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How to Make the Best
Use of This Issue

Whether you’re the teacher or a student—
1. Start early in the week before your class meets.
2. Overview the study. Review the table of contents and read the study
introduction. Try to see how each lesson relates to the overall study.
3. Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages for the lesson. (You’ll see that each writer has chosen a favorite
translation for the lessons in this issue. You’re free to use the Bible
translation you prefer and compare it with the translation chosen for
that unit, of course.)
4. After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the
writer’s comments. The comments are intended to be an aid to your
study of the Bible.
5. Read the small articles—“sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended
to provide additional, enrichment information and inspiration and to
encourage thought and application.
6. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each lesson.
They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, and
they can also be used in the class session itself.
If you’re the teacher—
Do all the things just mentioned, of course. As you begin the study with your
class, be sure to find a way to help your class know the date on which each
lesson will be studied. Here are some suggestions to guide your lesson preparation:
3
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A. In the first session of the study, briefly overview the study by identifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied.
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents on page 7 and
on the first page of each lesson.
•	Make and post a chart that indicates the date each lesson will be
studied.
•	If all your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the
lessons will be studied.
•	Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from
www.baptistwaypress.org under the “Teacher Helps” menu.
•	Develop a sticker with the lesson dates and place it on the table of
contents or on the back cover.
B. Get a copy of the Teaching Guide, a companion piece to this Study
Guide. The Teaching Guide contains additional Bible comments plus
two teaching plans. The teaching plans in the Teaching Guide are
intended to provide practical, easy-to-use teaching suggestions that
will work in your class.
C. After you’ve studied the Bible passage, the lesson comments, and
other material, use the teaching suggestions in the Teaching Guide
to help you develop your plan for leading your class in studying each
lesson.
D. Teaching resource items for use as handouts are available free at www.
baptistwaypress.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.
E. Additional Bible study comments on the lessons are available online.
Call 1-866-249-1799 or e-mail baptistway@texasbaptists.org to order
the Premium Commentary. It is available only in electronic format
(PDF) from our website, www.baptistwaypress.org. The price of these
comments for the entire study is $5 per person. A church or class
that participates in our advance order program for free shipping can
receive the Premium Commentary free. Call 1-866-249-1799 or see
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www.baptistwaypress.org to purchase or for information on participating in our free shipping program for the next study.
F. Additional teaching plans are also available in electronic format (PDF)
by calling 1-866-249-1799. The price of these additional teaching
plans for the entire study is $5 per person. A church or class that participates in our advance order program for free shipping can receive
the Premium Teaching Plans free. Call 1-866-249-1799 or see www.baptistwaypress.org for information on participating in our free shipping
program for the next study.
G. Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.
H. You can receive the lesson preview each week by signing up for the
Baptist Standard weekly newsletter at no cost.
Sign up here. (www.baptiststandard.com/subscription/email).

Do you use a Kindle?
This Connect 360 Bible Study Guide, along with several other studies, is
available in a Kindle edition. The easiest way to find these materials is to
search for “BaptistWay” on your Kindle or go to www.amazon.com/kindle
and do a search for “BaptistWay.” The Kindle edition can be studied not
only on a Kindle but also on your smartphone or tablet using the Kindle
app available free from amazon.com/kindle.
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Introducing

The reMARKable
Journey Begins
Faith & Hope
A STUDY OF MARK 1–3

The baptism. Men fishing. A man possessed. A leper. A paralyzed man. A tax
collector and sinners. The Disciples. Family. A man with a shriveled hand. The
multitudes. Each approaching Jesus with faith and hope for the future. Each
wanting a better life. Each trusting Jesus for an answer to their problems.
Mark, Chapters 1–3, is an incredible fast-paced action start to the earliest historical account of the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. Mark’s narrative
moves quickly and reflects the “no time to waste” action in Jesus’ life. There
is certainly a sense of urgency that resonates in Mark’s Gospel.

Background on the Book of Mark
The opening words to this Gospel, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus
Christ, the Son of God,” states the purpose of this book and the title of our
study, “The reMARKable Journey Begins.” Mark’s Gospel is the shortest of
the early stories about Jesus. Many theologians believe this Gospel was the
first to be written. Mark was writing to a Roman audience. The Romans loved
action, and the action never stops. It certainly has all the punch of a short
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story that is meant to make you face the truth about Jesus, God, and yourself. This book is called the Gospel of Mark, even though his name does not
appear anywhere in the text. Mark is given the authorship credit from an
early pastor named Bishop Papias, who wrote in the second century that this
book was written by John Mark as told by Simon Peter. We know that Peter
was a spiritual father figure to Mark because Peter ends his first letter by
sending greetings “…and so does my son, Mark” (1 Peter 5:13). Chapters 1–3
of Mark’s Gospel are a divinely inspired and accurate historical record of the
beginning of Jesus’ remarkable journey.

