstances with a 

biblical precedent (vs.25,26 ref. 1 Sam.21:6).  Behind this, though, is the hint that he is the fulfilment 

of King David.  Jesus is God’s true king coming to exercise his rights.  

 

Mark is building up his picture of Jesus’ Messianic authority; disease and sin and now the Sabbath 

are subject to him as a new era dawns.  Human need trumps ritual law in God’s kingdom. 

 

 
 

  

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

 

Vs.13-15 Christ’s welcome to the unlikely.  Do I sometimes wrongly write off those I 

deem unlikely to become a follower of Christ?  Just how active am I in embodying and 

strive to share his welcome to all? 

 

v.10   The problem of sin.  Do I really appreciate its destructiveness on every level of 

life?  How much does a time of confession and restoration feature in my devotional 

life? 

 

The Sadducees underestimated the power and potential for God in this life and world. 

In what area do you think we do the same with Jesus? 
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MARK CHAPTER THREE 

The first six verses of Chapter Three are really a continuation of Chapter Two. Having begun his 

presentation of Jesus as God’s promised Messiah, Mark now begins to outline how the new work 

God was doing through Jesus differed from the Jews’ traditional expectations.   

 

Mark has begun to show how Jesus challenged conventional understandings of the sort of people 

God was calling (Levi!), the accessibility of God’s forgiveness (in Him, not via ritual or the Temple 

priesthood), and the place of traditional institutions (eg the Sabbath) in this new work God was 

undertaking in Him. 

 

The Sabbath synagogue healing vs.1-6 

Mark continues to press home his point of how the Jewish religious leaders’ identification with their 

traditional understandings have blinded them to the new work of God in their midst.  What had 

originated as God’s gift of rest, recreation and celebration of God’s creation and redemption had 

actually become life denying (v.4).  The challenge was too much for the Pharisees.  They opted for 

their tradition.  Lacking any legal authority themselves they allied with their customary enemies, the 

ruling Herodians, to kill the troublesome Jesus.  Meanwhile, Jesus’ popularity continues to grow. 

 

Appointing the 12 apostles vs.13-19 

Question! What other leader of God’s people went up a mountain?  Answer -   Moses!  And what did 

Moses do?  He led God’s people into their Promised Land.  And how many tribes made up God’s 

people in this land? 12!  Get it?  More Old Testament hints from Jesus.  Mark is showing that Jesus is 

the leader of God’s new work of bringing His people into their promised land. 

 

 Point to Ponder: Promised Restoration 

Of the original 12 tribes 10 had been lost 700 years before Jesus when the Syrians had 

invaded the Northern Kingdom (then known as Israel) and deported many of the people. 

 God had promised their restoration.  Jesus was now symbolically enacting this restoration. 

 

Jesus and Beelzebub vs.20-27 

What is a common response when we see someone acting in a way that leaves us uncomfortable or 

challenged for some reason?  We try to explain it away, discredit it.  We may even imply the person 

is unhinged.  In this case, if that doesn’t work what is the next step, our trump card?  To say they are 

being used by the Devil.  Jesus ruthlessly exposes the illogicality of this charge (vs.23-26) and then 

explains His ministry in terms of actually breaking Satan’s power. 

 

Demons – real, non physical, defiling, destructive powers operating as part of an organised 

spiritual hierarchy opposing God’s rule. 

 

Beelzebub/Satan – the controlling spirit of this demonic hierarchy.  Although powerful and 

capable of inflicting real harm, Satan and his demonic associates are ultimately subject to 

the power and authority of God.  In the first New Testament letter (1 Jn.3:8) John actually 

describes Jesus’ mission in terms of destroying Satan’s work.  This was a major emphasis in 

the early church’s preaching of Christ’s achievement on the cross. 
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Unforgivable sin?  vs 28-30 

The teachers of the law don’t like Jesus because He’s not accredited and operating outside their 

control and categories of the way God works.  They need an explanation of His deeds other than God 

breaking into the world in Him.  The Devil!  Once they have convinced themselves of this and 

hardened themselves against any other explanation it is all they see.  They become blind to the truth 

and, consequently, render themselves unforgivable.  That is the heart of this blasphemy; an 

ingrained hostility to God and His doings that becomes set in concrete in the depths of our being 

 

Jesus’ mother and brothers vs.31-35 

The family bond was a major pillar of first century Judaism.  To imply breaking it was something 

shocking and offensive.  But Jesus is making the revolutionary point He is starting a new family with 

Himself as its head and at its heart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

 

vs.7-10  Healing plays a prominent part in the ministry of Jesus and the 

commission he gave His followers.  Have we lost something of that in our church 

life?  If so, how can it be regained? 

 

Vs 13-15 What parts of the Old Testament would you like to know more about 

and why? How can you make this happen? 

 

v.14 What, for me, does it mean to be ‘sent’ by Christ?  What difference does it 

make to my daily living? 

 

v.14 ’that they might be with Him.’  What priority do I give to quality time with 

Jesus? How does that quality time currently express itself? 
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MARK CHAPTER FOUR 

Now it is almost as if Mark pauses for a break. He has introduced Jesus and told us about the first 

phase of His ministry.   Now He inserts Jesus’ parable of the sower as a summary of the responses to 

His ministry so far. Again, whilst this parable has an obvious personal application, it is important to 

note from the reference to Isaiah’s prophecy (vs.11,12) that, initially, Jesus saw it as a story referring 

to the response of the Israel of His time to God’s work through Him. 

 

Parable of the sower vs.1-20 

God is sowing Israel in the land after their return from exile.  But, far from being the visible, 

irresistible renewal they anticipated their Messiah bringing, God was moving through Jesus in a way 

that offered the freedom of a varied response.  Jesus spoke in riddles because what He was saying 

was political dynamite with its potential to upset both Herod and the Jews.  The ‘secret’ (v.11) is not 

insoluble but something Jesus is revealing.  Think about it and you’ll understand 

   

v.12 – the Isaiah reference (Is.6:9,10); refers to a well-known prophecy relating to a time in Israel’s 

history when the blindness of God’s people prevented them from seeing what He was doing in their 

midst.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of lamps and seeds vs.21-34 

v.21  What Jesus is saying and doing is available to be received by all if we will just think about it. 

v.21  God’s kingdom initiative in Jesus is meant to be put into practice.  The more we do that the 

more we will experience its reality in our lives.  If we don’t then even the little we may have will 

eventually disappear. 

v.26f – the growing seed.  When all is said and done kingdom growth is ultimately down to God.  We 

can scatter seed but the actual growth comes from Him.  And that kingdom is growing! 

v.30f – don’t be discouraged by the current apparent insignificance and vulnerability of God’s 

kingdom.  Small seeds grow big! 

