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How to use this guide
Review the context and big picture every week – The goal of a book study is not just to learn 
each individual lesson, but to build understanding of the Bible, how it fits together, and how to 
study it.

Try not to use this guide as a script. The purpose of this material isn’t to give you exactly what 
to say. Rather it is to give you the content you need to structure and develop your own lessons. 
Teach as much as you feel is important for your class. Feel free to go off topic if your own study 
leads you to approach the passage in a slightly different direction.

Don’t feel like you have to cover everything. There is a lot of material in each lesson. Some 
classes like to cover a lot of ground. Other classes like to camp on one point and drill deep. 
Start by teaching the Main Point, then teach the Main Bullet Points. Use the extra detail and 
discussion questions as you see fit. The goal is to generate discussion, specifically regarding 
life-application. So don’t worry if you don’t get all the way through a lesson. 
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Gospel Beginnings

Mark 1:1, 14-15
For the next few months we will be studying the Gospel of Mark. Our study, like Mark’s Gospel, will conclude 
with the story of the Resurrection and the Celebration of Easter. The Gospel of Mark starts with the verse, 
“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” As we begin, it is helpful to consider some 
background information about this book, like what exactly is a gospel, who wrote it, and why.

INTRODUCTION TO MARK (V. 1):

Finding Mark in the Bible: 
Here is how it fits in the roadmap of the Bible:

  • The Bible is broken into 2 groups: Old and New Testament 
   o Old Testament is written in Hebrew and about God’s choice of the people of Israel 
   o New Testament is written in Greek and is about Jesus and the Church 
   o Mark is in the New Testament

  • New Testament is broken down into 4 groups: 
   o Gospels, History, Letters, Revelation 
   o Mark is a Gospel

What is a Gospel?

There are four gospels in the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The gospels are biographical 
and historical, but do not tell the whole story of Jesus’s life. Only two gospels (Matthew and Luke) contain 
stories of Jesus’s birth. Only one (Luke) contains a story from his youth. Instead of telling the whole story of 
his life, the gospels focus on the ministry of Jesus, which lasted only for a few years. A significant portion of 
each gospel is devoted specifically to the last week or so of Jesus’s earthly life. For example: Mark has only 
16 chapters. Of those, the last 7 chapters are devoted to this period.

The word “gospel” comes from the old English word “godspel” which means “good news” and accurately 
translates the Greek word “euangelion” from which we get the word “evangelism.” A gospel tells the story of 
how the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus was the culmination of God’s work in history. These 
writings are called gospels because they do more than give historical facts; they show us how who Jesus is 
can change who we are. The best example of this comes from John’s Gospel. John 20:31 says, “These have 
been written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may 
have life in His name.”

Why are there four Gospels?

Some people wonder why there are four different gospels. Do they tell different versions of the same stories? 
Do they tell different stories? The easiest answer is that the different gospels were written for different 
audiences. For example, Matthew was written primarily to a Jewish audience and is designed to show how 
Jesus fulfills the promises God made to Israel. Luke, on the other hand, is written to a mostly Greek and 
Roman audience in order to explain how the story of a Jewish man had relevance to someone who wasn’t a 
Jew.
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Each gospel tells the story of Jesus from a slightly different perspective in a slightly different way. Think of 
them as eyewitnesses in a trial. If four different people got on the stand and said the exact same thing, you’d 
be suspicious. But the fact that they all say the same basic thing in their own way supports the conclusion 
that they are all witnesses of the same event.

Matthew, Mark, and Luke are sometimes discussed as a sub-family within the gospels. They are called the 
Synoptic Gospels. Syn means “together,” like in the word synthesis. Opt means “to see” like an optometrist. 
The synoptic gospels tell many of the same stories about Jesus. In fact, Luke and Matthew both probably had 
access to Mark because many of the stories that Mark tells are repeated in the other two synoptic gospels. 
95% of Mark is found in Matthew and Luke.

Who Wrote Mark?

This might seem like a dumb question, Mark did. But it is important to realize that the titles of the New 
Testament books were added later by editors. Take away the title, what is the evidence that Mark wrote this 
Gospel?

Our connection of Mark with this Gospel comes from early and reliable church tradition. Most notably, a man 
named Papias, who, in the early-mid 100’s AD, says that Mark wrote down the accounts of Peter and that he 
did so in Rome or Italy around the time of Peter’s death during the persecutions of Nero in 64 AD.

Who is Mark?

Mark is first mentioned in Acts 12:12 when Peter escapes from prison and stops at the House of Mark’s 
mother Mary, where Christians were gathered to pray. Colossians 4:10 says that Mark was Barnabas’s 
cousin. In Acts 12:25 and 13:5, Mark is mentioned as a helper of Paul and Barnabas. Acts 13:13 reports that 
Mark left them during a missionary journey and returned to Jerusalem. Acts 15:36-39 tells us that this ended 
up causing a division between Paul and Barnabas so severe that they went their separate ways. But evidently 
the relationship between Paul and Mark was restored because Paul later says that Mark is valuable to him for 
service (2 Timothy 4:11) and eventually the two are together in Rome (Philemon 24).

Why was Mark Written?

In 64 AD a great fire devastated the city of Rome. Many people blamed the emperor Nero for doing nothing, 
hence the origin of the story of him fiddling while Rome burned. Nero attempted to use the Christians as a 
scapegoat, and this launched the first violent persecution of the Christians by the Romans. The gospel of 
Mark seems to have been written during this time for people going through this persecution. The goal is to 
remind them what the Gospel is, to expect suffering and opposition, to be faithful and obedient, and even to 
show us a picture of restoration in the failings of Peter.

Why Does it Matters to Us?

Sometimes we have wrong expectations about what the gospel is. We think we know what the gospel is and 
what God promised us through Jesus. Sometimes our understanding of what the 

gospel is turns out to be narrow, sometimes incomplete, sometimes misguided. We think that the gospel is 
only about what happens to me when I die, or that it promises me an easy life. The goal of Mark’s gospel is 
to give us a clear picture of the gospel Jesus proclaims so that we will be able to live it out in our own world 
because we have what we need to be obedient and to stay faithful when times get tough.
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Gospel Proclamation: vv. 14-15

Do you know what the Gospel is? If someone asked you to explain it to them, what would you say? Is your 
answer simple enough to be understood by anyone, even a child? Is it comprehensive enough to include 
answers to all of life’s questions?

No matter how you answered those questions, it never hurts to read Scripture closely and understand more 
deeply the faith we claim to believe. Living the Christian life means continually deepening our understanding 
of the Gospel and letting it affect every area of our lives.

Mark gives a powerful and succinct description of the gospel when he describes the beginning of Jesus’s 
ministry. It says Jesus came preaching “the gospel of God.” What does that mean? If someone asked you 
what the “gospel of God” was, what would you say.? The good news (no pun intended) is that Mark spells it 
out for us. He says Jesus came preaching the gospel of God and that his message had three components: 
(1) the time is fulfilled, (2) the kingdom of God is at hand, (3) repent and believe.

  •  The Time Is Fulfilled –Jesus is the fulfillment. Jesus went around telling people that He was the one 
everyone was waiting for. He was the one promised in the prophets and the Old Testament. This 
is something that we can never grow tired of saying. Jesus didn’t come to start a new religion. He 
came to be the fulfillment of the promises God made to Israel. More than that, He came to be the 
fulfillment of the longings in the human heart. True fulfillment is found in Jesus.

  •  The Kingdom of God is at Hand – Sometimes we think “at hand” means “close by” or “almost here.” 
But in reality, it means, “near” or “present.” Jesus is saying that the Kingdom of God isn’t some 
distant reality. It isn’t far away in space, or far off in time. Jesus’s coming is proof that the Kingdom 
of God has come close to us and is present and available for us to enter into. What is the Kingdom 
of God? A person’s kingdom is the range of their effective will, the area where what they say goes. 
The kingdom of God is the rule of God over the hearts and minds of men. As the Lord’s Prayer 
says, “Hallowed be your name, Your Kingdom come, Your will be done.” God’s kingdom is the place 
where God’s name is worshipped and His commands are obeyed.

  •  Repent and Believe – Such an announcement requires a response. The word for repent means “to 
turn around your thinking.” It means more than just to feel sorry for the bad things you may have 
done. It is a call to change the way you view the world and the direction your life is headed in. It 
is about seeing God, yourself, and the world in a new way. But most of all, it’s a call to come in. 
Repent doesn’t just mean to turn, it means to turn back, to return, to come back to God. To enter 
God’s Kingdom you have to be willing to leave your own. You will only see the call of God to enter 
His Kingdom as good news when you realize that the kingdom you have been constructing for 
yourself isn’t working, won’t last, and is falling apart. But when you are trapped by your own bad 
choices, and confused about what to do next, helpless in your sin, and hopeless about the future, 
then the call of God to come into His Kingdom will sound like Good News. So believe in Gospel. 
Believe that God is bringing His Kingdom and making it real in our lives through the person and 
work of Jesus. Leave your own small and collapsing kingdom, and enter the Kingdom of God.
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Discussion Question:

1. If someone asked you where Mark was located in the Bible, what would you tell them?

2. What is a gospel? Why are there four of them?

3. What is the Kingdom of God? Why is His Kingdom coming a good thing?

4. Why does entering the Kingdom of God mean repenting? What does repent mean?

5.  At the end of these lessons you will find a document containing an exercise called “Gospel Clarity.” 
Distribute it to your class to do together or at home. Consider dedicating some time either this week or next 
in going over the exercise with your class.
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Gospel Preparation

Mark 1:2-13, 16 -20; 3:13 -19 
Sometimes we treat “the gospel” like it’s a canned speech we have to learn and “evangelism” like it means 
being a salesperson cold-calling people. Programs in church encourage believers to share their faith, but very 
frequently evangelism devolves from sincere people looking for opportunities to share what God is doing and 
turns into anxious people being jerks for Jesus and anonymously harassing random people and bothering 
them with a rehearsed sales pitch about the dangers of going to hell.

If we are to remedy this situation, we need to reacquaint ourselves with what the Gospel really is. We also 
need to remind ourselves that we aren’t called to go it alone. We live in the age of celebrities and lone wolves. 
We try to do everything ourselves and by ourselves. The kingdom of God doesn’t work that way. Not only do 
we follow in someone else’s footsteps who prepared the way for us, but we also need partners who will work 
with us. Even Jesus had someone who prepared the way for him. Even Jesus had partners. If we are going to 
be people who are used by God to spread the Gospel, we need to find the work God has for us and walk in it. 
Perhaps following Jesus includes following the pattern He followed in beginning His ministry. By considering 
the context in which He began announcing His Gospel, we will gain confidence to do it ourselves.

Gospel Preparation: vv. 2-13

  •  The Forerunner, vv. 4-8: Mark’s Gospel doesn’t start with a birth narrative like Matthew and 
Luke. It also doesn’t start with a philosophical treatise like John. It just jumps into the story with 
Jesus already an adult and beginning his ministry. Even then, the story doesn’t start with Jesus, 
but with John the Baptist. Jesus didn’t begin his ministry without support. God always prepares 
the way. Galatians 4:4 says, “when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son.” God 
doesn’t announce His gospel or call us to spread His gospel to a world with deaf ears. He waits 
until the time is right and sends His messengers in fields that are ready for harvest. We need to 
acknowledge this aspect of the gospel. God isn’t calling us to randomly and anonymously harass 
people with the message of Christianity. He is calling us to look for people who are ready and eager 
to hear the good news of Jesus, to look for where He is already preparing the way for us to go.

  •  The Commissioning, vv. 9-11: In addition to preparing the way, God also prepares the messenger. 
The first way God prepares the messenger is through commissioning. If anybody should have felt 
the freedom to go do whatever he wanted, it was Jesus. But Jesus intentionally goes to John the 
Baptist to be baptized. This act serves as confirmation that He was God’s chosen one and provided 
an opportunity for God the Father to add further blessing and confirmation on the ministry of Jesus. 
It also serves as a powerful example to us. We don’t need to go find the work we want to do, we 
need to be commissioned to do the work God has prepared for us to do. Only then will we find the 
confirmation and blessing we are looking for. 
 
The commission of Jesus happened at his baptism. But that need not be the form our own 
commissioning takes. In Act 13:2-3, We see Paul and Barnabas commissioned for the work they 
were called to: “While they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart 
for Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ Then, when they had fasted 
and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent them away.”
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  •  The Training, vv. 12-13: Immediately after the commission of Jesus through baptism, Jesus enters 
a time of trial. Even Jesus had periods of trials. It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t an attack that could 
have been avoided. Mark says that it was the Spirit that drove him to it. It was an intentional time of 
training to equip Him for the road ahead. It was spiritually difficult. He was “being tempted by Satan.” 
It was physically dangerous. “He was with the wild beasts.” But through it all, he wasn’t alone: “the 
angels were ministering to him.” This episode in the life of Jesus is profoundly encouraging. We 
should not be shocked or confused when we encounter trials. Instead, we should rejoice because 
God uses trials and temptations to develop our character and to prepare us for the work He has for 
us. James 1:2-4 says, “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing 
that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, so that 
you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.”

Gospel Partners: vv. 1:16-20; 3:13-19

Jesus proclaimed His gospel in a world ready to hear it. One reason it was ready was because God sent 
someone ahead to prepare the way. In addition, Jesus didn’t engage in ministry alone. He called a group of 
people to Himself to be partners in sharing the gospel. If Jesus needed gospel partners, so do we. Verses 16-
20 show Jesus initially calling people to be His disciples. Chapter 3:13-19 also shows Him designating twelve 
disciples specifically to be his close inner circle. There are a couple interesting things to note:

  •  To Be Fishers of Men (1:17) – Jesus came announcing that His kingdom was available to all. He is 
now searching for followers whom He will turn into fishers of men, people who labor to pull others 
out of the old world and bring them into the new.

  •  Those Whom He Wanted (3:13) – Sometimes we overlook the most profound truths because we are 
reading too fast. Why Did Jesus select these twelve men to be His disciples? Not because He found 
them useful. Jesus doesn’t need them. Mark says He chose them because they were the ones He 
wanted. Many people want to be useful to God. It is an expression of a desire we all have to use our 
gifts and to matter in the kingdom. But these few verses show us that God doesn’t call us because 
He needs us. He calls us because He wants us. It’s the love of a father for his children. Not the love 
of a carpenter for his hammer. He doesn’t want to use us first. He loves and chooses us first. And 
because He loves us, He has meaningful work for us to do.

  •  To Be With Him (3:14) – Even Jesus needed companions. What God said in Genesis 2:18 is true 
for all of us, “It is not good for the man to be alone.” We were meant to live in community. That is 
why God gave us the family and the church. It is also the key to our success. The power to do the 
work we are called to doesn’t come from ourselves but from God. In Colossians 1:29, Paul says, “I 
labor, striving according to His power, which mightily works within me.” The labor we are called to is 
powered by Christ in us. That is why He called His disciples first to be with Him. Abiding in Christ is 
the beginning point of serving Christ. In John 15:5, Jesus tells His disciples, “I am the vine, you are 
the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do 
nothing.”

  •  To Send Them Out (3:14) – Jesus called the disciples because he had missions to send them out 
on. God desires to send us out. But the mission comes last not first. God calls us into relationship 
first. He calls us to know Him. Then, once we have begun to be transformed by His truth, then we 
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are ready to be sent out. The reason is simple. We can’t give what we don’t have. In Luke 10:3-42, 
we read the story of Mary and Martha who are hosting Jesus. Martha is working hard in the house. 
Mary is simply sitting at the feet of Jesus listening to Him. When Martha complains that she needs 
help, Jesus tells her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered about so many things; but only 
one thing is necessary, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken away from her.” 
He wasn’t saying that everyone should just sit around. He is saying that we will never be able to do 
the work of Martha without being exhausted or complaining unless we have first sat at the feet of the 
Lord like Mary. Abiding precedes serving.

Discussion Question:

1.  Why do we sometimes try to go it alone when it comes to ministry? Do you have experience with people 
treating evangelism like cold-calling or anonymous harassment?

2.  How can we learn to see how God is preparing the way for us? How does God prepare the way for His 
message and for His messengers?

3.  How does God use trials to train and equip us for what He has called us to? Do you have an example of 
a time when you went through a period of suffering or difficulty and in hindsight you saw how God was 
preparing you for what He had next for you?

4. What does it mean to be fishers of men?

5. How can we learn to abide in Christ before we try to serve Christ?
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Gospel Priorities

Mark 2
There are so many good things in life. There are so many important things in life. There are so many things 
that compete for our attention. There aren’t enough hours in the day or years in our life to devote to all the 
things that appear meaningful to us. Because of that, we have to make choices and select what we will 
choose to focus on or engage in. Doing so can be difficult.