The Book of Mark in Our Day
Christianity is not a passive faith. It is an exciting and proactive way of life
where God’s love motivates us to help those in need, to serve those around
us, and as a result, to experience what it means to be a true servant leader.
And there is no better example of this than Christ Himself whose life was
defined by serving others.
This study of chapters 1–3 takes an in-depth look at the character of
Christ and His remarkable message at the very beginning of His ministry.
We see clearly, in these three chapters, how the heart of God is moved by the
heart of His children. Our prayer is that this study will inspire you to pursue
a lifestyle of serving others.
The reMARKable Journey Begins
Faith & Hope

A Study of Mark 1-3
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Lesson 4
Lesson 5
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NOTES
1. Listing a book does not imply full agreement by the writers or BaptistWay Press with all of
its comments.

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 1:1-8

John 1:6-28

lesson
A Voice
for God

1

MAIN IDEA
We are called to help people find and follow God.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Am I pointing people to God?

STUDY AIM
To realize the only way Jesus can become
greater is when I’m willing to become less

QUICK READ
John’s job was to prepare the way for the
Lord. He fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah
that said a forerunner would come to introduce the Messiah.
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Introduction
If you are studying these lessons in the timeframe the publisher envisioned,
then you are getting ready for Christmas! What are you doing to prepare for
the big day? I was in a restaurant for lunch one day when my least favorite
Christmas song blared out from the speakers in the ceiling: “You better watch
out, You better not cry; You better not pout, I’m telling you why. Santa Claus
is coming to town. He’s making a list and checking it twice; Gonna find out
who’s naughty or nice: Santa Claus is coming to town.” Aside from the insufferable theological disaster of that song, the singer was not singing, she was
shouting as if yelling might motivate all us girls and boys to straighten up
and fly right. It may be true that as Christmas approaches uninitiated girls
and boys will suddenly get back on the path of good behavior since Santa
knows when you’ve been bad or good. Around Christmas time it is good to be
good if you know what is good for you. It is very important to be behaviorally
prepared for the big day. You certainly would not want to get to Christmas
morning and be unprepared for the coming of St. Nick! So, be good, for goodness sake!

Mark 1:1-8
The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of
God, 2 as it is written in Isaiah the prophet: “I will send my messenger ahead
of you, who will prepare your way”—3 “a voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.’” 4 And so
John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5 The whole Judean countryside and all
the people of Jerusalem went out to him. Confessing their sins, they were
baptized by him in the Jordan River. 6 John wore clothing made of camel’s
hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7 And this was his message: “After me comes the one more powerful
than I, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. 8 I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”
1
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Preparing the Way (1:1-3)
For Christians, preparing for Christmas is preparing for the coming of the
Lord. Even if you are not studying this lesson in December, it is always time
to prepare for the Lord’s coming. The Lord comes to us at every time of year.
Mark gets us ready for the Lord’s coming quite abruptly. He does not
fool around with shepherds and wise men and angels. He starts by shouting
Scripture at us, warning everyone to get ready because the Lord is coming.
Mark looked back into the Old Testament prophets to give scriptural
understanding of the story he was about to tell. He told us he was quoting
Isaiah. Actually, the Scripture he pointed to comes from two Old Testament
prophets. The first part of the quotation in verse 2 is from Malachi 3:1. The
second part of the quotation in verse 3 is from Isaiah 40:3.
These prophetic Scriptures help us understand the role of John the Baptist. John was the eccentric preacher who came out of nowhere to let people
know the Lord was coming and they better get ready! John, the messenger,
played the role of a Shakespearean herald who comes onto the stage at the
beginning of the play to announce the setting, then exits to let the play begin. John knew he was not the main event. He was there to get people ready
for the main event. Once he did his part, he left the stage to make room for
the Lord’s appearing.

John the Baptist
John the Baptist’s main role was to prepare the way for the Messiah. The Bible does tell us other things about him. Luke 1 records the birth narrative of
John. His mother Elizabeth was related to Mary the mother of Jesus. His father
Zechariah was a priest. The Gospels also tell us the story of John’s gruesome
death at the hands of Herod Antipas. John’s ministry was extensive, and his
movement continued even after his death.