 

Calming the storm vs.35-41: Having explained the nature of Christ’s kingdom Mark continues with 

four different affirmations of the authority and identity of its king.  To the Israelite of Jesus’ time 

the sea was a well-known image of chaotic evil with the power to engulf God’s people.  Historically it 

was something quelled by their Creator God (eg crossing the Red Sea cf Ps.65:5-7,, 89:9).  So what is 

Mark saying here?  That the presence and power of Israel’s God is now amongst them in Jesus and 

acting through Him. The disciples were terrified after!  With the advantage of hindsight, we can see 

they had asked the wrong question.  Rather than ‘Don’t you care if we drown?’ they should have 

asked ‘Why do you expose us to this storm?’  Answer? – “So you can see my glory.” 

 

 

Golden rule – when you see an Old Testament prophecy referred to in the 

gospels take time to check out its source and original context.  It will add 

volumes to your understanding of what Jesus is trying to communicate. 
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Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

 

vs.1-8  Which seed am I? Have there been times of fruitfulness or fruitlessness in 

my life? How do I best understand the reason for both? What lessons have I 

found? 

 

v.24  How am I currently ‘using’ what I have of God’s blessing in my life in His 

service and my Christian growth? 

 

What has most impacted me in this chapter and why? 
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MARK CHAPTER FIVE 

Mark has already demonstrated the authority of Jesus over the natural world.  In Chapter Five He 

demonstrates that same authority over evil, disease and death.  By the end of this chapter Mark will 

have established Jesus’ authority over every sphere of the created order; the true king of an all-

encompassing kingdom. 

 

The healing of the demon possessed man vs.1-20 

The area of the Gerasenes was across Lake Galilee from Capernaum.  It was Gentile territory.  Jesus 

may have gone over there to get a break from the crowds, or He may He gone there to reach Jews 

living in that area.  In many ways this is a confusing story, especially if you’re a pig lover.  It was not 

Jewish territory so the keeping of pigs had no great religious significance.  Graveyards were deemed 

to be particularly unclean places and the haunt of evil spirits.  Perhaps Jesus was making the point 

that He was taking the battle into the heart of enemy territory liberating even those most strongly 

held in the darkest places.  And perhaps pigs, as ritually unclean animals for the Jews, were viewed 

as an appropriate vehicle to illustrate the fate of unclean spirits on their way to destruction. 

 

The point of this story seems to be the authority behind Jesus’ mere verbal command and the 

extending of that authority into even the most unfavourable environments.  

 

The reaction of the locals to this event is revealing. Not what we might expect if we are of the 

persuasion that massive, visible acts of God are all we need to bring about revival. The people were 

afraid and they asked Jesus to leave.  He did – and there’s no record of him going back.  A sobering 

thought. 

 

The dead girl and sick woman vs.21-43 

Jesus tackles head on two contemporary cases of uncleanliness that should be avoided; blood and a 

corpse.  If you look carefully you will see this is one of Mark’s ‘sandwich’ stories*.  A sandwich story 

is one where he strategically places one story in the middle of another to make His point.  Both 

stories are actually about faith.  One is considered, the likely outcome of reflection and discussion 

about what to do (Jairus).  The other is a spontaneous act of desperation (the woman).  One person 

is from the upper end of the social ladder. (So deemed to the religious culture of the day to be 

deserving). The other from someone at the very bottom and deemed as unworthy and unclean.  The 

point is, in His loving graciousness, even the most conventionally unacceptable are welcomed by 

Jesus. Faith is the key and it facilitates a release of Jesus’ healing power. 

 

To maximise Mark’s intention for this passage of scripture you really need to read the first six verses 

of Chapter Six and see it as part of the sad contrast Mark is seeking to illustrate. 
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Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

V.20   How prepared, able or willing, am I to tell others, in a way meaningful to 

them, of all Jesus has done for me?  How often do I pray for the opportunity to do 

this? 

 

v.34….’your faith has healed you’.  Where am I exercising faith in my life at present? 

 

When have we experienced God demonstrating His faithfulness to us in unlikely 

circumstances?  
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MARK CHAPTER SIX 

Mark continues his mini exposition on faith in the first six verses of this chapter which really is a 

continuation of chapter five.  Unfortunately, this sequence does not have a happy ending.   

 

Back in Capernaum vs.1-6 

Where Jesus might most have expected to find faith and understanding, He encounters only 

scepticism and rejection.  The consequence? The people there received what they expected – pretty 

much nothing! 

 

Sending out the twelve vs.6b-12 

This marks the beginning of a new section in Mark.  Jesus’ mission, identity and authority have been 

laid before us.  Now He looks to move His mission on to its next phase. 

 

It was customary at the time for royal heralds to be sent out in pairs. No excess baggage rather than 

being a command for all time was more likely a temporary instruction (not repeated later in the 

gospel) indicating the urgency of the message.  The disciples were missionary heralds calling for a 

change of outlook and immediate response.  There was no time to waste.  The challenge to us is not 

to exactly copy their instructions, or to reject them as irrelevant or superseded for our age. Our 

challenge is to discern how Christ would have us be His heralds for good news in our current 

community and networks of personal relationships. 

 

The twelve were told not to hang around where they weren’t wanted.  They went where they were 

wanted, preached the gospel and the sick were healed. 

 

John the Baptist loses his head   vs.14-29 

Why does Mark include this story?  It gives insight into the vulnerable, turbulent environment Jesus 

was operating in.  It also sets the scene for a theme still to be developed in Mark’s gospel: one of 

suffering that invariably accompanies faith.  In the early church it was often a full on physical 

suffering as it is in many parts of the world today.  For us in the secular West it invariably occurs in 

more subtle forms.  But the cost is still there. 

 

Feeding the 5000 vs.30-44 

If you were a first century Jew hearing of God providing a meal for His people, what incident(s) in 

your people’s history would jump out at you?  Right!  Manna in the wilderness (Ex.16) and the 

Passover meal (Ex.12).  Both meals directly associated with God’s deliverance of His people.   

 

Equally, if you read of Jesus ‘having compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a 

shepherd’ what passage in the (Old Testament, remember) scriptures you had learned since 

childhood would come to mind? Answer - God’s promise in Ezekiel (Ezek.34:5,11,12) that, as His 

people’s good shepherd He would eventually rescue them Himself.   

 

Mark is telling his readers that, in Jesus, the time had come and, more than being just a sent 

Rescuer/Messiah, in Jesus God Himself was actually taking on the role in initiating a new deeper, 

more far reaching, Exodus movement.  
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Jesus walks on water   vs.45-56 

v.46 – Note to Self.  In the midst of hectic activity Jesus made time to withdraw and pray.  At the 

very least, doing the same ourselves will remind us that, in the midst of life’s stormiest periods, Jesus 

is with us. It is also worth noting prayer and physical activity were mutually exclusive. Following 

Jesus’ prayer comes His rescue of the panicking disciples. 

 

Remember the disciples were still working out their understanding of Jesus.  They didn’t know the 

end of the story as we do.  No matter what extraordinary things you have seen someone do, it must 

still have been a shock to see Him walking across a stormy lake towards you then, on top of that, 

settling the waves!  They had not grasped the point of the feeding miracle that Jesus was sovereign 

over every aspect of creation.  Meanwhile, the crowds continue to gather around Jesus as He 

brought God’s renewing power wherever He went. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

 vs.31  How good am I at withdrawing to a quiet place with Jesus to get some 

renewing rest?  What could this look like in my life? 