Because we are imperfect people, sometimes we make these choices for selfish reasons. We choose what 
we like best or what affects us most directly or what we think is most important in the given moment. Part 
of the message of the Gospel is a call to examine our priorities and to align them what He ultimately says is 
meaningful.

In Mark 2, at the beginning of His ministry, a paralytic man is brought to Jesus by his friends. Jesus takes this 
opportunity not only to heal but to show us where his priorities really lie.

Jesus Meets a Paralytic Man (vv. 1-4)

Jesus comes to Capernaum and begins to teach. The house is soon flooded with people coming to hear Him. 
Luke 5:17 says that in addition to teaching, “the power of the Lord was present for Him to perform healing.” 
Four men rush their paralytic friend to Jesus. When they don’t find a way into the house, they dig a hole in the 
roof and lower the man down on his stretcher before Jesus.

Most houses in Judaea were made of mudbrick. The roofs were flat and sometimes had stairs or a ladder 
going up so that people could use the roof like a terrace in the cool of the evening. So we shouldn’t be 
shocked that they were able to get up there. What is amazing is that they were able to dig a hole in the roof 
big enough to lower a man on a stretcher through. For some reason this always strikes me as a little bit 
comical. Do you think Jesus and the people below heard the scratching or noticed debris begin to fall on 
them? Do you think they were accurate in the first hole they started or did they have to try again when they 
realized they were not digging directly over Jesus? However the scene materialized, the men were successful 
in deconstructing the roof and in lowering their friend down through the opening in front of Jesus.

Jesus Forgives a Paralytic Man (vv. 5-7)

If that wasn’t startling enough, what Jesus does in response definitely raises eyebrows. He comments on the 
faith of the man’s friends, then proceeds to forgive the paralytic man’s sins. The Pharisees accuse Jesus of 
blasphemy. They realized that only God has the power to forgive someone’s sins. They realized that Jesus 
was making a bold and scandalous claim. But there is another group that was probably scandalized by what 
Jesus said. Think about it. Four men brought their sick friend to Jesus, destroying someone else’s house 
along the way. They wanted their friend healed. Can you see them peeking in through the hole they dug? 
Maybe one of them whispered to another up there on the roof, “So, did he heal him? What is happening? I 
can’t see.” The other says, “Wait, Jesus is saying something… nope, he didn’t heal him, he just forgave his 
sins.” Then maybe another one of them hollered down, “No, Jesus, he can’t walk! We brought him here for 
healing.”

Jesus Heals a Paralytic Man (vv. 8-12)

What happens next shows that Jesus is orchestrating the moment to reveal something about Himself to 
everyone. He asks those present a question: Which is easier to say to a paralytic: “your sins are forgiven” 
or “get up…and walk?” The truth is that the first one is easier to say. Why? Because there is no way to tell 
whether you actually did it or not. Telling a paralytic person to stand up and walk is incredibly difficult because 
there will be visible, tangible proof of whether you have the power to do what you say.



[ 12 ]

That is the point Jesus is working towards. He is demonstrating to people that He has the power to do what 
they cannot see by showing He has the power to do what they can see. In Mark 2:10- 11, Jesus says, “But so 
that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” then He said to the paralytic, “I 
say to you, get up, pick up your pallet and go home.”

In this moment, Jesus revealed several things about gospel priorities. If we will notice them, it will enable us 
to organize our lives according to what matters most.

  1.  Jesus is God – Sometimes we try to make Jesus easier to handle by pretending He was just a 
good teacher. Some suggest that Jesus never claimed to be God. This is simply not true. Though 
we have no record of Him actually saying the phrase, “I am God,” there are several places where 
Jesus clearly states that He considers Himself to be one with the Father. This is one of them. Jesus 
claims to forgive sins. Jesus wasn’t just claiming to forgive the wrongs this man had done to Him. 
He was claiming to forgive all the wrong that this man had done. The Pharisees knew what that 
meant. They were muttering to themselves “Who can forgive sins, but God alone?” (v. 7) When 
Jesus in verse 10 says the phrase “so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on 
earth to forgive sins,” he is basically saying, “so that you may know that the Son of Man is God,” 
because only God has the authority to forgive sins. 
 
 You can choose not to believe that Jesus is who He said He is. But you can’t pretend that He didn’t 
claim to be God. It’s a scandalous claim that prevents us from thinking of Him simply as a good 
teacher. Only three kinds of people claim to be God: crazy people, deceivers, and god.

   As C.S. Lewis said in Mere Christianity, “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 let us not 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.”

  Jesus is either a liar, a lunatic, or the Lord.

  2.  Jesus Cares More About People that Property – Jesus isn’t at his own home. This is someone 
else’s house. Jesus doesn’t seem to mind that these people have torn a hole in someone else’s 
roof. He doesn’t tell them to stop, or to wait patiently outside, or to respect other people’s property. 
He lets them do it, then marvels at their faith (v. 5). It’s the faith of the friends, not the faith of 
the paralyzed man, that initially moves Jesus. This isn’t the only time Jesus disregards personal 
property. Later in Mark 5:12-13, Jesus is healing a man possessed by a legion of demons by 
casting the demons into a herd of pigs:

    “The demons implored Him, saying, “Send us into the swine so that we may enter them.” 
Jesus gave them permission. And coming out, the unclean spirits entered the swine; and the 
herd rushed down the steep bank into the sea, about two thousand of them; and they were 
drowned in the sea.”

   Students and critics of this passage often ask how Jesus could allow a whole herd of pigs to be 
destroyed. The answer is the same as with the roof. Jesus cares more about people than property.

   We live in world where we value things more than people. We value a herd of livestock over the 
health of a soul. The priorities of the gospel are different. Our world tells us to love things and use 
people. Jesus calls us to love people and use things. Jesus calls us to adopt His priorities, to see 
all our time, talent, and treasure as instruments to be used to invite people into His Kingdom. He 
isn’t saying we should destroy other people’s property. He is saying we shouldn’t value our own 
possessions more highly than people. In the gospel economy, people always come first.
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  3.  Jesus Cares More About Your Soul Than Your Body – We see the whole story and we know 
that Jesus both forgave his sins and healed his body. I wonder how it felt in real time. I wonder if 
during Jesus’s discussion with the Pharisees there was any nervous tension among the friends 
or a little twinge of disappointment in the mind of the paralytic man. What if the man had left still 
paralyzed? What is going on here Again, Jesus is revealing His priorities and showing us how 
they are different than our own. In fact, sometimes they are the exact opposite of our priorities.

      Jesus is showing us that He cares more for our soul than for our body. Don’t misunderstand. Jesus 
cares about our physical well-being. He constantly reassures His disciples that God knows and 
cares about these things as well. In Matthew 6:31-33, Jesus says:

  	 	“Do	not	worry	then,	saying,	‘What	will	we	eat?’	or	‘What	will	we	drink?’	or	‘What	will	we	wear	
for	clothing?’	For	the	Gentiles	eagerly	seek	all	these	things;	for	your	heavenly	Father	knows	
that	you	need	all	these	things.	But	seek	first	His	kingdom	and	His	righteousness,	and	all	
these	things	will	be	added	to	you.”

     God cares about our bodies and our health. But they aren’t his primary concern. He will one day 
give you a new body. But your soul is something He is working on forever – starting now. What is 
more, Jesus isn’t just making a point in theatrical style, He is showing us a physical picture of what 
sin does to the soul. He looks at a man whose body is broken and incapacitated by disease and 
dares to suggest that the paralysis might not be his biggest problem. He wants us to see that sin is 
doing to this man’s soul what disease is doing to his body.

 

Who Are You?

There are at least three kinds of people that Jesus interacts with in this story. It is important to ask ourselves, 
which part are we playing? Which part ought we to be playing?

  1.   The Paralyzed Man – Are you broken and paralyzed by your sin? Is your life a wreck and you 
have no idea what to do to begin to fix it? Do you feel powerless and hopeless and defeated?

  2.  The Friends – Think about the friends for a second. They too were at the end of their ropes. They 
loved their friend and probably also felt powerless, hopeless, and defeated. The only thing they 
knew was that Jesus could help. They teamed up and worked tirelessly, not to fix their friend but 
simply to get him to Jesus. The faith of the friends is an important aspect of this story. It is their 
faith that Jesus commends. Their single- minded determination to do whatever it took to make 
sure their friend made it Jesus.

  3.  The Pharisees – The most frustrating group of people in the stories is the Pharisees. They were in 
the presence of the son of God and they were content to argue with him. He wasn’t saying things 
that agreed with their point of view, so they would rather fight with him than submit to him. What 
is heartbreaking is that their hard-heartedness affected others as well. While they argued and 
bickered, they were blocking the way keeping others from getting to Jesus.

Be the Friend, Not the Pharisee

The world is full of broken people. The world is also full of hard-hearted Pharisees. What this world needs 
is people like those four friends, people who are quick to acknowledge that they don’t have all the answers, 
but that they know who does. People who realize that the Pharisees never do any good but simply get in the 
way. People who are willing to get out of the way so that Jesus can change lives. People who aren’t looking 
to try and fix broken people but are simply trying to take them the One who can. If you are broken by sin, let 
Jesus heal you. If you have been healed by Jesus, don’t stand around and argue with Him, don’t go try to 



[ 14 ]

heal others, go get others who need healing and bring them to Jesus. Whatever you do, stop being the ones 
sitting around taking up space preventing other people from getting to Jesus.

Discussion Question:
1.  What are some ways that the world’s priorities differ from God’s? How does that sometimes affect how we 

serve God and what we ask from God?

2.  What does it mean that Jesus cares more about people than property? How do we sometimes do the 
opposite?

3.  What does it mean that Jesus cares more about your soul than your body? How do we sometimes do the 
opposite?

4.  Have you ever seen people in church who are like the Pharisees, unwilling to listen to Jesus and unwilling 
to get out of the way?

5.  How can we be like the four friends who did whatever they could to bring their friend to Jesus? What is the 
difference between trying to fix our friends ourselves and allowing Jesus to?
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Gospel Preparation Part II: Cultivating the Soil 

Mark 4:1-20

A few weeks ago we considered how the gospel was more than a canned speech we were supposed to give 
to anonymous strangers, and how we were more than independent secret agents sent into enemy territory 
on solitary missions. The first chapter of Mark reminds us that God doesn’t send us out alone. He provides 
Gospel Preparation. God sent John the Baptist to prepare the way for Jesus. God also prepared Jesus 
through periods of training. Last, Jesus surrounded himself with gospel partners. 

All of this shows us that gospel proclamation is done as part of an advancing army called the kingdom of 
God. We each have a role to play. We aren’t expected to do everything. We are called to find our role in the 
kingdom and play it well. When this doesn’t happen, we fall into comparison and competition. Something like 
this was happening in Corinth, where the church was divided and people were choosing sides based on who 
their primary teacher was. The other chief leader was a friend of Paul’s named Apollos. Here is how Paul 
addressed this conflict in 1 Corinthians 3:5-9: 

   “What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, even as the Lord 
gave opportunity to each one. I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth. So then 
neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who causes the growth.  Now 
he who plants and he who waters are one; but each will receive his own reward according to his own 
labor.  For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building.”  

Do you see it? We do the jobs we are assigned as each of us has opportunity. God causes the growth. 

But there is an additional dimension to gospel preparation. God prepares us for service in His kingdom. But 
in order for the gospel seed to be fruitful, the soil has to be prepared as well. That is the subject we turn to 
next. Jesus tells a parable of what sharing the gospel is like. He compares it to a farmer scattering seed. He 
is getting us to ask the question: What makes the gospel fruitful? He is drawing our attention not to the seed, 
or the sower, but the soil. 

Jesus Tells a Parable – Four Soils vv. 1-9

Jesus has been traveling throughout Galilee. He has been healing people, teaching, proclaiming the Gospel, 
arguing with Pharisees, and even managed to get chased by his family who thought He was crazy. Now 
in chapter four, he starts teaching again. A large crowd assembled around him and was pressing onto him 
so much that He ended up using a boat as a makeshift stage. He was teaching from the boat while people 
listened from the land. It says that here, for the first time in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus begins to speak in parables 
to the people. The parable he tells is about a farmer scattering seed on different kinds of soil. 

Jesus Tells the Reason for Parables – vv. 10-12

After he finishes the parable, the disciples come to Jesus and ask Him what it means. Jesus responds with a 
cryptic saying that suggests He teaches in parables not so that He will be easy to understand but so that His 
meaning will be harder to grasp. People have a hard time figuring out what to do with this passage. Why is 
Jesus playing favorites? What makes the disciples so special that they get to know “the real meaning” of the 
parable? Why is Jesus making it harder for people to understand?

They key to understanding this statement is the first two words, “To you. ” Jesus says that they have been 
granted access; they have been given the opportunity to understand the mysteries of the kingdom of God. 
The question is, “Who does Jesus mean when he says ‘you’?”  Does he mean the disciples, his inner circle 
of favorite people? The answer is clear from v. 10, “His followers, along with the twelve, began asking Him…”  
Jesus is saying that the ones who GET to understand what He is talking about are the ones who WANT 
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to understand what He is talking about. His disciples didn’t understand him either, but they were seeking 
answers. 

Jesus is saying that sometimes He hides his meaning so that we will be moved to seek understanding and in 
the process begin seeking Him. As He said in the Sermon on the Mount, “Seek and you will find.” Anybody 
can do it. You just have to ask. But not everybody does do it.  Many want to use Jesus to get what they want. 
And when He offers them something different or doesn’t do what they want, they go away. 

Teaching in parables is another example of the fact that God leaves enough of Himself in the world to make 
seeking Him possible, but He hides himself enough to allow sinful, selfish, stubborn people to go on with their 
life uninterrupted. There are only two kinds of people in the world: those who seek God and those who seek 
to avoid God. Both will be successful in the end. 

Jesus Tells the Meaning of the Parable – vv. 13-20

After that, Jesus explains the meaning of the parable, which is intimately connected with what He just said 
about why He teaches in parables. He is going to show why the same gospel proclamation can have such 
different effects on people, provoking some to seek and some to stay where they are. Jesus explains that a 
key determiner of the effect the gospel has in our lives is what kind of hearer we are. 

The Four Kinds of Hearers – vv. 13-20

   •  Hard Soil, Unresponsive Hearer, Stolen Word (v. 15): The first soil is hard. The seed cannot 
penetrate it and the bird quickly comes to take it away. This is a person who out of hardness of 
heart doesn’t respond. Maybe he feels like he doesn’t need it, or that it can wait, or that they don’t 
understand. Whatever the reason, the opportunity is lost and the soil is left unchanged. If the word 
is to be productive, the soil of our hearts needs to be tilled and prepared to hear it. 

   •  Rocky Soil, Superficial Hearer, Scorched Word (vv. 16-17):  The second hearer is compared to 
rocky soil. He hears the Word and accepts it. Though initially excited about it, he fails to realize the 
cost. He follows as long as it is easy or beneficial, but once it becomes difficult he quickly falls away. 
He recognizes the benefits of grace but not the cost. Hardship in life (affliction) or in relationships 
(persecution) scorch the Word likes seed in shallow soil. If the Word is to be productive, the soil of 
our hearts needs to be plowed deeply so we can have a mature faith, not simplistic bumper sticker 
answers that won’t get us through hard times. 

   •  Thorny Soil, Worldly Hearer, Squeezed Word (vv. 18-19): The third hearer hears the word, accepts 
it, but doesn’t take seriously the demands it makes on his life. He wants the benefit of the gospel 
but he wants his stuff too. In the end, he is unable to serve two masters, so he chooses the one he 
really follows. The word is squeezed out of the person’s life. 

   •  Cultivated Soil, Fruitful Hearer, Successful Word (v. 20): The fruitful hearer hears, understands, 
does – and he yields fruit, a product that strengthens the kingdom of God. How does the final soil 
bear fruit? It doesn’t say. The focus isn’t on trying to bear fruit. The focus is on trying to be good soil. 

How to Be Good Soil

  •  Soften Your Heart – The first soil was not ready for the seed. It was hard. The same is often the 
case with our hearts. We can be hard hearted, thinking we know more than God what we need, 
then becoming mad at God when we don’t get it. Or we can stubbornly insist that God do things our 
way. Or we can think that we don’t need God right now. All these are symptoms of a hard heart. The 
answer to a hard heart is humility: acknowledging you don’t know what is best for you, laying down 
your expectations and trying it God’s way. James 1:21 says, “In humility receive the word implanted, 
which is able to save your souls.” 
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  •   Deepen Your Understanding – If your understanding of the gospel is that God promises you an 
easy, care-free, pain-free life, then as long as things are going well, you will be fine. But when life 
gets hard, you will wonder what is happening. The solution is to deepen your understanding of who 
God is, and what He promises. In John 16:33, Jesus told his disciples: “These things I have spoken 
to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I 
have overcome the world. ” Peace comes not from an easy life, but from the presence of Jesus in 
the midst of difficulty. The gospel will bear fruit in our lives as we grow our knowledge of God and 
draw near to Him in worship and obedience. 