In some ways Christians still have the role John had. We are not the star
of the play, but we do have a role in pointing to the star of the play. We are
still heralds, preparing people for the coming of the Lord. Every word we
speak can flatten some mountains that may stand in the way of the Lord

16
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coming to someone. Every action we take may fill in some valleys to help
another person see Jesus clearly. We are still messengers preparing the way
of the Lord.

Being Ready (1:4-5)
So what does it look like to be prepared for the coming of the Lord? You cannot just wake up on Christmas morning having done nothing to be prepared.
There are gifts to buy, lights to put up, and trees to trim. All of this happens
days if not weeks before the big day.
John the Baptist had some ideas about getting prepared for the Lord’s
coming. First, he preached about repentance. To repent a person must recognize they are going in the wrong direction and turn around and go in the
other direction. It is a difficult thing to recognize you are going in the wrong
direction. Most people do not appreciate someone telling us we are going in
the wrong direction. But people who tell us we are going in the wrong direction are often the best friends we have.
John the Baptist was a friend to people because he told them they were
going in the wrong direction. They were sinners. John was courageous enough
to tell them the truth. John was that irritating friend who dared to tell them
they needed to turn around before they ran off the cliff. He knew they could
not be ready for the coming of the Lord until they repented.
Presumably John succeeded in convincing a lot of people. The Bible says,
“The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to
him.” Mark indicates they confessed their sins. Confession is an outward sign
of repentance. Sometimes that confession may be a public event, other times
it may be to another individual. But it is always an act that involves others.
We can and should confess our sins to God. But confession to another person
is vitally important in the act of repentance. Confession helps us reconcile to
the people our sins have injured. Confession makes us publicly accountable
for our actions. Inward repentance without outward confession leaves relationships damaged and justice undone. Confession helps us get ready for the
coming of the Lord.
A public sign of repentance and confession is baptism. Baptism was already being practiced as a religious ritual in Judaism, so it was not a complete-
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ly novel concept to the people. In Judaism, Gentile converts were baptized
into the Jewish faith as a sign of their conversion, but it was not necessarily
accompanied by repentance and confession of sin. So in this sense, John’s
baptism had different theological meaning than the baptism of Judaism.
John’s baptism was a sign of repentance accompanied by confession.
Today baptism is still an important ritual of our faith. In one sense our
practice of baptism still signifies repentance and confession. We believe a
person must repent of sin and confess that sin when they decide to trust
Christ. When we are baptized, we are making a public pronouncement of our
repentance and confession. The act of being buried in water symbolizes the
death of the person we were before we came to Christ, and a new person
emerges from the water.
There is a difference, though, in John’s baptism and Christian baptism.
John himself will speak to this later. In Acts 19:1-7, Luke records a story
about some Ephesian believers who had received John’s baptism but not
Christian baptism. Paul seems befuddled they had not received the Holy
Spirit when they were baptized. They explain they only knew about John’s
baptism of repentance. Something was missing in John’s baptism. Therefore,
it seems we cannot stop with repentance and confession. There is more.

When the Lord Comes (1:6-8)
John was not your ordinary Baptist preacher. He came out of the wilderness,
and some scholars think he might have been part of the Essene movement
that cloistered itself in the desert away from society. If this is the case, John
has broken away from strict Essenes to engage society with his message.
His wardrobe left something to be desired. Camel hair and a leather belt
were unusual and humble even for his day. His clothing harkens back to Elijah. In 2 Kings 1:8, Elijah is described as wearing “a garment of hair and with
a leather belt around his waist.” Mark mentions John’s wardrobe because he
wants us to make the connection to Elijah. Popular tradition believed that
Elijah would return to the earth immediately preceding the coming of the
Messiah. By describing John’s clothing, Mark is signifying that Elijah has
come in the form of John, and the Messiah would follow soon afterward.
John’s wardrobe is just another sign pointing to Jesus as the Messiah.
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John’s diet left something to be desired too. Most of us are happy to eat
honey, but locusts? Locusts were permitted in the dietary laws of Judaism,
but they were not normal fare. They probably signified John’s protest against
the luxurious lifestyles of the privileged in society. John’s life was a life of
self-denial as a way of speaking out against the oppressive practices of the
wealthy.
But John’s wardrobe and diet were not the only ways he spoke. He also
used words. In other gospel records, his words were more harsh than is recorded in Mark. He accused people of being “a brood of vipers” and threatened to cut them out by the roots (Luke 3:7-9). In Mark, his words point
people to Someone who is coming who will be greater than he is.
We know the one who came after John was Jesus. It was John’s task to
point to Jesus and not to himself. Many people thought of John as a mighty
man, but John wanted people to understand Jesus was mightier. In fact, Jesus was so mighty John indicates he was not even worthy of performing the
most menial task for Jesus.
At this point, John told the people what was missing in his baptism.
John’s baptism was simply a baptism of repentance and confession. These
things could have been undertaken by human means of self-discipline and
willpower. But Jesus would bring the power of the Holy Spirit.
Christian baptism in and of itself does not confer the Holy Spirit on a
person. But Christian baptism is an outward sign of the grace of God on a
person who has come to faith in Christ. The Holy Spirit is a gift of God that is
conferred on us when we come to know Jesus.