 

Jesus gets the disciples to help Him feed the 5000.  As they trust God in their 

impossible task so they find Him providing the resources.  A lesson for us? 

 

Vs.42,43  However unlikely, there was plenty of food leftover. God never calls us to 

do anything for which He does not provide. What are the areas of life we find it 

hardest to trust God, maybe having named them, we can consciously hand them 

over to Him.  

 

Vs.14-29 Given that Mark was writing to a community currently facing persecution 

and suffering he obviously thought it important to give an account of John the 

Baptist’s similar trials. As New Zealand becomes increasingly post Christian in its 

values and lifestyle, what forms of suffering could you foresee for us? Do you find it 

coincidental that, immediately after this incident, Mark offers accounts of Jesus’ 

faithfulness, provision and authority?! 
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MARK CHAPTER SEVEN 

Jesus is becoming increasingly popular. Bigger and bigger crowds are being drawn to Him. The 

traditional religious authorities are becoming increasingly concerned by His popularity and 

liberating representation of God. Something needed to be done. The storm clouds are gathering!  

 

Clean and unclean   vs.1-23 

As we learned in Chapter Two, the Pharisees were strict rule keepers.  People who feel defensive 

that their faith is under threat often are.  Jesus teaching was therefore evaluated against their rules.  

Ritual cleansing was a key part of purity regulations defining Jewishness and their distinctiveness 

from Gentiles. What were traditions that had developed over a 200 year period had evolved to the 

point of effectively being taught as a divine regulation.  Jesus exposes the Pharisees’ legalistic 

approach as not just missing their original intent of affirming a God honouring way of life but 

actually becoming an avoidance technique to evade God honouring obligations. (vs.6-13) (To get the 

full force of Jesus’ rebuke to the Pharisees read Is.1:10-20.  It is devastating.)  

 

 Inner purity was the deeper challenge.  Jesus makes the point good and bad external actions come 

from internal spiritual sources.  Jesus saw the Jewish scriptures (our Old Testament) as a progressive 

story leading to Himself.  Now, with Him coming, everything was different.  Traditional 

understandings and practices needed reassessing. 

 

True cleanliness is a consequence of renewal not avoidance.  Jesus agreed we should be clean but 

differed on the remedy.  External solutions are inadequate.  The problem is at the seat of our being, 

our heart. The only effective remedy needs to be internal too – a new heart! 

 

The Syro-Pheonician woman   vs.24-30 

Mark emphasises the point about false ideas of cleanliness by making the next incident he records 

Jesus’ healing of a Gentile woman in Gentile territory.  If Jesus sounds a bit harsh in this incident 

remember His calling was not to Gentiles but to tell Jews their long awaited deliverance was at hand 

and secure that deliverance in Jerusalem.  It would then be His people’s responsibility to continue 

His work of proclaiming and bringing in God’s kingdom on earth.  He did not want to be distracted.  

He was not denying the Gentiles blessing.  He was just staying focussed.  In fact, He uses the 

opportunity to show God’s gift of life was for everyone.  Soon the Gentiles (that’s us!) would equally 

become God’s children. 

 

The healing of the deaf mute   vs. 31-37 

Remember the Jews knew their scriptures well, especially the great prophets and their promises of 

deliverance.  This incident would have resounded with echoes of a well-known passage in Isaiah 

(35:5,6) for those with eyes to see.  As He did with this man, Jesus was wanting to open the eyes of 

God’s people to what was happening and release their tongues to pass on the good news.  As in 

previous incidents and in accordance with maintaining control over the unfolding of events He still 

did not want to provoke unnecessary hostility from the authorities (v.36). So for the time being, 

Jesus tells eye witnesses not to talk of what has happened. 
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Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

v.7  Where is there hypocrisy in my life? 

 

v.28  Am I grateful to God in the manner of the Gentile woman or do I have a 

certain sense of entitlement? 

 

v.33  How open am I to Jesus doing something ‘unusual’ in my life?  Do I cope well 

with the unconventional or unexpected? 
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MARK CHAPTER EIGHT 

Jesus feeds 4000 vs. 1-13 

Jesus would not be the last teacher who had repeated Himself to get His point home!  Again He 

makes the point of His sovereignty and God’s limitless resources and unbounded generosity.  All of 

which begs the question ‘Should we be expecting/asking for more?’  Again, the Pharisees, 

unshakeably committed to their traditional understandings and practices completely miss the point.  

As can we if we are not careful! 

 

Destructive yeast vs.14-21 

There is something comical about the disciples’ misunderstanding of what Jesus was saying.  As with 

other incidents of this kind where they miss the point it is part of Mark’s theme that, eventually, 

even the slowest amongst us can make it through by the grace of God; if our hearts are in the right 

place. 

 

The destructive yeast?  A deep rooted scepticism and self-destructive commitment to a 

wrong understanding of God’s kingdom which was excluding them from its blessings. 

 

Healing the blind man at Bethsaida vs.22-25 

Why does Mark put this story, ostensibly just another random healing story, here?  Because, at this 

key turning point in his gospel the disciples are still half blind like the blind man.  They are like Him in 

their grasp of Jesus; seeing people like trees walking!  They too need a further touch of Jesus to open 

their eyes.  And, as Mark comes to the end of a section of his account and moves into a pivotal 

moment in his story, Jesus is just about to apply that second touch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peter’s confession of Christ vs.27-30 

Jesus draws His disciples into a conversation about what people were saying about Him.  He then 

makes the discussion personal and asks of them the key question He asks of us all – ‘Who do you say 

I am?’  Peter replies ‘You are the Christ/Messiah’ - by which he understood the fulfilment of God’s 

historic promises of a deliverer to His people. Peter now sees Jesus as the true king of Israel, heir to 

David’s throne, and the One before whom all kings would bow.   

 

Theologically and politically Peter was now entering into risky territory.  It likely was no coincidence 

that this incident took place at Caesarea Philippi where there was a temple dedicated to the Roman 

Emperor.  (Where would it be today?  Wall St.?  The Pentagon?  Red Square/ Tiananmen Square?)  

This is the dramatic moment when Jesus the prophet declares He is not just announcing God’s 

Kingdom but that He is actually the King! The long awaited moment when God would once again 

rule Israel and ultimately the world with justice and mercy was amongst them in Him and coming 

through His ministry. We cannot underestimate the significance of this moment in Mark’s account. 

 

 

Big Picture (IMPORTANT!) :  We now reach the key turning point in Mark’s 

gospel, the key moment at which the mood and content change as Jesus 

reveals who he is and sets His sights upon Jerusalem. If this were a movie the 

music would be challenging us to sit up and pay attention! 
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Jesus predicts His death vs.31-9:1 

What Jesus does now is revolutionary in Israel’s understanding of their Messiah.  He unites the figure 

of the victorious Son of Man (Dan.7:13,14) with the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 43,44,45.  God’s 

Messiah would rule, He would defeat injustice and put the world right bringing renewal on every 

level.  But He would do it by offering Himself up to death. 