  •  Weed Your Life – A garden full of cultivated, rich, deep, soil can still be rendered fruitless by the 
presence of things growing in it that don’t belong. Weeding our lives is important. Look closely in 
verse 19 at the things that compete with the word for space in our lives: the worries of the world, 
the deceitfulness of richness, and desire for other things. All of them distract us by promising false 
fulfillment in other things. If the word is going to be fruitful in our lives, we have to learn to silence the 
voices of worry and wealth. 

Discussion Question:
1. Why did Jesus teaching in parables? Why did Jesus hide his meaning from people?

2. What are some things that characterize a hard-hearted soul? What does it mean that the word gets stolen?

3. What are some things that characterize a shallow soul? What does it mean that the word gets scorched?

4.  What are some things that characterize a weed-ridden soul? What does it mean that the word gets 
squeezed? 

5.  How can we cultivate the soil of our lives so that we can avoid these errors and make ourselves good soil 
that the seed of the gospel can be sown into and become fruitful?
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Gospel Problems:  When God Stops

Mark 5:21-43
The previous lesson focused on our souls and compared them to types of soils. The three things that were 
hostile to the gospel seed were hard soil, shallow soil, and weedy soil. They represented different conditions 
of our soul that we are all prone to: hardness of heart, shallowness of understanding, distraction by the world. 

How do these conditions of the soul begin? One cause is when things don’t look like they are working out the 
way we expected. We thought we were growing in our relationship with God. We were learning to obey. We 
thought He was leading us somewhere. Then something happens and we feel lost, unsure, confused. We 
wonder what happened. We can’t figure out what went wrong or why God decided to lead us down this road. 
It just feels like God stopped on us. Every one of us will at some point find ourselves confused about the path 
God is asking us to walk. We will wonder if we wouldn’t be better off taking things into our own hands, or find-
ing some other path to follow, or thinking ourselves foolish for trusting in the first place. 

The good news in such situations is that we aren’t alone. The Bible is full of stories about people whom God 
leads into confusing circumstances, how they wonder what God is up to, and how they sometimes choose to 
head in their direction or sometimes learn to trust God more. 

One such story happens in Mark 5. A man named Jairus comes to Jesus for help. Jesus agrees to assist. 
Along the way, Jesus stops and, in the process, causes a problem for the person he promised to help. By 
looking at this story, we can learn some lessons about why God stops so that we can handle it better when it 
happens in our own life. 

The Request – Mark 5:21-24

A man named Jairus comes to Jesus asking for help for his daughter who is very sick and about to die. We 
learn later in verse 42 that his daughter is 12 years old, a fact that causes an interesting comparison with the 
woman Jesus is about to heal. Jesus, though pressed by a crowd, agrees to go with Jairus. 

The Interruption – Mark 5:25-34

On the way to the girl, another women sneaks into the crowd. She is also sick and has been for 12 years. This 
woman has been sick the entire time the daughter of Jairus has been alive. Her medical condition is un-
clear but its chief symptom was a continuous menstrual flow. According to Jewish purity laws, a woman was 
unclean during and for seven days after her menstrual period. She was not allowed to enter the temple, and 
anyone who touched her also because ceremonially unclean. It also says that she had spent all the money 
she had trying to receive treatment but had actually gotten worse. She was at the end of her rope. Her condi-
tion had reduced her to pain, poverty, and isolation. The only hope she had was that Jesus could help. The 
social stigma attached to her condition made her unwilling to publically ask Jesus to heal, so she decided to 
sneak up on Him. She had faith enough to know that just touching the robe of Jesus would be enough. She 
succeeds and is instantaneously healed. But Jesus refuses to let her go quietly. He is aware he has healed 
her and he singles her out. She is fearful and trembling. In certain Jewish communities, an unclean person 
coming into such a public place could be at risk of being stoned. But she came and confessed everything 
and received complete restoration, not just of her physical affliction but of the spiritual trauma it had caused. 
There is power in the first word Jesus spoke to her in verse 34, “Daughter.” He healed her body, restored her 
soul, and gave her peace. 

The News – Mark 5:35-36

“While he was still speaking,” it says in verse 35. Jesus has stopped, healed, and spoken with this woman. 
Perhaps the word “daughter” is still ringing in the ear, when a man leans in and whispers into the ear of 
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Jairus, “but YOUR daughter has died. (v. 35)” That’s when you remember that this story of the woman being 
healed in the streets was happening on the way Jairus’s house. We forget Jairus in this story. But he is there, 
standing next to Jesus the whole time. I wonder what he was thinking when he hears Jesus exclaim, “Who 
touched me?” I wonder how he panicked when he saw Jesus stop. I wonder how his heart began racing as 
Jesus began a conversation with the woman. I wonder if he worried that the woman had stolen his daughter’s 
miracle or if Jesus had stopped caring for him or was going back on his promise to help. We know it must 
have been anxious for him because Jesus looks him dead in the eye and says in verse 36, “Do not be afraid, 
only believe.”  

The Miracle – Mark 5:37-43

 Jairus believes Jesus enough to allow him to keep coming. They get to the house and people are already 
crying. The little girl is dead. He turns weeping into laughing by his statement that she is only asleep. But they 
aren’t amused, they are mocking Jesus. They know death. She is dead and there is nothing anyone can do 
about it. Then Jesus calls to her and she rises from death back into life. 

Reasons God Stops

There are numerous perspectives you can use to study this story. But the one that I find often overlooked is 
the aspect of Jesus stopping on Jairus and making him wait. We study Jesus healing the woman. We study 
Jesus healing the girl. We forget that Jairus is along for the ride the whole time. But his story is like so many 
of ours. We sometimes feel like God was leading us somewhere, then all of a sudden things go cold. 

When God stops on us, it is easy for a whole host of negative emotions to come creeping in. We can feel 
betrayed. We can feel like we don’t matter or aren’t important. We can wonder if we’ve been forgotten or if we 
have done something wrong. But that is not the case. God doesn’t get distracted or play favorites. He isn’t 
some cosmic Santa Claus granting or withdrawing favor based on whether you’ve been naughty or nice. If 
we look closely at this story, we will notice a few clues to what God is up to when He stops in His tracks and 
leaves us waiting 

1. To Expand Our Vision – Suffering and hard times have a tendency to make us all a little selfish. When bad 
things happen, most of us turn inward. We become self-focused. We try to survive. Sometimes this is sound 
survival strategy. Other times we need to realize we aren’t the only one going through stuff. Jesus isn’t trying 
to marginalize this man or his sick daughter. He isn’t trying to invalidate their experience of suffering by show-
ing them someone who has it worse. He is simply trying to expand their vision. There was a woman in the 
crowd who had been suffering for as long as this man’s daughter had been alive. Jesus stops to draw atten-
tion to her situation. Not to show him someone who had it worse, but to awaken people to other people going 
through hard times. 

2. To Expose Our Fears – It is interesting that after the news of the daughter’s death is reported to them, 
Jesus looks at Jairus and says in verse 36, “Don’t be afraid, only believe.” When it comes to our fears, we 
sometimes treat God like He is a cosmic drill sergeant intent on discovering our fears so that He can “train” 
them out of us. Consequently, most of us spend a lot of time both trying to hide our fears and trying to deal 
with them on our own. Two verses to keep in mind:  Psalm 103:13, which says, “For He Himself knows our 
frame; He is mindful that we are but dust,” and 1 John 4:18 which says, “Perfect love casts out fear.” God isn’t 
shocked or startled by the things we are afraid of. He isn’t expecting us to be more than we are. He knows 
our weaknesses and limitations. He is waiting for us to realize it and come to Him for help. That is one reason 
why God stops, to expose our fears, to give them time to bubble to the service, not so that He can shame us, 
or train us, or bully us, but so that His perfect love can cast them out. 

3. To Explode Our Boundaries – We frequently put God in a box. We think we know what He can and can’t 
do. These people thought that too. They figured Jesus could help if the girl was sick. But when the girl died, 
they sent word that they didn’t need to bother Jesus anymore. She was beyond help. Additionally, Jesus 
made the people laugh when He told them that the girl wasn’t dead but only asleep. They knew she was 
dead. And they knew that there was nothing anyone could do. Sometimes God stops so that he can destroy 
our preconceived notions about where, and when, and how God will act. 
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Discussion Question:
1.  Have you ever felt like God “stopped” on you, like He was leading you somewhere, then all of a sudden 

everything stops? How did you respond?

2.  Have you ever watched God help or bless other people and wondered whether He was going to  
help you too?

3.  How do hard times make us short sighted? Have you ever been in a situation where God expanded your 
vision and showed you someone else that needed help?

4.  Where do our fears come from? Why do we hide them? How does perfect love cast out fear?

5.  What boundaries do we sometimes erect for God? What kind of box do we sometimes put God in?  
How can we keep from doing this?



[ 21 ]

Gospel Confidence: Jesus Walks on Water

Mark 6:45 -52 
Sometimes when we study scripture we jump to application too soon. Knowing how a specific passage 
applies to our lives is a critical component of life-changing Bible study. But it is a stage that comes later in the 
process. You have to know what the passage means before you can discuss how it applies to you. Whatever 
the application of a passage is starts with what it actually says. 

Such is the case with stories of the miracles of Jesus, like Jesus calming the storm or walking on water. We 
tend to interpret them allegorically and say things like “Jesus is able to calm the storms of your life.” I think 
there is an allegorical interpretation or application to this passage. But the most important thing is that it 
actually happened. Jesus actually calmed an actual storm. Jesus actually walked on actual water. Sometimes 
we miss some of the point when we jump too quickly to application. When Jesus calmed the storms or walked 
on water, did He want his disciples to go back to shore and think, “Wow, now I know Jesus can calm the 
storms in my life.” No, he wanted them first and foremost to ponder in bewildered amazement, “Who is Jesus, 
really?” 

That is what we are going to do today. We are going to look at Jesus walking on the water. We are going to 
start by asking how what happened reveals who Jesus is, then after that we can ask how that applies to our 
lives today. 

Jesus Sends – vv. 45-46

The disciples didn’t end up accidently in the middle of a storm, in the middle of the sea, in the middle of the 
night. The text says that Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go ahead of him. Jesus wanted the 
disciples to go on over to the other side of the sea and get things ready while he sent the crowds away and 
took some time to be alone and pray. 

Jesus Shows – vv. 47-48

The Sea of Galilee isn’t that large. It’s more of a lake. The idea that Jesus could see the disciples from shore 
isn’t that hard to believe. 

It says Jesus came to them in the fourth watch of the night. People in the first century divided the day into 
twelve one hour periods, and the night into four three hour watches. Day ran roughly from 6am-6pm based 
on sunrise. The watches were roughly from 6-9pm, 9pm-12am, 12am-3am, 3am-6am. So, the disciples have 
been struggling at the oars for several hours. 

A difficult part of this passage is the statement that Jesus “intended to pass by them.” This is confusing 
because it makes it seem that Jesus is unsympathetic to their struggles, that He is mainly concerned with 
beating the disciples to the other side of the sea, and that if they hadn’t have seen Him, he would not have 
stopped. In order to understand this phrase, you need to look at the Old Testament. In Exodus 33, Moses 
asks to see the face of God. In response God says:

   “’You cannot see My face, for no man can see Me and live!’ Then the LORD said, ‘Behold, there is a 
place by Me, and you shall stand there on the rock; and it will come about, while My glory is passing 
by, that I will put you in the cleft of the rock and cover you with My hand until I have passed by.  Then 
I will take My hand away and you shall see My back, but My face shall not be seen.’”  

Notice that “passing by” is referenced twice. Mark seems to be referencing this passage by saying that Jesus 
“intended to pass by them.” He wasn’t trying to bypass them; he was preparing to give them a greater glimpse 
into His glory and a greater insight into who He is. 
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Jesus Speaks – vv. 49-50

The disciples see Jesus and respond how you might expect. They are terrified. They think it is a ghost, so 
they cry out in fear. In addition to showing them who He is, Jesus speaks words of encouragement to them. 
He begins with telling them “Take courage” and ends with “don’t be afraid.” It is the middle phrase that is often 
misunderstood.  It is often translated in our Bibles, “It is I.” Jesus wants the disciples to be encouraged by the 
fact that he isn’t a ghost, he is the man they were just with. But the phrase has a deeper meaning. The Greek 
words used by Mark translate most literally, “I am.”  

 “I am” is a reference to the name that God gives himself in Exodus. In Exodus 3:13-15, at the burning bush, 
when God sends Moses to Egypt to deliver his people, Moses asks God what his name is: 

   “Behold, I am going to the sons of Israel, and I will say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me 
to you. ’ Now they may say to me, ‘What is His name?’ What shall I say to them?” God said to Moses, 
“I AM WHO I AM”; and He said, “Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, I AM has sent me to you.’”

I AM is the name that God reveals to Moses. It refers to the fact that God didn’t come into being. He just IS. 
There is no past or future to God. This name of God is used throughout the Old Testament and is written as 
“Yahweh” or “Jehovah” or “Lord.” The Jews would never say it for fear of taking the Lord’s name in vain. Each 
time Jesus said “I am,” He is claiming to be the God of the Hebrews. We might not hear it, but the Jews of 
Jesus’s day knew what He was doing. 

An example if this can be found in John 8:56-59. Jesus is talking to the Jews about how they claim to follow 
Abraham but aren’t happy about Jesus’s coming like Abraham is:

   “’Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was glad.’ So the Jews said to Him, 
‘You are not yet fifty years old, and have You seen Abraham?’ Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to 
you, before Abraham was born, I am.’ Therefore they picked up stones to throw at Him, but Jesus hid 
Himself and went out of the temple.”

Before Abraham was, I AM. We might just read over that quickly. But the Jews knew what He meant. He was 
claiming to be God and so they picked up stones and tried to kill him. 

Jesus is doing the same thing in Mark 6:50. He is telling them that they don’t need to be afraid and that they 
can take courage because He is the great I AM. 

Jesus Saves – vv. 51-52

Jesus shows his glory. Jesus speaks his name. Lastly, Jesus saves them. Jesus walking on the water is the 
main miracle that Jesus performs here. Because of that, we forget that He also calmed a storm. He gets in 
the boat and the storm stops.  All of this leaves the disciples bewildered. They did not see any of this coming. 
They are left completely astonished by this revelation of who Jesus really us. Mark makes it clear why: the 
previous miracle didn’t teach them who Jesus was because their hearts were hardened. 

This statement shows us a couple powerful truths. First, it reveals how easy for our sinful, stubborn selves to 
miss God trying to show us who He us. Second, it shows that He never gets tired of trying to get our attention. 
God is willing to pound the same truth over and over into our heads, because He knows we frequently don’t 
grasp it the first time. 

Application

Surely we are all in a similar danger to the disciples. It is possible to see and know Jesus and still not fully 
trust Him. Applying this story starts where the story ends, with the disciples and their hard hearts. We need to 
ask ourselves how we might also be hard hearted. Have we allowed the truth of who Jesus is to filter into our 
lives and change how we handle the good and bad times we experience? One answer to hard heartedness 
is to expose ourselves to the truth of who God is and allow it to soften our hearts. So let’s look briefly and a 
handful of truths that Jesus is trying to teach his disciples and us. 
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  1.  Jesus is God – This is not the first time that Jesus has demonstrated His claim to be God. He 
did it in his healing of the paralytic by claiming to be the one who forgives sin. He does it here by 
claiming for Himself the name of God: I am. Mark underscores it by saying that in Jesus intending 
to “pass by” His disciples, He was doing something similar to what God did with Moses, revealing 
Himself to them. It can’t be said enough, because it is a truth that our society wants to pretend 
doesn’t exist. People want to treat Jesus like just a good teacher. But He claimed to be God. If you 
didn’t hear it before, hear it now. If you missed it before, receive it now. Face it. Deal with it. Try 
to figure out what it means that this Jewish carpenter claimed to be the creator of the universe. 
There are only 3 responses possible, all of which are shown in the gospels. You can try to kill like 
the Pharisees. You can think he is crazy like his family. Or you can believe him and spend your life 
trying to figure out the full implications of that truth . 