Baptism
Think back upon your baptism. The pastor (or whoever baptized you) probably said something like, “Buried by baptism into death, raised to walk in newness of life.” Research where that saying comes from. What does it mean?
Does it make any difference in your Christian life?

Some Christians understand the “baptism of the Holy Spirit” as a separate, or second, blessing God gives to some people. It is often evidenced by
speaking in tongues, and is understood as a gift that comes to someone after
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they have put faith in Jesus. Most Baptists do not understand the “baptism
of the Holy Spirit” in this way. We generally believe that when we put our
faith in Christ the gift of the Holy Spirit is simultaneous with the grace we
have received by faith.
John’s pronouncement that Jesus would baptize with the Holy Spirit was
his recognition that Jesus was greater and mightier than he was. He was anxious to deflect attention away from himself and point to Jesus.

Implications and Actions
You may or may not be studying this lesson during the Christmas season.
Either way, it is always the season to be ready for the coming of the Lord.
We ought always to be in a posture of repentance and confession. We ought
always to remember our baptism and know that God’s grace has given us the
gift of the Holy Spirit. And like John, we should always be a voice pointing
to Jesus.
You may not be at all ready for the Lord’s coming. If you have not put
your faith in Jesus Christ, the best way to be prepared for the coming of the
Lord is to trust Jesus for the forgiveness of sin and the promise of new life.

Questions
1. Read other gospel stories about John’s ministry. What do you think
John would have to say to our society concerning repentance and
confession?

2. Consider things in your life from which you should repent.

20
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3. What do you think John meant when he talked about Jesus baptizing people with the Holy Spirit? How is this different from the
baptism of John?

4. How are you pointing people away from yourself and toward Jesus?

5. Have you made a decision to follow Jesus?

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND TEXT

Mark 1:9-15

Matthew 3:13-17, 4:1-17

lesson 2
The Ministry
Begins
MAIN IDEA
When I face temptation, God always gives
me a way out.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
How do I resist temptation?

STUDY AIM
To understand that sometimes after I experience my greatest spiritual victories, I
am immediately faced with my greatest
spiritual challenges

QUICK READ

BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

In the river, Jesus experienced the blessing of baptism, the voice of God, and the
Holy Spirit. But then, the same Spirit immediately led Him into the wilderness to
be tempted by Satan.
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Introduction
I have been a pastor for 33 years. Before that I was on staff in a couple of
churches. Before that I preached a series of youth revivals during the summer. Sometimes people ask me how long I have been in the ministry. That is
not the easiest question to answer. Do I count the years since I was licensed
to the ministry? When I was ordained? Sometimes, I answer that question
from the time I began to get paid for ministry. Sometimes, I answer from
when I began working on a church staff. Other times, the answer is how long
I have been the lead pastor of a church.
But upon reflection I think all of those answers are wrong. I know people
are asking how long I have been in professional ministry, but the real answer
should be that my ministry began the day I was baptized as an 11-year-old
boy. In fact, that ought to be everyone’s answer even if you have never been
a professional minister. Our baptism marks the commencement of a life of
ministry whether we ever get paid or ever work on a church staff.
Jesus’ baptism marked the beginning of His ministry. Baptism is the
commitment to begin a new life. When Jesus was baptized, He began a new
phase in His life.