 

Cross and Glory, Power and Suffering are at the heart of Christ’s message and methodology, for Him 

and for His followers, in Mark’s gospel. 

 

Up until now it had been triumph all the way:  Jesus’ wonderful healings and deliverances, His 

repeated exposure of the obnoxiously self-righteous Pharisees’ inadequate understandings, His 

popularity with the people.   Peter must have thought he was on to the ultimate winner now his 

convictions as to Jesus’ identity had been confirmed.  All that awaited them was the Messiah’s 

triumphant entry into Jerusalem where He would defeat His enemies, cleanse and restore the 

Temple and bring justice to the world (Is.11:1-11) .  And Peter would be there with Him!  

  

So what was Jesus talking about? Peter knew of no suffering Messiah and no resurrection in this age.  

The righteous dead were to be raised at the end of time when God’s kingdom came on earth.  So 

how could Jesus talk about rejection and death?  That was not for the Messiah.  But Jesus’ Messiah 

will overturn all normal assumptions about power, glory and how God’s kingdom was to come.  Evil 

is to be defeated and the kingdom to come through His own suffering and death.  Present in the 

prophets, but not immediately apparent, or attractive,  was this darker strain (Is.53,).  God’s chosen 

servant was His Messiah who would triumph through His suffering. 

 

v.33 – Peter can’t handle what Jesus was saying.  The severe rebuke by Jesus was perhaps an 

indication of how seriously He took any attempt to deviate Him from His calling.  Also it may be a 

reflection of His own inner turmoil at, and longing to avoid (see Mark 14:35,36) the agony He was to 

endure.  We do Jesus no favours if we diminish His humanity by minimising His own personal 

struggles (read Heb.4:14-16 if you struggle with that.) 

  

vs.34f – what goes for Jesus goes for His followers too.  In direct, counter cultural contradiction to 

the wisdom of this world, we find life by letting go of our personal agendas for it and adopting that 

of Jesus. 

 

9:1 – another kingdom reinterpretation.  The kingdom will come through Christ’s cross not a massive 

military victory as was anticipated. 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

V.2  When have I experienced God’s provision in my life in the face of inadequate 

resources of any kind? Cause for thanks?! 

 

v.17  In what areas of my life do I wrestle with cynicism? 

 

v.29   How would I explain who Jesus is to a non-believing friend or work colleague? 
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MARK CHAPTER NINE 

The transfiguration   vs.2-12 

Jesus continues to drive home the point as to who He was.  When was the last time when God’s 

people received a revelation of Him up a high mountain?  Sinai when God met with Moses.  So it is 

perfectly consistent that Moses is present in this scenario.  The same with Elijah whose return, it was 

widely believed (Mal.4:5),  would precede the coming of the Messiah. Jesus says ‘Elijah’ has come, 

but not in the way they might have expected.  In their different ways, both Moses and Elijah have 

prepared the way for Jesus. 

 

vs.5-7 – Peter’s response is a rush to activity.  God says ‘No,  listen’! 

 

v.10 – as mentioned in the last chapter, the Jews were expecting a resurrection of all the righteous 

at the end of time not the raising of one person ahead of others in time.  Hence the disciples’ 

confusion. 

 

The boy with an evil spirit   vs.14-32 

After the glory, the reality and intensity of the conflict and – struggle to believe (v.24).  Prayer is the 

key (v.29). 

 

Jesus now is aware He has only limited time left with His disciples hence the urgency to teach them 

further (v.31).  The pot is coming to the boil.  Jesus makes a second prediction of His death.  The 

disciples need to understand the necessity of His coming sufferings but it was a struggle for them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who is the greatest?   Vs.33-37 

At the same time as He is unpacking and reassembling the disciples understanding of the Messiah, 

Jesus does the same with their notion of ‘greatness’.  He turns it on its head.  The worldly last and 

least are the greatest in God’s eyes..  And none ranked lower than children who were without status 

or prestige in the ancient world. 

 

Just who is with us?  Vs.38-41 

Anyone who thinks their particular Christian group or denomination is more in tune with God’s work 

than any other has problems here.  Jesus makes a strong anti-sectarian statement in a climate of red 

hot exclusive, nationalism. 

 

Issues of sin   vs.42-50 

In the light of what has gone before, Jesus makes the point that sin is the real enemy in the battle.  

All hands are needed on deck, no one has a monopoly on ‘rightness’.  There is a battle on and no 

time for self-promoting or self- indulgence.  Sacrifice is the order of the day.  Jesus uses disturbing 

images to illustrate the destructiveness of sin. 

  

Big Picture: If the first half of Mark’s gospel had focussed on the identity and 

authority of the King now he was establishing this king was to be enthroned 

upon a cross. 
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v.48 –  a reference to Is. 66:24 which traditionally was illustrated as Gehenna, the perpetually 

smouldering rubbish dump outside Jerusalem used as a metaphor for those rejecting God’s way. 

Vs.49,50 – from the destructive fire of Gehenna Jesus moves to speak of the purifying ‘fire’ of salt.  

He uses the example of salt in two ways.  One probably referring to the trials God uses to purify His 

kingdom people.  Two, as an illustration urging His people to live as a salty purifying influence in the 

world. Don’t lose that distinctiveness.  Once saltiness is lost it’s hard to regain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

vs 5-7 Some of us relate to Peter’s desire to take action. Is there any point in your 

life where God could be teaching you the same lesson Peter had to learn? 

 

v.38  Do I see myself and my particular church as more ‘right’ than anyone else in 

our doctrine and practices?  Am I exclusive in the face of Jesus’ inclusiveness? 

 

v.39  Rather than just not cause others to sin, how may I actually build people up in 

Christ? 
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MARK CHAPTER TEN 

Jesus has now moved south from His hometown of Capernaum (where the last chapter ended) and 

is heading toward Jerusalem. His final destination is coming into view!  

 

Divorce vs.1-11 

We may interpret this passage in terms of personal moral conviction with social implications.  For 

Jesus it was a great big political trap! That is why Mark includes it.  Divorce was a hot issue.  It had 

cost John the Baptist his head when he had opposed the controversial divorce of Herod and his wife 

so that Herod could marry his sister-in-law.  The Pharisees thought they had Jesus here:  oppose the 

divorce and He’ll have Herod after Him; not oppose it and the Jews will see Him as being unfaithful 

to God’s law. 

 

Jesus replies on two levels: a public response of a scripture reading ( vs.5-9) pointing to God’s 

creation intent for marriage;  then a private response explaining the rule.  Jesus doesn’t correct 

Moses’ permission but He does say the creation account is foundational.  The husband and wife are 

not a new partnership but a new entity.  In Mark’s account Jesus’ response appears clear.  Whatever 

our understanding when seeking a biblical response to the issue of divorce in the wider biblical 

context, the one thing Jesus is not doing here is in any way condoning it, or minimising its 

consequences. 

 

Children and Jesus vs.13-16 

Is it any coincidence that Mark places this passage here immediately after the passage on divorce? 

Vulnerable children, loved by God, are frequently the ones most hurt by divorce.  Woe betide those 

who cause the hurt. 