  2.  Jesus is Lord – It sounds like a redundancy to say that Jesus is God and that He is Lord. But 
Lordship is a specific kind of claim. A lord has authority and power over what he is lord over. The 
Greek and Roman world was full of gods, but most people didn’t think any of those gods have 
dominion over them. Jesus is showing that He is not just God, he is Lord over all creation. Jesus 
has the power to calm the storms and the ability to walk on water. Earlier in Mark 4:41, when Jesus 
calms a different storm, the disciples respond, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea 
obey Him?” The answer is that He is the Lord over it. 

  3.  Jesus Brings Peace – Most people shrink back from lords because most lords use their power to 
exalt themselves and abuse others. Jesus shows that His lordship is designed to bring peace. He 
walks on water. He calms the storm. The message he wants the disciples to learn is that because 
He is with them, they can be courageous and need not be afraid. The lordship of Jesus is ruled 
by His love for us and its purpose is to bring us peace. The sooner we realize this, the sooner we 
will learn to embrace the one true Lord of the world. As the second verse of the hymn “Be Still My 
Soul” says, “Be Still My Soul / the waves and wind still know / His voice who ruled them / while He 
dwelt below.” We can rest because Jesus is Lord, and his lordship is for our good and His glory. 

Discussion Question:
1. What does it mean to have a hard heart? What causes it? How do you cure it?

2. What does it mean that Jesus “intended to pass by them”?

3. What does Jesus saying “I am” reveal to us about who he is?

4. What does Jesus walking on the water reveal about His true identity?

5. What does it mean that Jesus is Lord? 



[ 24 ]

Gospel Obstacles: The Rich Young Ruler 

Mark 10:17-31 
Most of us are good at being Pharisees. We are experts at exploiting ambiguities and loopholes for our own 
benefit. We pretend to follow the rules because we want others to. But we look for ways to justify our desire to 
get out of obligations. One sign that we are trying to do this is our use of the word “technically.” “Technically” 
is a terrible word. We use it to excuse behavior we know is questionable. We say things like “that was 
technically not against the rules” or “technically, I didn’t do anything wrong.” Proof that this is a terrible way to 
live can be found simply by putting the shoe on the other foot. Imagine if your business partner told you he 
had technically been fair and honest with you. Imagine if your spouse returned from a business trip and told 
you that they have technically been faithful to you.

All of this shows that we are experts in trying to find ways to do the bare minimum to avoid getting into 
trouble. The same is the case with our Christian faith. Instead of trying to become like Jesus, some people 
seem content with pursuing the basic minimum requirements for missing Hell. We want to figure out how 
much sin we can allow in our lives without incurring God’s wrath. When confronted with inconsistencies in our 
walk, we respond, “Well, it’s technically not sin.” We feel justified in allowing some shady thing to remain in 
our lives because no one can prove that it is evil. 

We need to change our approach to such things. Instead of asking whether something is “technically 
sin,” we should be seeking whether something is helping us follow Christ or hindering us. Because if it is 
hindering us, perhaps, even though it might not be sin, it might be an obstacle for us that we need to get 
rid of. Hebrews 12:1 says it this way, “Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding 
us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with 
endurance the race that is set before us.”  There are two things that can keep us from running our race well: 
sin and encumbrances. Sin is easy to identity, though hard to resist. Sin is simply things that are wrong for all 
people everywhere to engage in. Encumbrances are little trickier. An encumbrance is a hindrance, a burden 
or something that restricts your motion. In life, an encumbrance is anything that isn’t “technically” sin but 
which keeps you from running your race well. Someone else might be able to engage in the activity without 
problem, but for you it has become a hindrance. 

Another word for encumbrance is obstacle, something that is getting in your way. This category is hard 
because it calls us to change our mindset from “will I get in trouble for this” to “is this going to help me run 
well.” Everything in life is either a wing or a weight. Everything is either helping you to be the person God is 
calling you to be, or it is holding you back. What is hard is that something that might be an encumbrance for 
you might not be for someone else. It takes discernment, honesty, and sacrifice in order to discover and lay 
aside encumbrances. But we have to do it if we want to run the race that God has for us.

That is what today’s lesson is about. We are going to look at a man who comes to Jesus wanting the life that 
Jesus offers, but not wanting it enough to leave behind something very dear to him.

Jesus and the Rich Young Ruler – vv. 17-22

A man, whom we will later discover has a lot of money, comes to Jesus asking the right question. In 
Matthew’s version of the story, he is described as “young” (Matthew 19:20) and in Luke’s version, he is called 
a “ruler” (Luke 18:18), hence he is known as “the rich young ruler.”    He is asking the right question from the 
right person. He wants to know what he needs to do to inherit eternal life. 

Some people think that he isn’t so much asking Jesus but looking for His approval. Jews of Jesus’s day saw 
the land of Israel as central to the promise of God. Anybody who owned a lot of the Promised Land was 
thought to blessed by God. So some people think he was trying to show Jesus and others how blessed He 
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was and simply wanted Jesus to single him out as the kind of person we all should aspire to be. 

Jesus draws his attention to keeping the commandments. He tells him that he first needs to keep the law. It’s 
interesting to note that the only commandments that Jesus tells him to obey are what is sometimes referred 
to as the moral commandments. The Ten Commandments are sometimes divided into two categories: the 
theological commandments, relating to how we treat God; and the moral commandments, relating to how we 
treat others. By focusing on the latter category Jesus showing us that a greatest measure of a man’s love for 
God is how it manifests itself in in his love for other men. 

The man says honestly that He has kept the whole law since he became a man. Again, some people think 
that he is being sinful and arrogant by suggesting that he is morally blameless. I think it is more likely that He 
is saying that he is good at keeping rules but that he still feels empty inside. He is asking if there is more to 
finding fulfillment than works-based righteousness. 

That’s when Jesus upends this man’s life. Before you read the bombshell, underline verse 21, “Jesus felt love 
for him.” What Jesus is about to do is not motivated by a desire to be cruel. He is about to say a difficult thing 
but he is doing it completely out of love for him.

That’s when Jesus tells him that his wealth is an obstacle. He needs to give it away and come follow Jesus. 
Jesus isn’t saying all wealth at all times is evil. He is saying that for this man it has become an obstacle. It is 
keeping him from finding life and he needs to let it go.

The rich man, unable to understand his identity apart from his wealth walks away from Jesus.

Jesus and the People – vv. 23-27

Jesus then turns to the people watching and listening and tells them that wealth makes it harder to come 
to God. He has made this point before in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:24): “No one can serve two 
masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. 
You cannot serve God and wealth.” The reason we often choose to serve wealth is because wealth likes 
to pretend we are in charge. We think we are in control. But Jesus makes it clear. Hoping in money is in 
competition to hoping in Him. 

This statement startles those listening because they also think wealth is a sign of God’s blessing.  They cry 
out in verse 26 “then who can be saved.”

Jesus responds that everyone has obstacles that make it hard for them to believe. But that all things are 
possible with God. The trick is to trust in God and not in anything you might think you bring to the table.

Jesus and Peter – vv. 28-31

Then, just when you think the story is over, Peter starts talking. Poor Peter. He was born with his foot in his 
mouth. He wants confirmation that they will be rewarded for their sacrifices. Peter is thinking that maybe since 
the rich man isn’t blessed, maybe he and the disciples are the ones who are to be envied. This seems to be 
the path that their minds are going down because just a few verses later, James and John will ask Jesus to 
be literally his left and right hand man (Mark 10:37). Jesus answers that the gospel doesn’t simply replace the 
reasons people exalt themselves with new ones. It tears down all reasons people exalt themselves and calls 
us to a life of obedience and service. As verse 31 says, “Many who are first will be last, and the last, first.” If 
you are wondering if you are in first place, like the Rich Young Ruler and Peter did, you are asking the wrong 
question. Following Jesus means following His example, which He makes clear after the episode with James 
and John, in Mark 10:42-25:

   “You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them; and their great 
men exercise authority over them. But it is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become 
great among you shall be your servant; and whoever wishes to be first among you 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.” 
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Jesus, who was in first place, didn’t consider it something to be used for his advantage (Philippians 2:6), but 
rather served others with his life. That is the standard he wants us to follow.

Application

With that in mind, what are the lessons that we are supposed to derive from the interactions Jesus had with the 
young man, his disciples, and Peter?

Jesus Calls us to Righteousness – Jesus doesn’t tell the young man that righteousness isn’t the answer. He 
tells him that the road to eternal life starts there, but it doesn’t end there. Because none of us is perfect, we 
assume that we aren’t supposed to try. Jesus told us in Matthew 5:48, “Therefore you are to be perfect, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect.” He told us this not to be cruel but to tell us that righteousness is the life God came 
to give us. But the way the Pharisees pursue righteousness isn’t enough. Righteousness isn’t gained by rule 
following but by relationship, by learning to live in fellowship with and dependence upon God. 

Jesus Calls us to Sacrifice – The call to follow Jesus involves sacrifice. Often the sacrifice is of a good thing 
which we love too much and which is getting in the way of us following God completely. In Matthew 16:24, 
Jesus says, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me.” 
Jesus isn’t trying to deprive us of good things. He is trying to get us to lay down the good things that we have 
turned into idols and which have become obstacles to us finding the only life that will bring us true fulfillment. 
It is a hard life, which can often feel like a central part of us is dying. Some, like the rich young ruler, are to do 
it. But such sacrifice is central to following Christ. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote in The Cost of Discipleship, 
“When Christ calls a man, He bids him come and die.”

Jesus Calls us to Life – It is easy to focus on sacrifice, and obstacles, and to feel burdened and convicted by 
how hard it is and how cruel it seems. It is important to realize that Jesus isn’t doing this to crush our dreams 
for ruin our lives. Jesus is motivated by love. Jesus is not taking away good things away so that our life is 
miserable. He is trying to show us that real life is found not in seeking those things but in seeking the kingdom. 
The life he calls us to is more not less than the life we want for ourselves. As CS Lewis wrote in “The Weight 
of Glory, “It would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted 
creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child 
who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a 
holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.”

Discussion Question:
1.  What is the difference between sin and encumbrances? How do we spot encumbrances? Why do we not like 

people to point out our encumbrances?

2. In addition to wealth, what are other things that can be obstacles to following Jesus completely?

3. How can we view the sacrifices Jesus calls us to make not as crushing but as liberating?

4. What do you think it means that Jesus “felt love for him” when He asked him to do what He did?

5.  Read Philippians 2:7-8. What things do you consider positive but which might be an obstacle. What would 
Jesus ask you to give up? What would it be impossible for you to imagine your life without?
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Learning the Lessons of Palm Sunday 

Mark 11:1-10 
Communication is complicated. We do it so often and so effortlessly, that we sometimes fail to realize how 
many ways it can go wrong. Think about it. You come up with an idea, give words to the idea, shape the 
words with your mouth, and send the words out into the world using your voice. The sound travels through the 
air until it hits someone’s ear. It is then funneled to the eardrum, where the sound is gradually changed from 
waves to neural impulses that go up to the brain. The word is then connected with an idea in the listener’s 
brain. It’s an amazing process. It’s also a risky process. If anything in that chain breaks down, communication 
can fail. Even if everything goes perfect, communication can still fail. Think of a simple word like “tree.” If 
your idea of a tree is different than mine, then even though you hear me say “tree” you will think of something 
slightly different. And that is just what is involved in verbal communication. There is a whole category of our 
communication that is non-verbal. We say things without saying anything at all.

When arguments or disagreements occur, an important first step towards solving the problems requires 
investigating where specifically communication broke down. Was my idea unclear?  Did I misspeak when I 
declared it? Did you mishear because of environmental reasons that prevented the sound from getting to your 
ears? Do you have hearing problems that prevented you from understanding what I said? Did the idea make 
it all the way into your head only to discover you had a different understanding of what that idea meant? Did 
my body language lead you to believe that I meant something other than what I said? Or did everything go 
smoothly, but you just happen to disagree?

These are the kinds of questions that everyone needs to ask about any disagreement. The event that 
kicks off Easter week is an event that deserves such questioning. The week before Easter, Jesus rode into 
Jerusalem on a donkey and was welcomed by a tumultuous parade of people celebrating and welcoming 
Him into the city. A few days later they cry out for His blood. What happened to cause the shift? Some people 
believe that two groups were involved, one celebrating his entry, another calling for his death before Pilate.

I think it more likely that there was a problem in communication. What Jesus said became garbled 
somewhere along the way and the people misunderstood. And when they finally realized what He was saying, 
they didn’t want any part of it. The purpose of this study is to look closely at the events of the Triumphal entry 
and try to learn the lessons of Palm Sunday so that we can avoid missing, or misunderstanding, or even 
opposing the work of God in our lives. 

1. What Jesus Said vv. 1-6

Jesus plans his entrance into the city of Jerusalem in order to make a point. He sends His disciples ahead 
of Him to pick up a colt. He gives them specific instructions about where they will find the animal. Some 
have suggested that this was a miracle – that Jesus just miraculously knew the details of the animal and its 
location. Though that is possible, it is also just as likely that Jesus had arranged for the colt to be left for Him 
at a specific location. Miracle or not, the important thing is that Jesus carefully choreographed His entrance 
into the city in order to make it clear to the people that He was declaring Himself to be their Messiah.
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Jesus was intentionally fulfilling Zechariah 9:9, which says:

	 	 	 Rejoice	greatly,	O	daughter	of	Zion!
	 	 	 Shout	in	triumph,	O	daughter	of	Jerusalem!
	 	 	 Behold,	your	king	is	coming	to	you;
	 	 	 He	is	just	and	endowed	with	salvation,
	 	 	 Humble,	and	mounted	on	a	donkey,
	 	 	 Even	on	a	colt,	the	foal	of	a	donkey.

2. What They Heard vv. 8-11

Jesus wasn’t using words, but He did declare through his actions that He was the long-awaited Messiah. The 
people respond by welcoming Him. Their actions equally demonstrate that they understood who the Messiah 
supposed to be.

  a.  Coats on the Ground: The Revolutionary – Mark 11:8 says, “Many spread their coats in the road.” 
This action reveals that they knew the coming Messiah would be a revolutionary. 2 Kings 9:13 tells 
the story of people acknowledging a new king: “Then they hurried and each man took his garment 
and placed it under him on the bare steps, and blew the trumpet, saying, ‘Jehu is king!’” Laying 
your coat on the ground before a person symbolized your own personal recognition of his claim to 
be king. Such claims were usually made while someone else was still on the throne. This meant 
that the coats were usually laid down in front of someone who was preparing to start a revolution. 

  b.  Palm Branches: The Righteous Judge – Mark 11:8 says “others spread leafy branches which they 
had cut from the fields.” These leafy branches that the people were waving were palm branches. 
This is the reason why the Sunday before Easter is called Palm Sunday. Again, this is another 
acknowledgment that they knew Jesus was coming as the Messiah. The Palm Branch was the 
symbol of the Hasmonean Kings who ruled Israel starting around 160 BC and continued until a civil 
war started. Rome intervened and put Herod on the throne. The Hasmoneans are better known 
as the Maccabees because of their founder: Judas Maccabeus. In 166 BC, a Syrian Emperor 
named Antiochus Epiphanes attempted to stamp out Jewish resistance to his rule by marching into 
the Temple and sacrificing a pig on the altar. Many consider this the “Abomination of Desolation” 
referred to in both the book of Daniel (9:27, 11:31, 12:11) and later in Mark 13. Instead of crushing 
the Jews, this act caused them to rise up in revolt. The rededication of the temple after this 
sacrilege is celebrated by the Jewish Festival of Hanukah when one day’s worth of oil miraculously 
lasted the 8 days required by Jewish law to cleanse and purify the temple. By waving palm 
branches, the people in Jerusalem were signaling that they wanted Jesus to be a righteous judge 
like Judas Maccabeus; someone who would kick out the Romans and purify the land.

  c.  Signing Royal Hymns: The Restorer – Finally is says the people escorted him into the city singing 
royal hymns. Mark 11:9-10 says, 
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  Those who went in front and those who followed were shouting:

        	“Hosanna!
								 		Blessed	is	He	who	comes	in	the	name	of	the	Lord;
	 	 		Blessed	is	the	coming	kingdom	of	our	father	David;
										 		Hosanna	in	the	highest!

  Hosanna is a church word you sometimes hear around Easter but few people ever translated. It is a  
  Hebrew phrase which translates “Save Now!” The phrase occurs in Psalm 118:25 which says:

  O	Lord,	do	save,	we	beseech	You;
	 	 O	Lord,	we	beseech	You,	do	send	prosperity!

  The people were shouting for God to save them and looked for the return of the kingdom of David.  
  All of this points to their belief that the Messiah would be a restorer. 