Mark 1:9-15
At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized
by John in the Jordan. 10 Just as Jesus was coming up out of the water,
he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a
dove. 11 And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with
you I am well pleased.”
12
At once the Spirit sent him out into the wilderness, 13 and he was in
the wilderness forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with the wild
animals, and angels attended him.
14
After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the
good news of God. 15 “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God
has come near. Repent and believe the good news!”
9
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Commitment (1:9-11)
Jesus made His way from Nazareth to the Jordan River to be baptized by
John. Mark does not begin his gospel with a birth narrative. We learn nothing about shepherds or wise men; nothing about angels delivering messages
to Mary and Joseph; and nothing about Jesus being born in a manger. Mark
begins at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.
Later in the story (chapter 6), Mark identifies Jesus as a carpenter and
mentions His family members. If Mark were the only gospel to tell us about
Jesus, we would know almost nothing about His life before ministry.
Jesus comes to John because He wanted to be identified with John’s ministry. Jesus would be the completion of what John and all the prophets began. Therefore, Jesus sees Himself as the fulfillment of everything God had
been doing throughout the history of Israel.
The word “baptism” literally means, “to dip.” The way Mark describes that
Jesus “came up out of the water” leaves the impression that the mode of
baptism was immersion. Baptism by immersion was already part of Jewish
ritual. When Gentiles converted to Judaism they were often baptized in this
way. John’s baptism was not a baptism into a new faith, though. It was a baptism of repentance and confession.
Why then did Jesus feel the need to be baptized? If John’s baptism was a
sign of repentance, why should Jesus be baptized since He was sinless? This
may have been a question some early Christians asked. In Matthew’s account
of the baptism (Matthew 3:14-15), John asks that same question. John protested, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” Jesus then
answered that He was being baptized, “to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”
Jesus’ baptism marked the fulfillment of what God was doing in the world.
Jesus joined with all of the other people who had come to be baptized. In
that sense, He was identifying with the people He had come to save. In the
same way, we are baptized today to identify with the One who came to save
us. When we are baptized, we are following in the footsteps of Jesus.
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The Jordan River
The Jordan River flows from the foot of Mt. Hermon in the north and empties
into the Dead Sea in the south. The word “Jordan” means, “the descender.” Its
headwaters are more than 1,000 feet above sea level and descend to nearly
1,300 feet below sea level at the Dead Sea. The river plays an important role in
several biblical stories including Abram and Lot, Joshua, and Elijah and Elisha.
The most prominent event in the New Testament was the baptism of Jesus by
John who was baptizing in the Jordan River.

Baptism also marks the beginning of a new life. Although Jesus did not
need to repent, He did need to mark the beginning of a new life. His life
changed at His baptism because it was the commencement of His public ministry. He was ending His career as a carpenter and publicly announcing the
new turn His life was taking.
In the same way, when we are baptized, we are publicly announcing that
our life is turning in a new direction. We are taking an oath that the life we
once lived is now a different life, with a different mission. It is the beginning
of our ministry as a Christian.
In some ways, Jesus’ baptism was like the other baptisms that took place
that day. But in a very important way, Jesus’ baptism was very different. The
Holy Spirit came down, and the voice of the Father spoke. John had preached
that One was coming who would baptize with the Holy Spirit. The presence
of the Spirit and the voice of the Father confirmed Jesus as the One who was
mightier than John the Baptist. His baptism confirmed that Jesus was the
Messiah.