 

The rich young man   vs.17-31 

v.17 – when the young man was enquiring about eternal life he was not referring to a disembodied 

afterlife.  He was asking about the age to come when God’s kingdom would rule the world; an 

unending age of justice, peace and freedom, well-being and the resurrection of the righteous.  His 

question was not about going to heaven when he died but when God was going to put the world 

right.   

 

At the time, the traditional answer would be to obey the Law and join whatever religious group 

whose version of the Law you were following.  Jesus’ response is a radical rethink, in this man’s case, 

of what it means to put God first (the First Commandment).  

 

Following Jesus’ comment on entering the kingdom of God (v.24) the disciples were discouraged,  

but Jesus says God can overcome even the biggest hurdles (v.27).  He then encourages them with 

the promised  rewards – along with difficulties – both in this age and that to come.  Typically, there 

is a sting in the tail of what He says.  Many of the first will be last and vice versa.  His kingdom is a 

radical reordering and we do well not to forget it. 

 

Another death prediction vs.32-45 

Jesus again predicts His self-sacrificial death – much to the astonishment, dismay and fear of His 

disciples. Whilst He is trying to explain the necessity of His self-sacrifice, James and John are heading 
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in the opposite direction of understanding. They are squabbling about who is going to bask in the 

most glory on this Messianic victory march.   

 

They did not understand that the cross was way more than just an inconvenient obstacle. It was 

God’s way of standing worldly power and authority on its head.  Even God Himself most displays His 

majesty and sovereignty in His choice to serve (v.45).  The cross is the subversion of all human 

systems which, whilst claiming to save, only substitute a different dominating group on top.  It 

equally challenges all human pride and glory, so inevitably the cross has a political relevance and is 

dangerous.  This is where Jesus differs from the founders of every other religion.  Their prime 

purpose was to live and offer advice and an example.  Jesus’ purpose was to die and be a sacrifice. 

Even God Himself most displays His majesty and sovereignty in His choice to serve and give His life 

for ours! (v. 45) 

 

Blind Bartimaeus vs.46-52 

The irony here is painful.  In contrast to the disciples who want power and glory, he just wants to see 

and have a new life.  His cloak would have been spread before Him to collect money from passers-by  

as his means of living.  He throws it aside to follow Jesus.  Although considered an impediment by 

many to Jesus’ progress to Jerusalem, Jesus has time for him and his faith is rewarded with his sight. 

  

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

Vs 1-11 How do you think the crowd responded to Jesus’ response about divorce? 

Has your opinion shifted or remained the same? 

 

V.13  Do I honour ‘little people’ in my life at home, work and church? 

 

Vs.32 Why were the disciples astonished and followers afraid? What were their 

immediate fears? What do we find daunting about following Jesus? Unlike His 

followers, we have the gift of hindsight and its promise for our future - what settles 

our nerves? What, ultimately, settles theirs? 

 

Big Picture: Again we are at the end of a section of Mark. On our journey he 

has taken us from the initial self-revelation of Jesus as God’s Messiah and 

prediction of death to the very gates of Jerusalem where the final act of God’s 

drama will be played out.  

 

How appropriate that what Mark commences with a display of majesty on a 

mountain (Chap.9) ends with a display of that same majesty, as sight and new 

life is given to a disregarded blind man (Chap 10) ? 
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MARK CHAPTER ELEVEN 

To best appreciate Mark’s account from here on in, it is more important than ever that we enter 

imaginatively into the situation he describes.  Jerusalem – the city Jews believed God had chosen as 

His place to dwell on earth;  the Temple – the focal point of God’s presence where sins were forgiven 

and life renewed.  The approaching Passover – a time commemorating freedom, deliverance and the 

promise of God’s coming kingdom.  Approaching the city is a young prophet who increasing numbers 

are coming to believe might be more than just that.  He may be the true hope of Israel coming to 

fulfil God’s promises to His people.  Just picture the scene.  Feel it, don’t just analyse it and miss half 

the point!  The place is a seething cauldron of rumour and speculation. 

 

The triumphal entry vs.1-11 

Jesus’ entry echoes that of Judas Maccabaeus over 150 years before on defeating the hated Syrian 

ruler Antiochus Epiphanes who had defiled the Temple.  Maccabaeus’ entry marked the beginning of 

100 years of relative freedom until the Romans arrived.  Psalm 118 – which was shouted as Jesus 

approached – was a victory psalm; part of a series of Psalms (113-118) known as Hallel psalms sung 

at Passover time.  But, if you look carefully, it also has a darker strain of persecution (Ps.118:10-12), 

struggle (118:13,14) and rejection (118:22-24) before eventual victory. 

 

Jesus clears the Temple  vs.12-19 

Where did God dwell?  The Temple.   

Where did the Jew’s believe heaven and earth intersected?  The Temple.   

What did the Jews of Jesus time believe the Messiah was going to do?  Renew and rebuild the 

Temple.   

What did Jesus do? Just the opposite!  Instead, He challenged its practices, implied it had lost sight 

of its purpose and effectively closed it down (vs.15-18). 

 

What was meant to be a welcoming house of prayer had become a place of exploitation and 

nationalistic exclusivism wherein Gentiles were kept to the outer courts.  Not only was Jesus 

condemning the Temple and contemporary religious practice, in His ministry over the previous two 

years, He had been saying God’s healing and renewal was now to be found in Him!   

 

Put yourself in the situation -- just sense the outrage of the chief priests and the threat Jesus posed 

to them.  He was replacing the Temple – and them – with Himself at the heart of the life of God’s 

people. 

 

The withered fig tree vs.20-25   

This is the second part of another of those Markan ‘sandwich’ stories we mentioned earlier.  The 

Temple story is encased in the fig tree story, with the fig tree being symbolic of the Temple which 

was being judged on account of its loss of vocation as the light of the world.  It had become, 

exclusive in not embodying God’s welcome, unjust and self-serving.  By stopping its ability to offer 

sacrifice – the Temple’s purpose – Jesus was expressing God’s judgment upon it. 

 

v.22 – ‘this mountain’ may well be referring to the mount upon which the Temple was built and not 

just some abstract illustration.  Either way, Jesus’ point was of prayer – unimaginably powerful when 
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offered with a clean, forgiving heart that is reflective of loving and forgiving heart of the One to who 

we pray. 

 

Jesus’ authority questioned  vs.27-33 

The Pharisees have a sad habit of leading with their chin.  If they want to play word games with the 

hope of getting Jesus to incriminate Himself then He will reply in kind.  The Pharisees’ empty 

theologising is exposed for what it is.  Jesus has bigger fish to fry than play petty word games. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

V.7  The donkey took Jesus where he wanted to go so he could do what he wanted 

to do when he got there.  Do I find it liberating, amusing or offensive to see myself 

as God’s donkey? How can I become more sensitive to Jesus’ prodding me into 

action in my daily life? 

 

Vs.15,16  What in my life do with a good clear out the same as the Temple? 