3. What Went Wrong

Jesus clearly declared himself to be the Messiah. The people clearly understood what He was saying. They 
also had a clear understanding of who the Messiah was supposed to be. If that is the case, then what went 
wrong? Why did these people turn around less than a week later and cry out for his blood?

The problem was that they were too near-sighted. They were applying all these truths about the Messiah to 
their current political problem. Jesus had come as a revolutionary but not to overthrow the Romans. Jesus 
had come to be a righteous judge but more than just to purify the land from foreign oppression. Jesus had 
come to be a restorer, but He was coming to do more than simply restore Israel to a place of global political 
promise. 

He had come to overthrow death, to purify his people from sin, and to begin the process of restoring all of 
creation that had been enslaved since Adam’s fall in Eden. He came to do all that, but it wasn’t what they 
wanted; it wasn’t what they were looking for. He didn’t do what they wanted when they wanted, or how they 
wanted, so they turned on Him. 

4. What We Can Learn

  a.  Submit to God’s Position – The people were determined to tell God what to do. They wanted the 
Messiah to come on their terms. They wanted to be in control. They wanted to treat the Messiah 
like a weapon that they had the power to use against their enemies. We often fall into a similar 
sin. We are encouraged to cry out to God for help. It is easy, however, to fall into thinking we know 
what is best and God should just do what we say. Learning the lessons of Palm Sunday begins 
with us learning to submit to God’s position. He is God and we are not. He doesn’t need us to try 
and play his role for Him.
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  b.  Surrender to God’s Plan – This second point flows from the first. When we think we are God, we 
want God to do what we say. Learning to accept that God is not just powerful but wise is difficult 
for us. When things don’t go as we expected, we have to learn to accept the fact that God hasn’t 
forgotten us, or abandoned us, or made a mistake, but rather, He had something different for us 
than we were expecting for ourselves. We will only ever truly be able to fully surrender if we believe 
that this God who calls us to choose his plans over our own is also a God who loves us dearly and 
who knows how to make plans that are for our good and His glory. 

  c.  Be Satisfied with God’s Provision – Surrendering flows from submission. Being satisfied flows from 
surrendering. When we fully accept that God’s plan is best, we will be content with what God has 
provided. Contentment doesn’t mean we stop working hard or dreaming big. It means when things 
don’t turn out as we expected, we don’t beat ourselves up. We tell ourselves that what we have is 
what God wanted us to have, and we rest in God’s wisdom, provision, and love.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1.  How did the people misunderstand the idea that Jesus came to be a Revolutionary/ Righteous Judge/ 
Restorer?

2.  How do we sometimes do what they did hearing exactly what God is saying and still missing the point 
entirely? How do we sometimes try to use God for our own plans?

3. What does it mean to submit to God’s position?

4. What does it mean to surrender to God’s plan?

5. What does it mean to be satisfied with God’s provision?
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Jesus Cleanses the Temple

Mark 11:12-26  
Some plants look dead but are actually alive. I have a flower that I planted in my front garden one spring. It 
grew, bloomed, and was beautiful right up to the middle of summer when the sweltering Texas heat finally 
did it in. No amount of water or care could prevent its leaves from withering. Eventually, the drooping stem 
crumbled into nothing. You couldn’t even see where the plant had been after a few weeks. So I thought 
nothing of it. Another vegetative victim of Houston heat. Then something amazing happened. The next spring 
that same plant sprouted, grew, and flowered again. The heat hadn’t killed it. The cold hadn’t killed it. The 
roots were still there and strong. The plant was alive beneath the surface. Sometimes what we think is dead is 
actually just dormant. What we think has been killed by the harsh climate of our current circumstances is just 
biding its time and waiting beneath the surface to grow and bloom again.

Sadly, the opposite can be true as well. Some plants that look alive are actually dead. I planted a shrub in a 
different part of the same garden. I dug a big enough hole and put a fairly mature shrub in. Over the next few 
weeks and months I cared for, watered, and tended the shrub.  At first, I was proud. It stayed green when 
other plants were withering. It looked robust and healthy. But soon I began to wonder. It seem like it wasn’t 
growing. I consoled myself that at least it wasn’t dying. Perhaps it needed more time, more water, more 
fertilizer. Maybe it needed to be pruned. Nothing I did ever helped. It never died. It never grew. It just existed 
in my garden for several years. 

What is true of shrubs is also true of people. Sometimes we see people who look like they have their stuff 
together. They look good from the outside, but over time you notice that no growth and no fruit ever appear. 
They are exactly the same as they were last year and the year before. They look alive on the surface, but 
what doesn’t grow is dying. In Revelation 3:1, Jesus tells the church at Sardis, “I know your deeds, that 
you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.”  Again in Revelation 3:17, Jesus tells the church at 
Laodicea, “You say, ‘I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing,’ and you do not know 
that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked.”  No matter how we appear to others, 
God looks at the heart and sees our true poverty.

Such is the case with an acted-out parable Jesus performs on his way into Jerusalem after the triumphal 
entry. Jesus is demonstrating His judgment on those that present the appearance of health and usefulness 
but are actually barren, fruitless, and dead.

1. Jesus Curses a Fig Tree vv. 12-14

One day, on the way into Jerusalem, Jesus became hungry. That right there is enough to stop and think 
about. Two thousand years of talking about the divinity of Jesus sometimes makes us forget He was 
human too. He was God Incarnate, God become Man, and as a man he had normal biological urges, like 
hunger. Jesus got hungry. He saw a fig tree nearby with leaves on it. Leaves on a fig tree is a sign that it 
is producing fruit. When He discovers that there aren’t any figs on the tree, he does something that seems 
petty and outlandish. He curses the fig tree. It seems petty because Jesus is destroying something because 
it happened to inconvenience Him. Why couldn’t the Son of God remember to pack a lunch or some snacks 
for the road? The confusion is compounded by the fact that Mark goes out of his way to tell us that there 
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shouldn’t have been figs on the tree, because it wasn’t even fig season. It seems like Jesus is just being 
petty. Why should he expect figs on a tree when it wasn’t even fig season?

The clue is the leaves. Figs produce leaves and figs at the same time. A fig tree not producing figs wouldn’t 
produce leaves either. Jesus unexpectedly sees a fig tree with leaves on it. He wanders over to it. When He 
sees leaves but no figs, He realizes that this tree looked alive but was as good as dead. It was like the shrub 
in my garden. It keeps its leaves and keeps making you think that maybe next year it will produce fruit. But it 
never does.

His actions against the fig tree, and their subsequent fulfillment later in the chapter serve as a frame and an 
acted-out parable for what Jesus is about to do: Cleanse the Temple.

2. Jesus Cleanses the Temple vv. 15-18

Jesus enters the temple and begins kicking out the merchants. Who were the people that Jesus expelled? 
What were they doing? Why was He so upset about it? To understand the situation it might be helpful to 
understand the layout of the temple. 

 

The temple itself was in a large precinct. The outer area was called the Court of the Gentiles. This was as far 
as Gentile worshipers could go. The next area was the Court of women. Men could go a little further. There 
was a narrow strip in the next area called the Court of Israel. Beyond that, only priests could go. The front 
room of the temple was called the Holy Place. At the center of the temple, was the Holy of Holies, the most 
holy place, where the Ark of the Covenant resided. It was set apart from the rest of the temple by a veil. No 
one was allowed into the Holy of Holies, except for the high priest who was allowed to go in once a year to 
make atonement for the people. No one else was allowed in there with him. There are even stories that the 
high priest would enter with a rope tied around one foot. On the off chance that he was struck down by God, 
the rope allowed him to be dragged back out of the holy place without having to send someone inside to 
retrieve him. 
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Jews coming to worship at the temple paid a temple tax in shekels, the currency of Judea. If you didn’t have 
shekels, bankers were present to exchange your money for the appropriate currency. If you brought your 
animal to sacrifice, it had to be inspected to verify it was suitable. If it wasn’t suitable, or if you didn’t have 
one, there were animals available for purchase. All of this is taking place in the Court of the Gentiles. 

Jesus is upset at what is happening. Instead of the Court of Gentiles being open for all people to come 
worship God, it is crowded with people trying to take advantage of them. In verse 17, Jesus quotes Isaiah 
56:7, that the temple is supposed to be “a house of prayer for all nations” and Jeremiah 7:11, that is had 
become a “den of robbers.”

The Jews expected the Messiah to cleanse the temple of foreigners like Judas Maccabeus had done two 
centuries earlier. What he actually did was cleanse it from corruption and internal decay. He was getting rid 
of people who pretended to be servants of God but who were only concerned with exploiting others. Gentiles 
couldn’t come to worship God because the area where they were allowed to come was crowded full of people 
trying to turn the Temple into an economic opportunity.

There is also a prophetic element to what Jesus does in the Temple that day. Jesus famously claims that 
He was the new temple, the real temple. In John 2:19-21, Jesus has an encounter with his enemies where 
He tells them “’Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.’ The Jews then said, ‘It took forty-six 
years to build this temple, and will You raise it up in three days?’ But He was speaking of the temple of His 
body.”  By driving out the money changers and the animal sellers, Jesus temporarily stopped the temple from 
performing its functions. His actions looked forward to the day when His sacrifice on the cross would render 
the daily sacrifices in the temple unnecessary. As Hebrews 10:12 says, “ but He, having offered one sacrifice 
for sins for all time, sat down at the right hand of God.”

3. Jesus Carries Out His Promise  vv. 19-26

As they are leaving the temple that evening, the disciples notice that the fig tree Jesus cursed is now 
completely withered. We are clearly supposed to see a connection between the fig tree and the temple. The 
temple, like the fig tree, looked alive, but it was dead. Jesus cursed one and cleansed another. But what is the 
point? Is he trying to make us live in perpetual fear of judgment? I think there is a little of that going on. In the 
opening, we referenced Revelation 3:17, that the church at Laodicea thought they were rich but didn’t perceive 
their true poverty. The advice Jesus gives them on the heels of his criticism is, “I advise you to buy from Me 
gold refined by fire so that you may become rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself, and 
that the shame of your nakedness will not be revealed; and eye salve to anoint your eyes so that you may 
see. Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; therefore, be zealous and repent.”  God’s judgment does 
come, but even His judgment is motivated by love to awaken us to our need for Him and to encourage us to 
seek Him. 

In verse 22, He makes explicit the point we wants His followers to derive from what He did to the fig tree and 
in the temple: “Have faith in God.” Faith is one of those words that we often have a hard time defining. We 
treat it like it means “religious wishful thinking” or “believing what we know isn’t so.” But faith simply means 
trust. We all have faith in something. Jesus is telling us that the best place to place our trust is in God. He 
goes on to connect faith with prayer and forgiveness. Faith means trust. And trust isn’t something we are 
supposed to blindly give. Jesus, through his actions and his words in this passage, gives us at least four 
reasons to trust God:



  •  Have Faith that God Cares – Sometimes we feel like nothing can be done to fix bad situations. Many people 
in Jesus’ day thought the temple was full of corrupt people. I am sure most shrugged their shoulder and 
pessimistically muttered to themselves that nothing was ever going to change, and no one would ever hold the 
bad people accountable. Maybe the moneychangers thought so too. Maybe they thought they were answerable 
to no one. Psalm 9:9 says, “The Lord also will be a stronghold for the oppressed.” Jesus cleansing the temple 
shows us that God cares about the injustice of the world and that He intervenes on our behalf to defend the 
weak and to right wrongs. 

  •  Have Faith that God Listens – Jesus asks God to do something and God does it. Jesus is demonstrating to His 
followers that God hears them and factors their prayers into His plans. Sometimes we think that since God is 
all-powerful and all-knowing, He is going to do what He is going to do. We couldn’t possibly say anything that 
He didn’t already know. Jesus admits as much in Matthew 6:8. Right before teaching His disciples the Lord’s 
Prayer, He says, “your Father knows what you need before you ask Him.” We don’t pray to give God facts, He 
already knows it all. We pray to pour out our hearts before God. What is amazing is that Jesus promises in this 
passage that God hears our prayers and factors them into His divine decision making.

  •  Have Faith that God Forgives – Jesus cleansed the temple in order to allow all people to be able to come close 
to Him to worship and seek forgiveness. Jesus concludes this passage telling the disciples that they should 
forgive others so that God will forgive them. Both statements are designed to show us that God isn’t an angry, 
distant Lord who is difficult to please. He is a loving Lord who is eager to show forgiveness. Jesus came to the 
Temple that day to clear it out so that all people would be able to draw near to God. He stopped the work of the 
Temple prophetically pointing to the fact that He, not the Temple, was the real way to God. He calls us to trust in 
the forgiveness of God and to extend that forgiveness to others. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

 1. Why did Jesus curse the fig tree?

 2. What does it mean to look alive but to be dead? 

 3. How does Jesus cursing the fig tree relate to Jesus cleansing the temple?

 4. Why did Jesus cleanse the temple? What did He accomplish?

 5. How do the actions of Jesus give us reason to have faith in God?
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Jesus Teaches in the Temple

Mark 12:1-34 
Pride has a couple of definitions. While there is a positive sense of pride, the negative sense of the word 
is best defined as inordinate love of one’s own excellence. We know it when we see it: arrogance, self-
centeredness, self-focus. The reason it is so easy to spot is because pride is the sin at the bottom of every 
other sin. It is the sin that gives rise to all the other ones. It is the sin that caused the Fall of Man. In Genesis 
3:5, the serpent tempted the newly created humans that God was withholding the fruit because “God knows 
that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God.” To be like God. To think you 
could be God instead of God. That is pride. That is what caused the first fall. That is why the Bible deals so 
harshly with pride. Because it is the root of other sins. If God can cure our pride, He can treat the other sins. 
That is why James 4:6-8 says, “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Submit therefore 
to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you.  Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.”

This applies to Easter week because dealing with pride is the central theme of a great deal of the teaching 
Jesus does during this time. Each day He goes into the temple and teaches. Most of what He teaches about 
is aimed at addressing our pride and calling us into His kingdom. 

In an attempt to make this theme apparent in Jesus’ teaching, this study will not focus on just one passage, 
but rather we will survey four interactions that Jesus has with the religious leaders of His day. Each of these 
is worth deep consideration on their own. But sometimes it’s good to see a bigger picture and trace a broader 
trajectory. When we consider these stories as part of a larger narrative, we will see Jesus confronting our 
pride and calling us to live a life of service to God and to others.

Jesus Confronts Our Prideful Rebellion: Parable of the Vine-growers, vv. 1-12

Jesus starts with a parable about a man who plants a vineyard and then rents it out to vine-growers while he 
goes away on a journey. The story tells how the vine-growers begin to consider the vineyard their own and 
refuse to give any of the produce to its true owner. After a series of messengers are abused by the tenants, 
the owner decides to send his own son. Instead of respecting Him, the tenants hatch a plot to kill the son and 
claim the son’s inheritance as their own. Jesus concludes by asking what they thought the owner would do. 
It’s a rhetorical question, which Jesus answers himself in verse 9, “He will come and destroy the  
vine-growers, and will give the vineyard to others.”

The parable is about Israel’s refusal to honor God or the messengers and prophets that God has sent. It 
is also a prophecy of the death that they are about to inflict on Jesus. It underscores the prideful rebellion 
that runs through the heart not just of the Jews but of us all. We pretend we deserve and rightfully possess 
everything we have. We refuse to acknowledge anyone else’s claim over it. In Romans 1:21 Paul writes, “For 
even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks.” We are rebels who refuse to 
acknowledge the true Lord and rightful owner of the world and ourselves.   

Jesus Confronts Our Prideful Autonomy: Render to Caesar, vv. 13-17

The confrontation continued with some Jewish leaders coming to Jesus ostensibly to ask a question but in 
reality, they were trying to trap Him. After flattering Jesus a little, they ask in verse 14, “Is it lawful to pay a 
poll-tax to Caesar or not?” They thought they had Him trapped no matter what. If He said they should pay, the 
Jews would hate Him for agreeing with the Romans. If He said that they should not pay, He could be arrested 
as a revolutionary for publically encouraging people to break Roman law.
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Jesus calls out their testing of Him then gives a masterful answer in response. He asks for a coin. The rest 
of the exchange is recorded in verses 16-17: “They brought one. And He said to them, ‘Whose likeness and 
inscription is this?’ And they said to Him, ‘Caesar’s.’ And Jesus said to them, ‘Render to Caesar the things 
that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’”

The coin came from Caesar because it had Caesar’s picture on it. You got it from Caesar. Give it back to Him. 
The second part of the answer is where He confronts their pride. The things that are God’s are the things that 
bear God’s image and likeness. The words of Jesus clearly call to mind Genesis 1:26, “Then God said, ‘Let 
Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness.’” We are all created in God’s image and likeness. We 
ought to be surrendering ourselves to Him. 