Confrontation (1:12-13)
Someone once told me, “If baptism is the end of our salvation, it is the front
end.” Baptism does not solve all of our problems or remove us from temptation. After Jesus was baptized, He faced the temptation of taking the wrong
road in ministry. Often, our greatest spiritual experiences are followed by the
greatest of spiritual challenges.
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Mark uses very few words to relate the temptation experience of Jesus
in the wilderness. Jesus needed time alone to contemplate the direction of
the new life of ministry He was pursuing. He needed to confirm what kind of
Messiah the Father wanted Him to be. A wilderness experience of forty days
harkens back to the stories of Noah, Moses, and Elijah. Forty days indicates
a considerable and complete amount of time.
Matthew and Luke expand the temptation experience to tell us more. Jesus confronted Satan who was tempting Jesus to follow a messianic direction
that was different from what the Father had in mind. Satan’s plans tempted
Jesus to pursue a worldly expression of what the Messiah would be.
According to Matthew and Luke, Satan sought to tempt Jesus to be the
kind of Messiah that could relieve the physical suffering of the world. By
turning stones to bread, Jesus could have fed the whole world. In a world of
scarce resources, Jesus could have gathered a great following and been a very
popular Messiah. Jesus was, in fact, concerned about the physical needs of
people and occasionally showed His power and compassion by feeding people. But He rejected the idea that He would be a Messiah who simply tried to
gather popularity by feeding people.
Jesus also rejected the idea of being the kind of leader who would just put
on a show. He could gather great crowds by doing spectacular miracles like
jumping off the temple unharmed. People would have been impressed and
followed Him around to see the show. It must have been tempting, but Jesus
knew it was not God’s will. It is a temptation that is still prevalent in church
life. We can draw a crowd if we are entertaining enough. We should seek to
be culturally engaging with society, but entertainment is not the purpose of
the gospel.
Finally, Jesus was tempted to be a political messiah. This was an expectation people had for the coming Messiah. People expected the Messiah to be
a King in the vein of David, or at least to run out the Romans of the land like
Judas Maccabeus had run out the Greeks. The problem with worldly political
power is that you usually have to sell your soul for it. Jesus knew that. It must
have been tempting, though, because He could have met the expectations of
the masses if He had fallen for this trap. Unfortunately, many followers of
Jesus have fallen for this trap and have sold their souls for political power.
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But Jesus did not give in to these temptations. He was single-minded
and knew what the Father wanted. He was not here to satisfy the wants of
people, or to fulfill their worldly expectations. Jesus’ Kingdom was not of this
world and the only expectations He desired to meet were the expectations
of His Father in Heaven. Because He knew His mission and knew God’s will
Jesus was able to reject these temptations and stay on the right path for His
ministry.

Spiritual Practices to Deal With Temptation
1. Keep an active prayer life
2. Read the Bible to discover how biblical characters dealt with temptation
3. Have an accountability partner or group
4. Decide ahead of time how you would respond in a tempting situation
5. Avoid situations that would tempt you to sin
6. Know God’s mission for your life and focus on it

We too can stay on the right path if we remain true to the mission God
has for us and discern God’s will. We must remember that our citizenship is
in Heaven.

Commencement (1:14-15)
Jesus committed Himself to a new life in His baptism and confronted the
temptations that came with that new life. Now, He was ready to commence
with His public ministry.
Mark tells us Jesus began His ministry after John the Baptist was arrested. The Gospel of John indicates there was a period of time when their ministries coincided. Whatever the case, Mark’s readers must have been familiar
with the story of John’s suffering. Mark saved the details of the story until
chapter 6.
The setting for much of Jesus’ ministry is in Galilee. Although Mark does
not mention Nazareth here, we know Jesus’ hometown is in Galilee. In Galilee, Jesus began to preach the good news God had assigned.
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Some translations use the word “gospel” to describe the word Jesus
preached. The word “gospel” simply means, “good news.” John preached a
word of warning about what was coming. When Jesus preached, He brought
good news about God’s Kingdom. It must have been a relief to hear good
news instead of bad news. It must have been joyful to know that the coming
of God’s Kingdom was full of grace instead of condemnation.
The Good News Jesus preached was not complicated. It announced that
the decisive moment in God’s saving plan had arrived. All of history was leading up to this very moment. The call of Abraham, the exodus from Egypt, the
period of the judges, and the preaching of the prophets all led to the moment
when the Messiah would appear. The Good News announced that the moment had arrived.
The Good News announced that the Kingdom of God was invading the
world. People had been hoping an earthly kingdom would save them. They
trusted that God would set on the throne of Israel a king like David, who
would make them powerful and save them from the kingdoms of this world.
But the Good News announced a new kind of Kingdom—a Kingdom that was
not of this world but was invading this world.
The Good News announced a change of direction. The word “repent” simply means to turn around and go a different direction. When Jesus preached,
He was calling people to live a different kind of life—a life of love, mercy,
forgiveness, and sacrifice. These life characteristics were the opposite of this
world’s values.
Finally, the Good News called people to put their trust in Jesus. Jesus
preached that faith in the Gospel would bring salvation. Instead of hoping for
a political messiah, they should trust that God was providing grace with the
invasion of His Kingdom into the world. God was offering salvation through
Jesus. Jesus was calling people to believe it.
The remainder of Jesus’ ministry is an outgrowth of the Good News He
preached from the very beginning. The miracles He performed, the things He
taught, His sacrifice on the cross, and the victory of resurrection all look back
to the simple message Jesus proclaimed at the very beginning.
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Implications and Actions
Baptism is a commitment to begin a new life. The new life is a life of ministry
that begins the moment our head comes up out of the water. You may never
be a professional minister that gets paid by a church, but that is not the measure of ministry. We are all ministers, whatever we do for a living.
The commitment we make at our baptism does not eliminate trials and
temptations. Jesus is a perfect example of that! Jesus immediately faced
temptations after His baptism, and His life was full of trials. But He was single-minded in His mission and attuned to God’s will. If we remember our
ministry and follow the will of God, we can emerge from trials and temptations with renewed strength.