 

v.25  Is there any forgiveness I need to be extending in order that I might be set free 

and my praying more effective? 
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MARK CHAPTER TWELVE 

The parable of the tenants  vs.1-12 

More outrage!  In the light of what has just happened, you don’t have to be a rocket scientist to see 

who Jesus is gunning for here.  Who are the tenants and who is the loved son? The Mark 4 ‘Sower’ 

parable had a happy ending.  This one doesn’t.  On a previous occasion God had spoken to His 

people through the use of a prophetic parable.  The Temple authorities would have known Isaiah 

5:1-6 much better than we do – and what Jesus was consequently saying to them.  They became 

even more determined to do away with Jesus.  It was them or Him. 

 

Taxes to Caesar?  Vs.13-17 

Another trap question:  answer ‘Pay” and lose credibility for being a collaborator with the Romans 

and disloyal to God.  Say ‘Don’t pay’ and lay yourself open to a charge of political treason.  This was a 

question with religious, political and social implications.  Jesus’ reply does not imply we should 

divide up our life.  God is the creator God before whom all creation bows. Saying, “give to God what 

is His, and give to Caesar what is his” firmly makes accountability to Caesar a clear second in a race 

of two. 

 

Marriage at the resurrection  vs.18-27 

After a political challenge comes a theological one.  The result is basically the same as the Pharisees’ 

other theological challenge (See Mark 10:1f and 11:27f).  All that is revealed is their own theological  

misunderstandings and shady motives.  Resurrection is the transformation to a different dimension 

of bodily life, not disembodied. In this context ‘like angels’ does not necessarily mean disembodied.  

Its prime reference here is to there being no need to marry or reproduce.  These things are 

irrelevant in a resurrection mode of life which will, however, somehow involve recognisable, re-

embodied, human existence. 

 

If you struggle with this concept, think about Jesus’ resurrection body which is a forerunner 

of our own.  It had an obvious physicality to it.  Thomas would tell you that (John 20:24-28) 

but it was also supra-physical in that Jesus could suddenly appear in rooms and other places.  

 

The greatest commandment   vs.28-34 

The question underlying this story is ‘What really matters in life?’ Jesus says our priority is to love 

God first because we are made in His image and therefore we find our true selves in the love and 

worship of Him whose image we were created to reflect.  Loving our neighbour as ourself is not just 

sweet piety.  It is actually the answer to the problems of our world not just our neighbourhood.  The 

teacher of the law affirms Jesus’ reply.  Jesus said he was not far from the kingdom of God – only 

Jesus was missing in his life. 

 

Whose son is the Christ?  vs.35-40 

Another attempted theologiser teaser which backfires drastically in the face of Jesus’ simple, biblical 

logic. The crowd – who presumably were often looked down on by their allegedly theological 

superiors – enjoyed seeing them exposed and condemned. 

 

Who will the Christ/Messiah be?  If you want to follow this brief discussion more fully read Psalms 2, 

89 and 110 and 2 Sam 7. You will see that the Messiah will be king with authority over the Temple.  
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He will come from David’s line but will be David’s Lord as well as His son. That was the basis of Jesus’ 

authority to do what He was doing and say what He was saying.  

 

This exchange is an important one and gets to the heart of the religious teachers’ theological 

problems with Christ. For Jews, the question of the Messiah and of the culmination of historical time 

- the end of the age - were inextricably linked. The victory for the Messiah would mark the end of 

this age.  

 

A general raising of the dead would then precede the establishing of an external golden age of 

universal peace with God (or Israel, their Holy City Jerusalem and their Temple) at its centre. All 

these things would happen at the end of time as we know it. They would happen clearly, definitely 

and would be final. But Jesus through His ministry and this teaching was saying these things were in 

our current space and time. He was the new focal point of God’s presence and activity on earth, 

replacing all previous symbols. In Him God’s future was invading and overlapping the present. 

Stirring, challenging and exciting stuff! 

 

 

The widow’s offering vs.41-44 

As did the Old Testament prophets before Him, Jesus sees religious hypocrisy and social injustice as 

inextricably linked (see Amos 2:7, 8:5,6).  He stands with the powerless and disregarded in another 

pointed condemnation of the Temple environment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

Vs 1-12   I am a caretaker of God’s creation (cf Gen.1:28).  How much does that 

shape my identity and affect the way I live? 

 

v.28  What is really important in my life? Is this reflected in my time, attention, joy? 

 

Vs 41-44 How does God’s fundamental commitment to the poor, the oppressed and 

the vulnerable work itself out in our life? In our praying, our giving, in any practical 

set of serving? Living in comfortable, safe New Zealand, do you think this is a part of 

our Christian commitment we too easily overlook? 
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MARK CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Signs of the end of the age vs.1-31 

There are three grisly ways to die in many evangelical churches.  One is to state a position on 

creation, the beginning of God’s story. The second is to do the same on end times, the finale of 

God’s story. The third is to follow suit with the current state of Israel and its place in times to come.  

This chapter deals with Option Two.   

 

 Point to Ponder: Don’t Be A Pharisee! 

It is not an easy chapter so we should approach it with additional humility recognising that, 

in certain respects, we are peering into a misty mirror.  That means mutual graciousness, and 

caution about being overly dogmatic on just how we theologically dot our ‘i’s’ and cross our 

‘t’s’ here. At this point we are in a similar position to Old Testament readers of scripture 

trying to understand prophecies about the coming Messiah.  So let’s not be Pharisees! 

 

First off, let’s get one thing clear.  This chapter is not primarily about what may or may not happen 

at the end of our current age when Christ returns.  Like the overwhelming majority of biblical 

prophecy, it mainly refers to Israel’s immediate circumstances and near future.  However, again like 

much prophecy, it also has elements within it that refer to a more distant time.  The challenge to us 

is to hold the two in creative tension. 

 

vs.1-4  The context of the chapter is Jesus’ statement about the fate of the Jerusalem Temple, and 

that of His followers in the time leading up to the Temple’s destruction;  not the end of the world.  

 

vs.3-23 These verses describe the pre-destruction catastrophe that was actually fulfilled in AD70 

when the Romans flattened Jerusalem.  Jesus prophecies the chaos that will precede this, saying His 

followers will effectively share His fate but they should be patient, faithful and not rush to 

premature conclusions about it marking His return. 

 

The Jewish historian Josephus describes the period 60-70 AD as one featuring a multitude of alleged 

‘prophets’ and ‘messiahs’ during the Roman war. Also, in AD69 alone there were four different 

Roman emperors.  All-in-all, a time of chaos and confusion. 

 

v.s.4,25  Jesus uses the cosmic language of Isaiah 13:10 and 34:4 regarding the fall of Babylon to 

draw a comparison with the scale of what was going to happen.  It was not going to be the end of 

THE world but the end of THEIR world as they knew it.  Equally, if you check v.26 carefully alongside 

Dan.7:13 – which it virtually quotes, you will see that it is not about the return of the Son to earth,  

but His coming before God, vindicated and triumphant (i.e. the future ascension of Jesus into heaven 

after His resurrection). 