In this encounter, Jesus confronts the autonomy we all think we have a right to. Like the vine-growers in the 
previous parable, we think we are in control of our lives and have the right to do what we want. Jesus reminds 
us that we are not our own. As Psalm 100:3 says, “Know that the Lord Himself is God; It is He who has 
made us, and not we ourselves.” When we refuse to acknowledge God, we set ourselves up as God. Jesus 
confronts that prideful autonomy and tells us to reject our own divinity and to submit ourselves to the one true 
God.

Jesus Confronts Our Prideful Condescension: Whose Wife is She, vv. 18-27

The Sadducees come next to test Jesus. They don’t believe in the resurrection and have constructed a 
hypothetical situation that they believe demonstrates the idea of the resurrection is nonsense. In Jewish 
custom, if a man died without an heir, his brother could marry the widow. Any children born to the second 
husband would be considered the legal heir of the first husband. The technical term for this is a levirate 
marriage. In the scenario conceived by the Sadducees, this happens seven times. Seven people have legally 
been married to the same woman. To whom will she be married in the resurrection? 

Jesus first answers their question. He shows how the resurrection is even in the Books of Moses, the first 
five books of the Bible also called the Pentateuch or Torah, which were the only books that many Sadducees 
accepted as authoritative. 

But He does more than answer their questions, He confronts their prideful condescension. When pride affects 
our intelligence, it convinces us that we are geniuses and everybody else is a moron. We look down on others 
in condescension. The Sadducees did it. They thought they were going to teach Jesus a lesson by giving Him 
what they thought was an unanswerable question. 

Jesus tells them in verse 24, “’Is this not the reason you are mistaken, that you do not understand the 
Scriptures or the power of God?’” They thought they knew everything, and as Paul says in Romans 1:22, 
“Professing to be wise, they became fools.” They didn’t know what they didn’t know. They didn’t realize that 
God’s reality is bigger, not smaller, than our own. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 2:9, “No eye has seen, no 
ear has heard, nor has it entered into the heart of man, all that God has prepared for those who love Him.” 
God gives us what we can handle but we can’t handle everything because we are tiny creatures and not as 
smart as we think we are. 

Jesus Calls Us to Loving Submission: What is the Greatest Commandment, vv. 28-34

After the previous encounters, one of the scribes is honest enough to realize that Jesus is answering well 
and exposing the arrogance and pride of His accusers. He asks the first honest question: what is the greatest 
commandment? Jesus answers with a direct quote from Deuteronomy 6:4-5, “’Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our 
God, the Lord is one! You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your might,’” and Leviticus 19:18, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” The scribe responds that such 
devotion to God and to others is better than any sacrifice that we could ever give. 
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Jesus realizes he has answered intelligently and responds, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” 
He concludes by telling the man that he has found the entrance to the Kingdom of God. Jesus is calling 
us out of our prideful and arrogant devotion to ourselves and into His Kingdom which is characterized 
by the submission of our entire self (heart, soul, might) to Him in love, and the devotion of ourselves in 
loving service to others. This isn’t the goal of the Kingdom of God; it is the starting point; it is the entrance 
requirement. You can’t enter the Kingdom of God until you are ready to leave your own. You can’t put God 
on the throne of your life until you get off it yourself. You can’t serve other people until you stop serving 
yourself. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

 1. Why is pride so bad? Why is it the root of other sins?

 2.  What was the sin of the vine-growers? How does the message of this parable apply to Israel? How does 
it apply to us?

 3.  What is prideful autonomy? What does it mean to render to Caesar the things made in his image and to 
God the things made in His image? How does Psalm 100:3 apply to this?

 4.  How do we sometimes think we are smarter than others or even God?  How can we use the  intelligence 
God gave us, yet still be humble?

 5.  What does it mean to love God with your heart, soul, might?  What does it mean to love your neighbor as 
yourself? How does living out these two commands solve the problem of our prideful souls? 



[ 38 ]

Jesus Teaches About the Temple

Mark 13:1-37 

Prophecy is a controversial topic for a variety of reasons. Some people love talking about it. Some avoid the 
subject altogether. I think I tend towards avoidance. The reason is that there always seems to be someone 
new popping up who thinks they have figured out how and when and where something will happen. When it 
doesn’t, everyone shrugs their shoulders and moves on, until the next prediction. 

Prophecy can become a distraction. Instead of wondering how to love their neighbor, people become 
consumed in geo political world events wondering if this or that is a sign of the end times. Prophecy can 
become divisive. When one person disagrees with another about some detail, tempers can flare, names can 
be called, and friendships can be damaged. 

If the previous paragraphs sound inflammatory, please forgive. For years, I have avoided teaching or writing 
on prophecy because the only thing that ever happened was that people would argue with me, with each 
other, or with random strangers who disagreed with them. I assumed that perhaps I wasn’t gifted or called or 
trained to teach on the subject, and so I should leave it alone. 

But talking about prophecy is unavoidable when talking about the last week of Jesus’ life. A whole chapter of 
Mark is devoted to the prophecy of Jesus. 1/16th of Mark’s entire gospel. Our consideration of this book would 
be incomplete if we didn’t look closely at this topic that both Jesus and Mark thought important. 

There comes a time that we have to face the passages of the Bible that we find uncomfortable and deal 
with issues we sometimes try to skirt or avoid altogether. We have to humbly submit ourselves to read those 
passage and be open to the possibility that our previously held positions need to be modified. We should 
never equate our theories of how things may work with the things themselves. We follow Jesus first, theories 
second.

So as we read this pivotal passage in Mark, try to do so with an open mind, an eager mind. Try to see if you 
can’t try to hear it again for the first time. Try to imagine yourself listening to Jesus speak it for the first time. 
What did it mean to the first hearers? What was Jesus trying to teach them? What can we learn to help us 
follow Him better?

The Question Jesus is Answering, vv. 1-4

In the last week before Jesus was crucified, He and His disciples came and went from the city each day. 
One day, as He was going out of the temple, His disciples were marveling at the amazing architecture of 
the Temple, which had been beautifully and painstakingly restored by Herod the Great in a renovation that 
according to John 2:20 took 46 years to complete. Jesus startles them by prophesying the temple’s complete 
destruction in verse 2: “’Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left upon another which will 
not be torn down.’”

The Temple is built on a mountain called Mt. Moriah. Just east of it is a steep valley called the Kidron Valley. 
On the other side of the Kidron Valley is the Mount of Olives. If you keep traveling east over the Mount of 
Olives is Bethany, where Jesus was staying.

The disciples continue out of the city down into the Kidron Valley, then stop on the Mount of Olives and, 
perhaps, while taking a rest, look back over the valley and the temple. Four disciples pull Jesus aside and ask 
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Him privately to explain His statement back in the temple. Mark 13:4 
contains an important but often overlooked verse: “’Tell us, when 
will these things be, and what will be the sign when all these things 
are going to be fulfilled?’” Because of the location of this sermon, it 
is sometimes referred to as “The Olivet Discourse.”

The disciples ask Jesus to tell them when the Temple will be 
destroyed. What follows is the answer Jesus gave to that question. 
It cannot be underlined enough times. Most (but not all) of what 
follows is about the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, which 
occurred in 70 AD.

The Promise of Problems v5-23

The first thing Jesus tells is that the run-up to the destruction of the Temple will be characterized by all kinds 
of terrible things. He focuses specifically on three trials: deception, persecution, and tribulation. In verse 
23, the last verse of this section, Jesus tells His disciples the point “’But take heed; behold, I have told you 
everything in advance.’” He doesn’t want his followers caught off guard by the difficulties they will experience.

  1.  Deception, vv. 5-8 – The disciples are told to be on their guard against deception. People will try 
to convince them of things that aren’t true in an attempt to mislead them. He actually commands 
his disciples in v. 5, “’See to it that no one misleads you.’” He gives His disciples a similar warning 
in Matthew 7:15 “’Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly 
are ravenous wolves.’” We must be on our guard. We sometimes think that bad guys will be easy 
to spot like they are in movies. Jesus promises us that they will be deceptive. We must realize that 
this is an issue and be ready. 

  2.  Persecution, vv. 9-13 – He then tells them that in addition to being attacked from within by 
deceivers, they will be attacked from without by persecution. Jesus didn’t promise us an easy life. 
In fact, He promised us the opposite. In John 16:33, during the Last Supper, He tells His disciples, 
“’These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you have 
tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world.’”  Peace comes from Jesus, not from 
circumstances. That seems to be what is going on here. Jesus tells his disciples to realize that they 
will have trouble. He doesn’t want them anxious or worrying. He wants them to be aware so that 
they aren’t caught off guard. It is all part of the plan. Persecution will spread the gospel throughout 
the world (v.10). The Holy Spirit will be with them and help them as they defend themselves (v.13). 

  3.  Tribulation, vv.14-23 – Jesus then describes a terrible tribulation. The main points of this section 
are that it will be very bad; it is okay to seek safety, and even in the midst of it, God hasn’t forgotten 
you. Sometimes we think that God calls us to march headlong into trouble. That is not the case. He 
calls us to be faithful and to trust Him in the midst of trials. But He also calls us to be wise. One of 
the ways persecution spreads the gospel is by people leaving who are able to leave. If you have a 
way out of a difficult situation, you are not being a coward for taking it. Perhaps God has a different 
plan for you. One famous example of this is an early Christian named Origen. During a persecution 
of Christians in Egypt around 200 BC, he was planning on turning himself in to demonstrate that 
He wasn’t ashamed of the gospel. His mother prevented him from carrying out his plan by hiding 
all his clothes. He ended up staying at home and going on to be a great early Christian writer and 
teacher.       
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The Promise of Victory, vv. 24-27

Jesus doesn’t end his answer to the disciples with tribulation. After telling them the evil that will follow, He 
prophesies that He will return and gather His people from all over the earth. The prophecy concludes with 
confirmation that the story of God ends in victory not defeat. 

This is where the interpretation becomes complex. If verses 5-23 were about the destruction of the Temple in 
70 AD, then don’t verses 24-27 refer to the same thing? Is Jesus saying that His return will come on the heels 
of that event? If that is the case, He was clearly wrong. 

Many Christians try to resolve the issue because by making everything starting in verse 5 only about the 
return of Jesus (which hasn’t happened yet) and not the Destruction of the Temple (which has, in 70 AD). The 
problem with this approach is verse 4. Jesus is answering the disciples’ question about when the Temple will 
be destroyed. 

One possible solution is that this an example of “telescoping,” which refers to the way in which a more distant 
event in prophecy is merged with a nearer event so as to become closely connected with it. Jesus does this 
with the prophecies of the fall of Jerusalem and of his second coming in order to give confidence and hope to 
the disciples. The destruction of the Temple would seem like a cataclysmic event to the Jews of Jesus’s day. 
It would have seemed like the end of the world. Jesus is saying the destruction of the Temple won’t be the 
end of the world: His return will be. The world won’t end in defeat but in victory.

A Couple of Concluding Cautions, vv. 28-37

Jesus ends his prophecy with a couple warnings:  

  •  Don’t Focus on Timing, vv. 28-32 – This first caution is about focusing on the timing of when 
everything will happen. He makes it very clear that you can’t figure it out. Some people are 
confused. Why does Jesus say not to focus on the time after giving a pretty detailed road map of 
what was going to happen? One possible solution is to see his statements as referring to the two 
events that have been telescoped together in this discourse. Verses 28-31 refer to the destruction 
of the temple. It did happen within a generation of when Jesus spoke it. Verse 32, however, refers to 
the coming of Jesus, a separate event that has become telescoped with it. Verse 30 says “all these 
things” will come to pass in a generation. The phrase “all these things” calls to mind the question 
the disciples asked Jesus in verse 4. “What will be the sign when ‘all these things’ will be fulfilled?” 
Verse 32 changes the subject: “but of that day (i.e. the return of Jesus) or hour no one knows.”

  •  Be on the Alert, vv. 33-37 – Jesus ends His discourse by telling His disciples that our focus should 
not be on trying to unravel the mystery. Not even He knows the answer. Our focus should be on 
obedience. This is an important note to end on. Though the reconstructions offered above are one 
possible way to make sense of a very difficult passage, we misstep when we allow disagreements 
over these issues to divide us or to distract us from obedience. The main point remains: Jesus is 
Lord and He is calling us to continue His work whether He comes now or in ten thousand years.
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APPLICATION

Whatever the correct interpretation of these verses turns out to be, the primary function of this passage isn’t 
to disclose secret clues to a hidden mystery but to promote faith and obedience in a time of distress and 
upheaval. With that in mind, let’s end by considering the main points of the previous sections. I talk about them 
in each section, but perhaps it will be helpful to see them together so that we can remind ourselves of the 
opportunities of obedience provided in the midst of this prophecy.

 1. Be Careful Who You Follow

 2. Be Steadfast in Persecution

 3. Be Wise in Tribulation

 4. Be Confident in Victory

 5. Be Focused on Following

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.  Why is prophecy such a controversial topic? Have you ever been tempted to avoid the subject? Why? What 
are some ways we can study prophecy without making it divisive or distracting?  

2.  What is the main question that Jesus is answering? What event is He referring to? When did it happen?

3.  How does Jesus tell us to handle deception? How can we be ready for persecution without being worried? 
What does it mean to be wise in the midst of tribulation?

4.  What does prophetic “telescoping” mean? How does it apply in this situation? How does the promise of the 
return of Jesus give us confidence?

5.  How can we learn to head Jesus’s commands and focus on obedience? How can we learn to be on the 
alert?



[ 42 ]

Jesus Prepares 

Mark 14:12-43  
A couple decades ago, there was a fad among Christian young people.  WWJD: What would Jesus do?  It 
was printed on t-shirts, Bible covers, wristbands, you name it.  WWJD was everywhere.  It’s a nice idea, even 
an important one.  When applied to activities, it is a great filter.  We should always be asking ourselves if the 
things we are about to do are things we believe Jesus would also do.  

When the WWJD criterion is applied to performing difficult actions then WWJD just isn’t enough.  Imagine a 
basketball player dribbling down the court with the ball at the end of an important game, perhaps he might 
ask himself WWMJD (what would Michael Jordan Do), or WWLJD, what would LeBron James do?  The 
problem is in that moment, it doesn’t matter whether you know what they would do in that instance.  Knowing 
and being able to do it yourself are two different things.  

If we want to be able to perform the great feats of previous legends, we need more than knowledge; we need 
preparation.  The goal is to equip yourself with a general understanding of what you are likely to encounter 
and to subject yourself to similar situations so that when the moment comes, your actions are automatic; they 
are a part of you.  

Preparation in athletics is called practice.  Preparation in military things is called training.  Preparation 
in spiritual matters is called discipleship.  The root word in discipleship is disciple, which simply means 
“student.”  As students of Jesus, we follow Him and learn from Him.   Jesus doesn’t leave us unprepared.  He 
equips us with what we need for the mission He sends us on.

One great example of Jesus showing the importance of preparation occurred on the night He was betrayed. 
He gathered His disciples together in an upper room to prepare them for what was about to happen.  He then 
went to the Garden of Gethsemane to prepare himself through prayer.  

 

Jesus Prepares For the Passover – The Upper Room v12-16

The Feast of the Unleavened Bread and the Passover are both festivals which recount the events of Exodus 
12.  God delivered the people of Israel out of Slavery in Egypt.  His climactic act was to send the angel of 
death to kill the first born of everyone in Egypt.  The angel would “Pass over” any house that had the blood 
of a lamb sprinkled on its doorposts.  The lamb was eaten by those inside the house, along with unleavened 
bread. 

The disciples have come to Jerusalem to celebrate this festival and the disciples want to know what 
preparations need to be made.  Jesus informs them that a place had already been arranged.  Like He did 
previously with the donkey He rode in on in Mark 11, Jesus evidently had already made arrangements with 
someone to use the upper room of his house.  

Jerusalem was a busy city during festival times and could get very crowded.  Without chain hotels and 
convention centers, many people who lived in the city would make a little extra money by renting rooms out 
to pilgrims in town for festivals.  We don’t know if this upper room was rented or if the man who owned the 
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house was a follower of Jesus.  The disciples go into the city and find things exactly as Jesus described, and 
they finish the preparations. 