Questions
1. How has your life changed direction since your baptism?

2. What mission has God given you for ministry? How does your life
reflect that mission? How does God’s mission help you deal with
temptations as they arise?

3. Do you think the temptations Jesus experienced were real temptations for Him? Why would the temptations as described in Matthew
4 be tempting?
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4. If someone asked you to explain the Good News Jesus proclaimed,
how would you explain it?

5. Why was the gospel “good news” when compared to the news previously reported by the Law and the Prophets?

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 1:16-20

Matthew 4:18-22

lesson 3
Gone Fishing
MAIN IDEA
Jesus wants to use whatever I already
know to bring people to Him.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Do I have the proper equipment and patience to be an effective fisher of men?

STUDY AIM
To learn that God wants His house to
be full, not the church building, but the
household of faith

QUICK READ

BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

Jesus wasn’t really talking about catching
fish. He was talking about capturing people who are lost and bringing them into a
saving relationship with Him.

30

Lesson 3: Gone Fishing

31

Introduction
Several years ago I found myself on a beach in Brazil early in the morning. I
was on a mission trip and had a couple of hours before we were to travel to
our assigned mission project. I watched Brazilian fishermen working on the
beach to catch the day’s haul.
These professional fishermen knew how to do it. They did not mess
around with fishing poles or hooks or bait. They had the biggest net I have
ever seen! Two boats went about a mile out in the ocean with the middle of
the net and the ends of the net were left with the fellows on the beach. So the
net was a couple of MILES long! Okay, maybe I am just remembering it to be
that big. But whatever the case, it was huge.
Once the boats got way out in the ocean they lowered the net and the
fellows on the beach pulled it in. This is about when I started watching. It
took a couple of hours, but eventually the fishermen got the net in filled with
thousands of fish they would sell that day. It was quite a sight.

Mark 1:16-20
As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 17 “Come,
follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will send you out to fish for people.” 18 At once
they left their nets and followed him.
19
When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and
his brother John in a boat, preparing their nets. 20 Without delay he called
them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and
followed him.
16

Called (1:16-17, 20a)
I always think about the experience in Brazil when I read this passage of
Scripture. Simon and Andrew would not have had a net two miles long. Their
net may have been small enough to throw into the water to catch the fish
close to them. They also may have had a net that spanned two boats to catch
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the fish swimming between them. They knew how to fish. They had been doing this all of their lives.
Jesus had been going around Galilee preaching about the Kingdom of
God and calling people to change what they had been doing all of their lives.
One day He was passing by the Sea of Galilee and saw Simon and Andrew
fishing. Down the beach, He met James and John. He called all of them to
change what they had been doing all of their lives and to follow Him instead.
The Sea of Galilee is a freshwater lake. It is called the lake of Gennesaret in
Luke 5:1, by the historian Josephus, and in First Maccabees. Once, the gospel
of John called it the “Sea of Tiberias.” It lies 700 feet below sea level. It is about
eight miles wide and thirteen miles long. It is fed by the Jordan River and
teems with fish. Because mountains surround it, it is often subject to violent
storms. These storms set the scene in New Testament stories involving Jesus
and His disciples.