 

Note the vs.14 mood change.  Jesus goes from encouraging the disciples to stand firm, then telling 

them to flee.  The ‘abomination that causes desolation’ refers to two passages from Daniel (9:26 & 

11:31), passages which refer to pagan armies invading the temple, stopping sacrifices and setting up 

some sort of idol.  This had happened previously in 167AD when Antiochus Epiphanes had taken 

over the Temple and defiled it, thereby sparking off the Macabbaean rebellion.  Jesus says it will 
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happen again.  It did in AD 70, when Roman standards bearing the image of the Emperor were 

erected over a destroyed temple. 

 

On one level in this passage, Jesus is preparing His followers for the immediate future. On another, 

He is saying, following that distress, some form of upheaval will be a precursor to His eventual 

return. What we need to hang on to are Jesus’ last words in that section (13:31). What He says will 

happen. He will return to visibly and universally complete the process of restoring all creation that 

He began by bringing in the Kingdom of God on earth. Because it has not yet happened does not 

mean it never will. Jesus came historically once. He will come again – this time in some undeniable 

way. 

 

A word of caution vs.32-37 

Basically, in this chapter, Jesus says that the Temple has repeatedly failed in its calling and will be 

judged for that.  God’s mission will now reach beyond the Jews to Gentiles with the good news. 

What the Temple should have achieved was now being done through Jesus.  He was now where 

heaven met earth, God dwelt, forgiveness and new life could be received.  But also the 

Jerusalem/Temple judgement hints at a foretaste of what, one day, will befall the whole world.  Just 

not this time.  His call to us is to be watchful, faithful and ready for His return.   

 

 Point to Ponder: A Lesson for Us 

If Jesus did not know for sure the timing of His return (v.32), then it is probably wise for us to 

steer well clear of anyone who reckons they do! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

Vs.11  Can we think of occasions when the Holy Spirit has given us words to say? 

What practical steps could we take to cultivate greater sensitivity in this area? 

 

Vs.32,33  How well do I cope with uncertainty in my life?  Particularly in wrestling 

with a degree of doctrinal uncertainty in some areas? 

 

How important do you think an awareness of God’s return and the nature of life to 

come is in shaping our values, decision making and priorities now? 
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MARK CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

Jesus anointed at Bethany vs.1-11 

As Mark’s gospel continues to build towards its world changing climax, Jesus withdraws, after the 

intense events of the previous chapter.  But far from being a sideshow the anointing incident has 

some  real points to make. 

- Kings and priests were anointed for service.  Unwittingly, that was what the woman was 

doing here for Jesus 

- We can never over-value Jesus’ death, and what it did for us and our world 

- It’s easy to look down on others for the way they worship; either for being over – 

emotional or too ceremonial.  Not good! 

- Another woman gets it right and men miss the point! The gospels are quite 

revolutionary in the way that they present women in a positive light – at a time when 

they were most definitely second-class citizens.  It’s a shame the church has not picked 

up more fully His dimension and Jesus’ liberating ministry. 

  

 

The Lord’s Supper vs.12-26 

The Passover meal was a liberation meal encouraging loyalty, faith and hope.  Recalling their great 

Exodus liberation, the Jews looked forward to the even greater liberation to be put in effect by their 

Messiah.  Jesus breathes new life into the meal. He is going ahead of them as a greater Moses, to 

fight a tyrant greater than Pharoah in the face of a greater terror (death and separation from God)  

in order to bring freedom to the world. 

 

The Passover meal is the place to understand Calvary with all its implications for our past, present 

and future.  Jesus is telling us to not only look back to Exodus or forward to our world’s final 

liberation, but, in the symbols of bread and wine, to see how God’s kingdom will come.  This meal, 

He said, should be the central means by which His kingdom – achieving death would be remembered 

and appropriated.  We should never let it become a routine, mundane feature of our life as God’s 

people, and our approach to it casual.  At Christ’s table we are dealing with something wonderful 

and mysterious beyond our deepest understanding.  Grateful awe is the order of the day. 

 

Peter’s predicted denial vs.27-31 

With Peter’s bombastic declaration of loyalty, we enter a phase of Mark’s account which 

encompasses the whole range of human responses: good and bad, brave, cowardly, well-meaning 

and poisonous. 

 

Gethsemane vs. 32-42 

Jesus was now vulnerable – not in control.  He is horrified at what lies ahead for Him.  We see Him 

praying in a new way: horrified and tormented.  At possibly the greatest moment of intimacy with 

His heavenly Father, God says “No”.  There is no other way.  Interestingly, whilst Jesus says that 

Peter will betray Him three times, Jesus faithfully submits Himself to God in prayer three times. 

 

v.36 the ‘cup’ Jesus refers to is the cup of God’s wrath (cf Jer.25:15, Hab.2:16) 
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Jesus arrested and tried   vs.43-65 

Tragedy, farce, cruelty, injustice, betrayal, deceit – all are on gruesome display here.  Little more 

need be said, other than our need to immerse ourselves in the story and ‘feel’ them rather than 

disapprovingly observe them.  One person stands in control and true to Himself in it all.  If the priests 

could get Jesus to confirm His Messianic claims they would have Him on two counts: 1) Blasphemy – 

which, given His apparent failure, would condemn Him in the eyes of the Jews; 2) Rebellion – which 

would condemn Him in the eyes of the Romans and see Him put to death.   

v.61 has echoes of Ps.110 with all its massive implications. 

v.62 again takes us back to Dan.7:13 that we have looked at previously. 

 

 Point to Ponder: And remember. All Jesus did form them was done for us too. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

VS.1-9  Am I arrogant and judgemental in the way I view forms of worship other 

than the one(s) I prefer and am used to? 

 

V.10 In what ways do I most easily and often betray Jesus? 

 

What do I find most moving about this chapter?  Why?  It’s all very turbulent.  Do I 

recognise ALL the responses and emotions of the different characters in myself at 

different times? 

 

Given the centrality of the Lord’s Supper to Christian life, what are ways you think 

we can enhance its celebration and full meaning in our lives? Individually? 

Collectively in Sunday Worship? 

 

Big Picture: If we are to gain maximum benefit from this and the remaining 

passages of Mark we really need to enter in to them – emotionally: visualising, 

feeling, and placing ourselves in the action; not just being a detached observer 

analysing what is happening.  Be there! 
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MARK CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

Jesus’ trial, crucifixion and burial 

The cross was the Romans’ ultimate symbol of power.  In the rebellions of AD6 and AD70 they 

crucified literally thousands of people. 

 

We can look at the events and chapter through these lenses: 

1. Politically – Pilate’s aim was to get through the inflammatory Passover period without 

trouble.  He may have thought he’d succeeded, but Mark mentions Jesus as ‘King of the 

Jews’ six times in this chapter - just so we are clear, that Jesus’ death as Messiah was 

confronting the power of Rome and upending all power structures. 

 

2. Theologically – there are clear hints of Is.53.  Jesus remains silent, giving His life for many.  

He is Mark’s Servant-King, the innocent victim going ahead of Israel/God’s people, taking 

their fate upon Himself to bring about God’s kingdom, healing and forgiveness. 