JESUS PREPARES HIS FOLLOWERS – THE LAST SUPPER V17-31

     •  Jesus prepares his followers for Betrayal v17-21 – In antiquity, people didn’t sit around tables while 
eating.  They reclined on couches, leaning towards communal plates and drinking bowls in the middle.  
While they are doing so, Jesus informs them that one of them will betray Him.   Jesus does this not to kill 
the mood, but to let them know that He is aware of the evil that is about to happen.  We are often caught 
off guard by the evil in the world.  God is not.  In fact, the miracle of God is that He is able to take all the 
evil that men do and turn it into good.  That is the hope behind verses like Genesis 50:20, where Joseph 
tells the brothers that sold him into slavery, “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for 
good.” and Romans 8:28: “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those 
who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.”  Evil never has the last word.  That 
doesn’t excuse those who do this evil, which is why Jesus goes on to say what He does in v21, “woe to 
that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been good for that man if he had not been 
born.”  The evil that men do doesn’t derail God’s plan.  It only puts us in opposition to God.

     •  Jesus Prepares His Followers for His Departure v22-31 – At the heart of what Jesus does in the 
Upper Room is the institution of the Lord’s Supper.  He reinterprets the meal that Jews ate during 
Passover and used it as a means of preparing His disciples for the fact that He would soon be leaving 
them. Jesus prepares His disciples by doing at least four things.  

   o  He prophesies His death v22-24 – Jesus turns the bread into a symbol of his body.  The 
wine represents his blood.  These two symbols serve as prophesy to the disciples revealing 
to them what is about to happen.  His body is about to be broken. His blood is about to be 
spilled.  And by placing them in the context of the Passover, he is able to tell his disciples 
that what is about to happen is not an accident or a mistake.  It is the plan of God.  

   o  He Inaugurates a New Covenant v24 – More than just A plan of God, it is THE plan of 
God.  Jesus says that His death is the beginning of a new covenant promised in Jeremiah 
31:31, “Behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with 
the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.”  

   o  He points towards a coming kingdom v25 – Jesus ends by saying that this is the last 
time He will drink wine until He drinks it new in the Kingdom of God.  This is a difficult 
passage to understand and is open to a couple of possible interpretations.  Whatever else 
it might mean, Jesus clearly claims that the death He is about to suffer will not be the end.  
He will drink wine again. He will drink wine in a coming Kingdom of God.  Jesus reassures 
His disciples, that His death won’t be an end but a beginning, won’t be a defeat but a 
victory.

   o  He Leads Them in Worship v26 – An often overlooked verse in the midst of all that 
happens, verse 26 is actually pretty profound.  It records that they sang a hymn before 
leaving for the Mount of Olives.  We read past it because we sometimes use prayers or 
music to wrap up religious activities. Jesus is doing more than that. Jesus had just told 



[ 44 ]

them some things that were hard to hear and other things that were hard to understand.  
Worship was a way of receiving it and responding with trust.  

     •  Jesus prepares his Followers for Denial v27-31 – On the way to the Mount of Olives, Jesus tells 
them what looks like more bad news.  He tells them that they will all fall away and abandon Him.  This 
is all the disciples hear and they keep repeating to Him that they won’t.  What the disciples miss is 
the hope that Jesus includes in these words.  In v29, He says, “But after I am raised, I will go ahead 
of you to Galilee.”  Jesus knows their weaknesses. Jesus knows how they will fail.  Their failures and 
weaknesses won’t ruin God’s plan or their relationship with Jesus.   He promises that after He is raised, 
He will continue to lead them on the mission He has for them.  Jesus wasn’t telling them this fact to guilt 
them into trying hard not to fall away.  He was telling them so that they wouldn’t be so downcast when it 
happened.  I think about Psalm 103:14 which says, “For He Himself knows our frame; He is mindful that 
we are but dust.”  He knows our weaknesses. He wants us to know them too so that we will be all the 
more eager to abide in Him.

Jesus Prepares Himself – The Garden of Gethsemane v32-42 Jesus didn’t just prepare others for the 
hard road ahead.  He prepared Himself, and in doing so gives us a roadmap for preparing ourselves when 
difficulties arise.

     •  Jesus Confides in His Friends v32-34 

  o  Friends Are Important – Jesus was about to go through something that no one else could do.   But 
as He prepared to endure it, He didn’t do it in isolation.  He surrounded Himself with those whom 
He loved and who loved him.    The easiest way to fail in a trial is to think you don’t need people 
with you. We need to surround ourselves with people to love, encourage, and strengthen us; 
people who will go with us as far down the road as they are able.  

  o  Friends Aren’t Enough.  Jesus’s friends fall asleep.  His world is falling apart and He is barely 
holding on.  They are overwhelmed by exhaustion. This story shows not just Jesus’s reliance on 
his companions, but it also shows how friends by themselves aren’t enough.  We are all weak.  We 
all experience temptation.  We aren’t perfect and neither is anybody else.  Relying on friends in the 
midst of trials is an important part of the equation.  But it is not the whole story.

     •  Jesus Pours out His Heart to God v35-40

  o  Beyond depending on and being honest with those closest to him, Jesus was honest with God 
about what was in His heart. Jesus knew He had come to offer his life as a sacrifice.  He knew 
why He had to do it.  But on the threshold of this trial, He is overwhelmed with grief.  He prays 
and pours out his heart to God.  The prayer Jesus prays in the garden is amazing.  In v36, Jesus 
says, “Abba! Father! All things are possible for You; remove this cup from Me; yet not what I will, 
but what You will.”  Think about that.  He asks God if there is another way to accomplish His plan. 
Have you ever asked a question you knew the answer to?  Have you ever gotten angry or upset 
with someone who asked a question they knew the answer to?   Many times, we don’t say what is 
on our hearts because we think we know the answer, or we think others will be upset with us for 
saying it.  Jesus was so utterly confident in his relationship with God that He begins the prayer with 
“father,” Jesus begins His prayer with the word “abba” which means “daddy.”  Because he is close, 
he feels free to be honest.  We will look next at how Jesus ends His prayer with acceptance of 
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God’s will. Right now it’s important to know where He started.  It will be hard for us to end up where 
God wants us to be unless we openly acknowledge where we are.  Jesus falls on his face before 
God and tells God not what He thinks God wants to hear, or what He thinks He himself should say.  
He tells God what is actually in his heart.   He doesn’t make any demands.  But He does make a 
request.   It is pointless and dishonest to say one thing in our prayers while our hearts are focused 
on something else.  The purpose of prayer is to lay our soul before God and to know He hears us 
and will grant our request or change our hearts.   He knows what is already in our hearts.  We are 
foolish to try to hide it from him.  Let Jesus’s example show us we have the freedom to be honest 
with God. 

     •  Jesus finds strength to face his future v41-42

  o  Jesus was honest with God about what He would have preferred.  But He was also open to what 
God had for him.  Jesus had desires.  He makes His request of God.  But the thing that He wanted 
most of all was whatever God wanted.  He prayed.  He poured out His heart to God because He 
wanted to bring his heart into alignment with the will of God.

  o  True acceptance of God’s will for a person’s life is only possible if your relationship is correct. If you 
think God is a distant dictator or a glory-hungry general, you might think that the suffering he sends 
you to is because He doesn’t really care about you.  That is why the opening word Jesus uses to 
address God is important.  He sees God as a loving Father.  When a loving father tells you the path 
you are on is the path you are supposed to be on, you can trust that though there may be hardships, 
the ultimate goal is victory, glory, and joy.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.  Have you ever been blindsided by evil?  Were you anxious that it would derail God’s plan?  How does Jesus 
predicting the betrayal of Judas address such situations?

2. How does the Passover add a new dimension to our understanding of the Lord’s Supper?

3.  Why is it important that the disciples concluded the first Lord’s Supper by singing a hymn?  What does it 
show us about the disciples and how to handle hard situations?

4.  How can we realize the importance of close friends we can depend on, while at the same time realize that 
friends are weak like we are?  

5.  How can we both pour out our hearts to God and still be open to whatever God has for us?  How can we 
both have confidence enough to ask “remove this cup,” and the trust to say, “yet not what I will?”
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Jesus is Murdered

Mark 14:43 -15:47  
Today’s lesson covers a lot of material.  It’s meant to be an overview of the hours leading up to the murder of 
Jesus.  We know all of the individual scenes: betrayal, arrest, trial before the Jews, trial before Pilate, crying 
out for Barabbas, scourging, crucifixion, death.  But we often forget that it all happens quickly, within a matter 
of hours.  It was after dark on Thursday evening when he was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane.  No 
more than twelve hours later, He was on the cross.  The hope is that considering all these events in one 
lesson will underscore the depth of evil that mankind is capable of, the deep confidence that Jesus had in 
God and the profound love that Jesus had for us that He endured it all. 

Hebrews 4:15-16 says “15 we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One 
who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. 16 Therefore let us draw near with confidence 
to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”  That means 
Jesus knows what we are going through.   Because He became man and endured the human life full of 
temptation and grief, He is able to sympathize with our weaknesses.  Because He is God, He was able to 
endure all of it without succumbing to sin.  Because of His victory, He offers mercy to forgive our past failings 
and grace to help us in future needs.   In the final hours before His death, Jesus experienced the full force of 
all the mankind could do to a person, yet, as we will see, maintained his firm reliance on God.   

The amount of material we are covering is a little long.  Consider just reading the narrative out loud in pieces 
to your class.  We are comfortable at Christmas time simply reading the story. We all know the Easter story, 
but many of us haven’t heard it all put together.   The points below provide extra information to give a basic 
outline of the events and to explain details that we sometimes miss or misunderstand, but they are not meant 
to be an exhaustive commentary on these passages.  Let the text speak for itself.  As you do, maybe have 
your class keep a list of the different types of evil and sin displayed in killing Jesus.  

Convicting Jesus 

  •  Jesus is Arrested 14:43-52 –The Jewish Authorities wanted to arrest Jesus but didn’t didn’t want 
to do it during the day in the Temple because they didn’t want to cause a disturbance. The problem 
was that they didn’t know where He would be at night. Judas, for reasons that are hard to determine 
and would be a good subject for their own study, decides to help them by leading the Jewish leaders 
to the Garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus will be.  It might seem strange to us that Judas needed 
to single out Jesus by kissing Him, but in a world before pictures or media, it is entirely possible 
that those coming to arrest Jesus had no idea what He looked like.  An interesting side note:  the 
scene recorded in v51 about the young man in the sheet who escapes naked seems so odd that 
many have wondered why Mark adds it in the story.  It doesn’t seem to fit or add anything. Because 
of that, it is likely that the young man is Mark himself. He is showing that He was there and was an 
eyewitness of these events.

  •  Jesus on Trial before the Jews 14:53-66 – Jesus is put on trial in the middle of the night before 
the chief priests and the Jewish Council.  They are looking for a reason to ask Pilate to execute 
Him.  Everything about this trial is illegal.  It was at night.  People were giving all kinds of false and 
conflicting testimony. The High Priest interrogates Jesus directly, which was against the law.  In 
the Jewish Legal system, it was up to the accusers to prove their case.  The defendant could offer 
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rebuttal but had some protection against self-incrimination, kind of like our Fifth Amendment.   When 
Jesus answers in v62, He does more than just admit that what the chief priest asked Him was true. 
He spoke the name of God, “I AM.” In doing so, He claims not just to be the Messiah, but also God 
Himself.  The Jewish Leaders have what they need.  They end by verbally and physically abusing 
Him.

  •  Jesus is Denied 14:66-72 – It is at this point that the Denial of Peter happens.  Context is 
important.  Not to excuse Peter, but to understand what prompted a person who said He would 
die for Jesus in v31, and who had drawn a sword and attacked a soldier in v47, now claims with 
loud cursing that He never knew Jesus.   Peter was watching His Lord being beaten, abused, and 
mocked.  A mob was forming, and Peter was probably afraid of them looking for more Galileans 
to attack.  This wasn’t how Peter imagined it.  Instead of standing side by side with Jesus and His 
friends fighting to the last, Peter found himself isolated, unarmed, singled out and surrounded by a 
violent mob.    The denial  was all over in a matter of seconds; he was reacting, trying to escape a 
dangerous situation where his death would serve no purpose.  When he realized what he had done, 
though, it broke his heart. 

  •  Jesus on Trial Before Pilate 15:1-15 – Very early the next morning, probably at 5 or 6 a m, Jesus 
is taken to Pilate. The Jews don’t have the authority to put people to death, so they have to convince 
Pilate that He deserved it. The Gospel of John records a longer exchange between Pilate and 
Jesus.  Here Jesus simply admits to being the King of the Jews and leaves Pilate to make his own 
decision.  It is clear that Pilate doesn’t think Jesus deserves death.  He tries to appeal to the people 
to release Jesus over an actual rebel who had committed murder.  But they cry out for Barabbas to 
be released.  That is when Pilate decides to do the expedient thing instead of the right thing.  He 
wants to keep the peace and to keep his job, so he allows an innocent man to be killed. 

Killing Jesus 

  •  Jesus is Beaten 15:15-21—Before Pilate handed Jesus over to the soldiers, he had Jesus 
scourged.  This was a cruel and violent ordeal involving a whip made of several strips of leather 
that had pieces of metal, bone, and rock attached.  Scourging was so violent that this alone was 
sometimes enough to kill a victim.  The soldiers who crucify Jesus take no pity on his weakened 
and bloody condition. They mock him more, twist a crown of thorns onto His head, and continue to 
beat Him.  Jesus was so weak that He was unable to carry the cross to the place of execution.  A 
bystander is pressed into service to carry the cross for Jesus, a man named Simon from Cyrene, a 
city in North Africa between Egypt and Libya.  V21 contains an interesting side note:  Mark mentions 
that Simon was the father of Alexander and Rufus. Evidently Simon, who is pictured here as a 
guy at the wrong place at the wrong time, later became a follower of Jesus and his children were 
members of the church to whom Mark originally wrote His gospel. In fact, this might be the same 
Rufus as the one mentioned in Romans 16:13.

  •  Jesus is Crucified 15:22-26 – Crucifixion was torture.  It was bloody, brutal, and cruel. It was 
reserved for only the worst criminals. It was so bad that no Roman citizen could be crucified, no 
matter what they had done. The Romans didn’t invent it.  They mostly likely learned it from the 
Persians.  It could take on a variety of forms, but it always involved a person being suspended 
from an elevated pole and left to die.  Crucifixion kills through asphyxiation.  The victim hanging 
on the cross can’t breathe unless he raises himself up pushing against the nails or whatever might 
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be holding him there.  Depending on the strength of the victim, it could take days before death 
occurred.  As is mentioned in John 19:31-37, sometimes to speed up the process, the legs of the 
victim were broken to prevent him from raising himself up to breathe.  Jesus is nailed to the cross.  
Jesus is offered wine with myrrh mixed in.  This was probably an act of mercy because myrrh when 
mixed with wine has a narcotic effect. Perhaps the soldiers were providing Jesus an opportunity to 
dull the pain of what was about to happen.  Jesus refused, choosing not to have His senses dulled 
in the midst of His suffering.

  •  Jesus is Mocked 15:27-32 – In the same way that the soldiers mocked him before crucifying Him, 
and afterwards by gambling for his clothes while He died, those who watched the cruel spectacle 
were not moved by compassion but rather continued to hurl insults at him.  Even the criminals 
crucified alongside Him mocked Jesus, though according to Luke’s gospel, one criminal evidently 
changed his tune later and pleaded with Jesus for mercy.

  •   Jesus Dies 15:33-41 –Jesus was on the cross for at least 6 hours.  He was crucified at the 3rd 
hour (v25) and breathed his last sometime after the 9th hour (v34). While Jesus hangs on the cross, 
odd things start to happen.  Darkness falls upon the earth for 3 hours.  The temple veil was torn 
in two.   The only words Mark records Jesus saying on the cross are in v34.  He quotes the actual 
Aramaic words Jesus spoke, then translates them for his readers: “My God, My God, Why Have 
you forsaken me?”    Based on these words, some believe that because Jesus was burdened down 
with the sin of the world that the Father turned his face away from Jesus. But that is not the whole 
story.  These words of Jesus are a quotation from the Old Testament.  They are the opening lines to 
Psalm 22, which is about trusting God in the midst of suffering.  It is also a psalm which prophesies 
the suffering Messiah.   The Psalm begins with crying to God feeling abandoned, but it is ultimately 
a prayer of dependence on God, crying out for deliverance and trusting him to fulfill his plan.  Far 
from being a statement of abandonment, this cry of Jesus is proof of His focus on the Father and 
His confidence in Him.  It is also supported by what Jesus says as He dies in Luke 23:46. “Father, 
into your hands, I commit my spirit.”   He died not feeling abandoned by the Father but entrusting 
Himself completely to Him.