 

People may ask why doesn’t God just forgive?  Why the suffering?  But all love involves self-

sacrifice.  Forgiveness always costs someone who has to absorb the cost or pain.  The 

extraordinary, wonderful truth here is that God, in Jesus, is offering to pay that price, and 

take that pain Himself.   

 

 Point to Ponder: Note to Self 

Whilst we must be clear the biblical story may be that of God’s 

redemption/rescue/restoration (salvation) of ALL creation; we should never forget 

that, at the heart of that salvation, is the personal salvation won for each one of us 

by Christ on the cross.   

 

God’s rescue, renewal and restoration of creation His salvation is to be lived and proclaimed 

by God’s saved, renewed people.  And that is down to Jesus on the cross. 

 

3. Personally –Jesus took Barabbus’ place just as He takes ours in a personal exchange:  

Barabbus’ undeserving life for Jesus’ undeserving death.  I am Barabbus!  For me, Jesus 

endured the injustice, the mocking, the cruelty; the mental, emotional, physical suffering 

and despair at being cut off from ‘Abba’.  The totally innocent, undeserved suffering.  At a 

word He could have escaped it all, but He chose not to.  That is amazing grace of which we 

can never wonder or worship too much. 

 

4. Ironically – the placard atop the cross, placed by the Romans, was affirming what the Jews 

missed. 

 The pagan centurion likewise saw something in Jesus the religious mockers were blind 

to.  It is not a religious professional, but a hardened Roman soldier who acclaims Jesus. 

 The mocking challenge to ‘come down and save yourself’ was well met 3 days later. 

 The women.  Once again they stand firm while the boys lay low. 
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v.33 – the darkness.  Unnatural and terrifying.  God’s new creation coming out of darkness, just as 

His original creation did (Gen.1:2).   It is also a signifier of judgement past (Ex.10:21-23) and future 

(Ezek.32:7, Zech.14:6) 

 

v.38 – the temple veil.  Setting apart the Holy of Holies at the heart of the Temple, as a place only 

entered by those chosen under the strictest conditions once a year. Its tearing symbolised the 

breaking of the barrier between God and His people.  God now fully dwells in, and can be met freely, 

by all people in Jesus without the need of human intermediaries. 

 

 Point to Ponder:   

We should never forget that authentic Christianity is always cross-shaped in doctrine and 

practice: it reverses worldly ideas of power, victory and glory. It totally subverts all the 

systems. It is unique, incredible, subversive. It is about defeating evil on every level and in 

every form by absorbing it, disempowering it, not retaliating. It is about the costly giving of 

oneself, rather than self-assertion. It is about trusting in God’s power to transform even the 

direct of situations. It is about God putting not just us, but the world, to right. It is about God 

confronting a system based on the ultimate threat of taking life and by saying that death 

does not have the final say.  

 

This tumultuous chapter ends on a note of relative calm.  Joseph of Arimathea has bravely cared for 

the body of Jesus and has laid it to rest with the two Marys watching on.  It appears everything is 

over.  The end of a beautiful dream. Darkness has won the night. But, in fact, it was just the 

beginning…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

v.2  Jesus was true to Himself whatever the cost.  Am I in every circumstance? 

 

Vs 32 The death of Jesus. Tragedy? Irrelevant? Inevitable? Part of the most 

significant event in history? If so, why? 

 

On one level, Jesus had no control over what was happening to Him in this chapter. 

On another, He was in total control. Can you think of occasions in your life when 

you had to trust Christ’s ultimate control of a situation when immediate 

circumstances pointed in the opposite direction? What impact have those 

experiences had on your life? 

 

How good are we at letting go of things in life (‘dying’ to them) so that God may 

raise us up brand new? 
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MARK CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

To know the impact of this chapter, we must know the darkness that ends chapter 15. No one was 

expecting Jesus to rise from the dead. Dead men didn’t rise then any more than they do now. 

Battle-hardened soldiers had authenticated Jesus’ death. The tomb had been sealed.  

 

It was truly and totally finished.  

 

Or so they thought. 

 

Resurrection  vs.1-8 

Don’t underestimate the women’s shock at finding an empty tomb.  They were going to provide the 

traditional treatment to a corpse and were primarily concerned with the logistics of gaining access to 

the tomb.  They were going to complete a burial-not witness a resurrection.  Recognising their shock, 

the angel reassures them, telling them that they were looking for Him in the wrong place.  He has 

risen just as He said He would.  Understandably the women were ‘trembling and bewildered’.  Who 

wouldn’t be as they tried to work out just what was going on? Not just their world, but the whole 

world had just been changed forever! 

 

Vs 9-14 Jesus had risen. According to customary understanding, an initiating of God’s Kingdom 

would only take place at the end of the age. Somehow the future had come amongst them and 

become available in the now. The realm of living, the arena of God’s rule, which Jews believed would 

only come at the end of time was happening amongst them in undeniable reality. What Jesus had 

said was starting to make sense - God was in Him, and the life God intended for all was available 

through Him.  

 

What He had said was true.  

 

What He had done was authentic and the first fruits of something even greater to come. The 

implications are staggering.  

 

Christian beliefs and Christ centred living are unavoidably cross centred and resurrection centred. 

(See 1 Corinthians 15:1-8, 14-17) 

 

 Point to Ponder: This is HUGE! 

It was ONLY through His death on the cross that Jesus made reconciliation with God possible. 

It is through His resurrection and continuing life and through the Holy Spirit that He is able to 

bring about ongoing renewal and restoration – both personally and in the world at large!!  
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The ending of Mark’s gospel vs.9-20 

What happened here?  Was the last column of an original scroll somehow torn off and lost?  A 

number of scholars think that may be the case but no one knows for sure.   

 

Whatever the reason, the ending looks suspiciously like a compilation of Matthew and Luke’s 

accounts; both of which were written after Mark.  They form a precis of the confusion and the 

unbelief of the disciples, and the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus. (Verse 12 carries a 

particularly strong hint of the Lk.24:13f Emmaus Rd story.)  They also refer to the spread of the 

gospel and Jesus triumphant return to heaven –  the realm of His Father’s immediate presence— 

making the point that the command of the risen Jesus to His followers is to ‘Go into all the world and 

preach the good news to all creation.’ (v.15)  

 

 

Mark has told us the good news of Jesus. Christ’s command remains the same.  

 

Our calling is to pass on the good news about Jesus - who He is and what He’s done- and to carry on 

doing the things He did to authenticate His message. 

 

Now it just remains for us to discern how best to communicate that in a way meaningful to those 

around us.  That is the challenge and opportunity Christ has gifted His people with from the time of 

His resurrection onwards, and will stay with us until the (as yet undisclosed!) day of His return.  

 

Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection, Journal and Discussion:  

V.6  Do I expect to find Jesus in the wrong, confined places when, in fact, He has 

gone ahead of me into the world? What, then, does it mean for me to actively 

follow Him? 

 

v.7  How open am I to a fresh, new, deeper work of God in my life? Do I actually 

show it? 

 

v.15  What is my personal, practical commitment to spreading the good news about 

Jesus? 

 

v. 20 Note: It actually works! 