  •  Jesus is Buried v42-47 – Now a new character appears: Joseph of Arimathea, who requests the 
body of Jesus.  From the various gospels, we can compile a sketch of who he was.  Mark 14:53 
says he was a prominent member of the Sanhedrin.  Matthew 27:57 says he was rich.   Luke 23:51 
says “he was looking for the Kingdom of God.” John 19:38 adds that he was “a disciple of Jesus but 
a secret one for fear of the Jews.” Normally, a criminal crucified as punishment for rebellion would 
not be allowed burial.  After his death, His body would be left hanging there until it disintegrated.  
The goal was to present a graphic and terrible picture of what happens to those who try to resist the 
Roman state.  Pilate perhaps grants the request as a small way of saying that he didn’t believe him 
to be guilty.  The women who have been following Jesus since the beginning, and who were there at 
the crucifixion, saw Joseph do all of this and saw where they laid the body.  

APPLICATION

Remember the Sinfulness of Man – There is a lie that all people everywhere tend to believe about 
themselves.  We like to pretend that we are “basically good people” though we occasionally mess up.   We 
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excuse our sin and try to pretend it is no big deal.  Events like this expose that lie for what it is.  Look back on 
the story.  Try to list all the different manifestations of evil that occur: Cowardice, Corruption, Betrayal, Apathy, 
Compromise, Cruelty, Scorn, and so much more.  So many people did so much evil and all of them had good 
reasons or at least good excuses for why they did what they did.  It is in the midst of calamities like this that the 
true depravity of man is revealed.

Remember the Love of Jesus – The Gospel exposes our sin not to shame or oppress us, but to cure us.  The 
people whose sins are exposed in this story are the same people whom Jesus died for.  Jesus suffered, bled, 
and died to offer forgiveness for sins like those listed above. As Romans 5:8 says, “But God demonstrates His 
own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”  I John 4:9 says, “ By this the love 
of God was manifested in us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we might live 
through Him.” Jesus has no illusions about our worthiness.  He knows our hearts.  His love is stronger than our 
sin.

Remember the Faithfulness of God – The cry of Jesus in v34 sounds like a defeat, but as we saw, Jesus 
is quoting Psalm 22, which ends in victory.  Jesus is remembering the faithfulness of God in the midst of 
suffering.  Jesus is entrusting Himself to God.  We can do the same.  When we find ourselves overwhelmed by 
suffering and confusion, we can cry out to God, remind ourselves of His faithful presence even when He feels 
absent, and trust Him and not ourselves.  God can be trusted with our lives.  Jesus knew it.  Jesus lived it out.  
Jesus showed us the way.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1. As you read the story of the death of Jesus, what stands out to you? Why?

2. What do you make of the denial of Peter?  Have you ever been in a similar situation?

3. Why do you pretend that we are basically good, that our sin isn’t a big deal?

4. How does Psalm 22 help us see Jesus’s cry as one of victory instead of defeat?

5. What does it mean to rely on the faithfulness of God? How does Jesus show the way?
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Jesus is Risen

Mark 16:1-8 
Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross is central to everything Christians believe. But Easter is not about the Cross; 
Easter is about the Empty Tomb. What makes us Christians is not just about what happened on Good Friday. 
It is about what happened on Easter Sunday. For some reason though, Good Friday always creeps in on 
Easter Sunday. 

It is true that no discussion of the Resurrection is complete without first considering why Jesus died. But 
in many churches on most Easter Sundays, Christians are talking about what Jesus did on Good Friday, 
rather than on what he did on Easter Sunday. Perhaps it is because we are attempting to use Easter as an 
evangelism tool for people who do not come every week, and so talking about the need for someone else to 
pay for our sins fits the agenda for the day. Perhaps it is because we have thought more about the cross, and 
talking about sin and death and paying for penalties is easier than grappling with the full significance of the 
resurrection. Perhaps it is just that a cross fits better in a stained glass window, necklace, or a Bible cover 
than an empty tomb. 

Whatever the reason, we as Christians need to think deeply about the transforming reality of Easter. Early 
Jewish Christians were so moved by the events of Easter that they moved the day of worship from the 
traditional Jewish Sabbath not to Friday, when Jesus died for our sins, but to Sunday, the day He rose again. 
Every Sunday when Christians come together, we are gathering to celebrate a little Easter. It is important that 
we contemplate how the events of Easter stand at the center of everything we believe. 

What They Were Expecting v1-3

Mark 15:40 says that the women saw Jesus die on the cross. Mark 15:47 says that a few of them saw where 
Jesus was buried. The women rose early on the day after the Sabbath in order to give Jesus a proper burial.  
They were talking with themselves about how they would roll away the large heavy stone that was placed 
at the entrance of the tomb.  Maybe they hadn’t thought about it until now. Maybe they thought that they 
would be able to find someone in the nearby area that could help them.  One thing is for certain:  they were 
expecting to find a sealed tomb and a dead Jesus.  This cannot be underscored enough times.  Though 
Jesus had mentioned his death and rising again, evidently his followers thought he was speaking figuratively 
or metaphorically.  None of the followers of Jesus were expecting Him to rise from the dead.  No Jew in that 
day thought that the Messiah would be killed. A dead Messiah was a failed Messiah.    Therefore no one had 
any idea that a dead Messiah could then rise from the dead.  

What They Experienced v4-7

When the women get to the tomb, they saw the stone had already been rolled away.  They go inside and 
see a man sitting down, wearing white. Luke’s gospel mentions two men robed in white.  Matthew’s gospel 
calls them angels.  Some people try to refute its authenticity by pointing out the discrepancies between the 
accounts. The minor differences aren’t, however, difficult to reconcile.  Mark mentioning one man doesn’t 
prevent there from being a second that went either unnoticed or unmentioned by the witnesses Mark talked 
to. These men were probably angels, so Matthew is correct when calling them that.  But the other two 
gospels simply refer to the fact that they appear like men and were initially thought to be that by the first 
eyewitnesses.   Such differences in eyewitness testimony are actually a proof of authenticity.  If three different 
people claimed to be eyewitnesses of an event, then proceeded to tell you the exact same story down to the 
exact detail and working, that is when you would begin to suspect collusion or conspiracy.  But three people 
telling similar stories that are easily reconciled but differ slightly in emphasis or detail or wording is a sign that 
they are true testimony.



[ 51 ]

Another sign of authenticity is that the women don’t actually meet Jesus.  If you were forging an account to 
make people believe a dead man was alive again, you would have the actual man appear.  That is not what 
happens. The women go to the tomb and find Jesus gone and someone telling them information about what 
has happened.  

The man tells them that the man they are looking for isn’t there anymore.  His absence isn’t because 
someone moved His body. He has risen from the dead.  Jesus is alive. Not just that, He is up to something.  
The man tells them that He is going ahead of them and will meet them in Galilee.   

What They Did v8

The ending of Mark is the source of a lot of confusion. Look in your Bible around verses 8 and 9.  There 
should be some sort of asterisk, or footnote, or some kind of break.  The reason is because the original text 
of Mark ends at verse 8.  Verse 8 reads oddly as a way to end a gospel.  After the angel tells them not to fear 
and to go tell the disciples that the Risen Jesus will meet them in Galilee, the women fell in astonishment and 
trembling and didn’t say anything to anyone because they were afraid.  Verses 9-20 represent attempts by 
early Christians to finish the Gospel and give it a satisfactory ending, either because Mark ended too abruptly 
that it seems like something was missing, or because the ending was lost in transmission early on.  Whatever 
the reason, the last twelve verses are not considered authentic and are normally included in the text of the 
Bible as a historical artifact.

But maybe there is something about verse 8 that makes it a suitable ending.  Maybe Mark wanted to leave 
His readers in similar astonishment.  The women went brokenhearted to find a dead body and instead found 
his body gone and a man telling them He was alive.  Imagine the women leaving the tomb.  The text says 
they “fled.”  They were freaked out.  The most unlikely thing in the world had happened, the thing nobody had 
expected.  Jesus was alive and still at work. Try to image the thoughts that were running through their minds.  
Was it true?  Was that man an angel? Was Jesus really alive?  What does this mean?   

Maybe astonishment is what Mark was going for.  Maybe Mark intentionally ended his gospel so we would be 
in a state of bewilderment just like the women. Now you have to ask all the questions the women were asking.  
What if it’s true?  What if Jesus is alive?  What if He is still at work today? What does this mean?  That is 
where Mark ends, and it is a great ending.  

Jesus was seen alive by his followers.  Seeing Jesus transformed His disciples from scared stupid fishermen 
to confident missionaries who turned the world upside down.  The only explanation that accounts for all the 
facts is that Jesus really did rise from the dead.  As Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote in his famous Sherlock 
Holmes novels, “When you have excluded the impossible, whatever remains, however improbably, must be 
the truth.” 

What the Resurrection Means

Mark’s resurrection account is brief like the rest of his gospel. He leaves us with the idea of the resurrection 
as an event that we have to wrestle and wonder about and try to figure out.  We are left, like the women, 
wondering, “what does this mean?”  If we look closely at this passage, we will see a couple of ideas emerge 
that become more pronounced in the other gospels and the rest of the New Testament. 

     1.  Jesus Defeated Death – Jesus was not simply resuscitated. Jesus is alive in a new way.  He has been 
raised from the dead, never to die again. In Colossians 1:18, Paul calls Jesus the “firstborn from the 
dead.”  His resurrection defeated death, and that victory flows to all his followers. As Hebrews 7:25 says, 
“Therefore He is able also to save forever those who draw near to God through Him, since He always 
lives to make intercession for them.”

     2.  Jesus Paid for Sins – Proof Jesus paid for sins is found in two small words we often read past.  In v7, 
the man tells the women, “Go, tell His Disciples and Peter…”  “And Peter.” The Greek is better translated 
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as, “Even Peter”  “Go Tell the Disciples…even Peter…”  Peter had denied Jesus.  At the end of John’s 
Gospel, Jesus asked Peter three times, “Peter, do you love me?” Once for each time Peter denied 
Jesus.  Here forgiveness is revealed in those two small words.  Peter’s denial has been forgiven. Go 
tell the disciples. Go tell even Peter, because he is still my disciple, because he has been forgiven. 
As Colossians 2:14 says, Jesus “canceled out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against 
us, which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross.”  The 
resurrection proves that Jesus paid for sins on the cross.

     3.  Jesus Is Still at Work – Jesus didn’t just rise from the dead then disappear. He rose from the dead 
and is still as work in the world.  The angel told the women that Jesus was on His way to Galilee.   We 
find out in the other Gospels that the resurrected Jesus met the disciples, spent 40 days teaching 
them about the kingdom of God, then ascended into Heaven. In Acts 1:8, Jesus tells his disciples right 
before His ascension, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall 
be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of 
the earth.”  This work is still going on. Jesus still sends His Spirit to those who follow Him, giving them 
power and making them witnesses in every part of the world.  

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1. Why do you think people doubt the resurrection?

2.  Christians understand the importance of talking about the meaning of the Incarnation and the Cross.  Why 
do you think we have a hard time talking about the significance of the Resurrection?

3.  How has the resurrection of Jesus defeated death? What does it mean that Jesus is the “firstborn from the 
dead?”

4. What do those two words “even Peter” mean?  

5. How is the work that Jesus began by promising to meet the disciples in Galilee still continuing today?  



The Week Before Easter
All four gospels place a heavy emphasis on the week in Jesus’ ministry leading up to the 
Easter.  25% of all the chapters deal with this period. Mark is even more pronounced. There 
are 16 chapters in the Gospel, the last seven, almost half, are about the events leading up to 
Easter.  
 
In order to give this important week sufficient attention, we are going to study it over the 
course of the next 7 weeks. You will notice that we are going to study Palm Sunday, not the 
week before Easter, but 7 weeks before Easter. This approach will allow us to consider in 
detail all the events of Easter week including Jesus clearing the Temple, Jesus Teaching 
in the Temple, Jesus Teaching about the Temple, The Last Supper, His Betrayal, Arrest 
Crucifixion, and finally the Resurrection, devoting one week to each event.  
 
In the same way that Advent gives a period before Christmas to contemplate its full meaning 
and significance, hopefully this will give us the opportunity to think deeply about the events 
leading up the central events in History: the Cross, and the Empty Tomb.
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Our desires is for every man, woman and child to experience true fulfillment in Jesus Christ. That is to 
experience the Gospel fully. You can experience the gospel externally by watching videos, listening to 
sermons, and hearing a community of people apply the gospel to their life together. You can also experience 
the gospel internally by grappling with the Scriptures and putting the concepts into your own words. This 
exercise will help you do just that.

What The Bible Says Out the Gospel

The best place to begin to understand the message of the gospel is the Bible itself. Record 2-3 key points 
that summarize each passage below in the space provided. Don’t be surprised if the same key points 
emerge.

John 3: 16 - 17 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish 
but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world, to condemn the world, but to save the world 
through him.”

•

•

•

Romans 3: 23 

“…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified [made right with God] freely by his 
grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”

•

•

•

Ephesians 2: 8 - 10 

“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—
not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”

•

•

•
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LEARNING FROM WHAT OTHERS HAVE SAID ABOUT THE GOSPEL

Now that you’ve looked at passages about the Gospel yourself, consider these statements about the gospel 
from others who have studied it and lived it out for many years. Circle the key words and phrases that stick 
out as important aspects of the gospel.

“The gospel is the word about Jesus Christ and what He did for us in order to restore us to a right relationship 
with God.” –Graeme Goldsworthy

“The gospel is the announcement that God has reconciled us to Himself by sending His Son Jesus to die as a 
substitute for our sins, and that all who repent and believe have eternal life in Him.” –J.D. Greer

“The Gospel is what you do in the present—by painting, preaching, singing, sewing, praying, teaching, 
building hospitals, digging wells, campaigning for justice, writing poems, caring for the needy, loving your 
neighbor as yourself—will last into God’s future. These activities are not simply ways of making the present life 
a little less beastly, a little more bearable, until the day when we leave it behind altogether...They are part of 
what we may call building for God’s kingdom.”– N.T. Wright

“Through the person and work of Jesus Christ, God fully accomplishes salvation for us, rescuing us from 
judgment for sin into fellowship with Him, and then restores the creation in which we can enjoy our new life 
together with Him forever.” –Tim Keller

Based on the key points from the Scriptures and the definitions above, write down several summary 
statements that capture the message of the gospel.

•

•

•

•

WHAT IS THE GOSPEL? 
 
In one to three sentences, write a definition of the gospel in your own words.
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THE GOSPEL DEFINED ///
The Gospel is the Good News that God, in and through the work of Jesus Christ and the power of His 
Spirit, accepts us, empowers us, and is changing us. The only way to experience true fulfillment, is to 
fully understand the Gospel.

The Gospel is all encompassing and it should transform all areas of your life. Kingsland’s mission statement is 
“Inviting all people to experience true fulfillment in Jesus Christ, one home at a time.” We define four domains 
of life. True fulfillment comes when these four areas are surrendered to God.  

  1. Heart | Represents your time spent alone with the Lord. 

 

  2.  Home | Represents your family and intentional time spent 
together over meaningful meals and faith discussions. 

  3.  Community | Represents time spent in Christian 
community. We aren’t called to go through life alone. 

  4.  Go Beyond | Represents time we spend with others 
getting to know their stories and telling them about our faith 
journey. We are all called to share the Gospel with those 
around us. 

When we surrender these four domains, we begin to develop HABITS should be centered on the Gospel. 

  REST | Because of the Gospel, we find REST in knowing Jesus and being know by Jesus.   

   BLESS | Because of the Gospel, we are to bless our homes. To give a blessing is to give honor by 
intentionally ascribing God’s promise to another. 

   GATHER | Because of the Gospel, we are adopted brothers and sisters and are called to live in 
community together. 

   GO | Because of the Gospel, we are called to go beyond and share what Jesus has done for us.  

The Gospel is the POWER for salvation and restoration and gives us PURPOSE for the days ahead. 

If we only focus on the gospel power but do not know the gospel purpose (the storyline of the gospel—

where it is going and what Jesus is doing through the Church), we will tend toward a gospel that is only about 
saving individuals and miss the mission of the gospel. In this case, the gospel is all about us. 

If we only focus on the gospel purpose but miss the gospel power (the work of God in Jesus Christ to save), 
we will tend toward doing good works and acts of service without the power of God. We believe it is up to us to 
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change the world. In this case, the mission and purpose of the gospel is now dependent upon us. 

Our goal is not to convert people to our church. Our goal is to see them find true fulfillment in Jesus Christ, 
(the gospel) so they can BE THE CHURCH on a mission that truly declares and demonstrates the gospel in 
all of life. This is inviting all people to experience true fulfillment in Jesus Christ, one home at a time. 

THE GOSPEL IS GOD’S WORK FOR GOD’S WORK. 

WE ARE GOD’S MISSION FOR GOD’S MISSION. 

THE STORY IS ALL ABOUT HIM—IT’S NOT ABOUT U