These four men seem to be strange choices to be disciples of Jesus. Since
Jesus was trying to change the world, you would think He would have called
kings and generals, corporate executives and cultural influencers. But no,
instead Jesus called ordinary people. These were fishermen: hard workers,
crude in manners, foul in speech, and rough in their treatment of others.
They were salty seamen. You would think Jesus could have at least chosen
nice, polite people with good people skills and refined educations. But no, he
called crusty fishermen.
The way Mark tells the story you might think this was the first time Jesus
had ever met these men. But this is probably not the first time these men
had met one another. We know from the Gospel of John that Andrew was a
disciple of John the Baptist and had met Jesus in that context. Andrew then
went and told his brother Simon Peter about Jesus, announcing Jesus as the
Messiah. Also, there is a possibility that James and John were Jesus’ first
cousins. Harmonizing Matthew 27:56 and Mark 15:40, one might conjecture
that James and John’s mother was Salome, who is also identified as Mary’s
sister. It is not certain, but it is possible. It is likely this is not the first time
these men had met Jesus.
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The call from Jesus was a call to a new life. When you follow Jesus nothing is ever the same. The metaphor of becoming “fishers of men” reminds us
that Jesus can take whoever we are and change the objective of our lives for
the sake of the Kingdom of God. These four men had previously had a life
objective of catching fish. Now they would have a life objective of catching
people.
When Jesus calls us to follow Him, He can use the gifts and talents we
already have to benefit His Kingdom. If you are a doctor, God can use that
skill in His Kingdom to heal people for the Kingdom. If you are a teacher, God
can use that talent to educate people about the Gospel. If you are a farmer,
God can use that talent to help feed the hungry. It doesn’t really matter what
your career happens to be. God can change the object of any vocation to catch
people for His Kingdom. The call to follow Jesus is a call to be used by God for
the work of the Good News.

Caught (1:18, 20b)
I went fishing the other day. People around me were pulling in a fish every
few minutes. Little children squealed with delight every time they landed
one. Old men with plenty of experience calmly set the hook as I watched
them pull fish to the shore. Everyone was catching fish. Everyone but me. For
some reason fish seldom bite my bait. As my son always reminds me, I went
fishing, but I did not go catching.
But Jesus went catching the day He encountered Simon and Andrew and
James and John. When Jesus called them to follow Him, they took the bait—
hook, line, and sinker. Like a fish on the line, Jesus pulled them in by His
magnificent power and they were compelled to follow along behind Him.
What made these crusty sea salts drop everything to follow some traveling preacher around? What made them abandon their careers, their possessions, their security, and even their own father leaving him behind with
the employees? But that is what they did. They heard the call of Jesus and
dropped everything to follow Him. Jesus caught them.
These men followed Jesus because they were caught by His call on their
lives. The call of Jesus told there was something more urgent than what they
were doing. Jesus’ call alerted them they were drowning in the waters of a
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mediocre existence, when there was something more important to which
they could give their lives.
Have you ever received a call that made you drop everything you were doing because it was clear there was something more urgent? When you get the
phone call that there has been a death in the family, you drop whatever you
are doing and go. When your boss calls you into her office, it doesn’t really
matter what you are doing at the moment, you abandon what you are doing
because you have been called by a higher authority. When the fire department receives a call to attend to a house fire, they drop whatever is happening
in the station, load up the truck, and follow the call because something more
urgent is happening. Those kinds of calls make you change your plans.
I think that is what happened to Simon and Andrew and James and John.
They heard the call from Jesus and it changed everything. They dropped their
possessions, their plans, their careers, and their security because they recognized the call of Jesus was calling them to something more urgent.

Strategies for “Catching People”
1. Form trusting relationships with people who need Jesus.
2. Be prepared to give a testimony about how Jesus changed your life.
3. Invite non-Christians to church.
4. Love people unconditionally.
5. Treat all people with love and respect regardless of their lifestyle.
6. Be genuine in friendship with non-Christians. Do not manipulate them.

Most of us have heard that urgent call of Jesus to follow Him. Maybe you
heard it through the voice of a preacher or Sunday School teacher at church.
Maybe you heard it from a parent who spoke to you about your budding faith.
Maybe you heard the call in a life crisis when you realized you could not handle the situation alone. Jesus calls in all sorts of life circumstances. When
He calls, He is calling us to change what we have been doing all our lives and
follow Him instead.
Maybe you hear the call of Jesus as you read these words. There is nothing more important, nothing more urgent than answering that call. It is a call
that will make you change your plans.
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Committed (1:18, 20b)
An affirmative answer to the call of Jesus is a radical commitment. When Jesus called Andrew and Simon, the Bible indicates they immediately left their
nets and followed Him. James and John were even more radical. Not only did
they leave the important task of repairing their nets, they left their father
Zebedee in the boat with the hired hands and followed Jesus.
I bet Zebedee was not very excited about his two boys abandoning the
family business to follow this preacher around. Zebedee had undoubtedly
worked long and hard to build up a business to hand over to his sons one day,
and now, in the blink of an eye this man claiming to have good news reeled
them in. It may not have been such good news to Zebedee! But the call of
Jesus compelled them to make a radical commitment.
I heard a story a few years ago about a large midwestern university who
invited a famous rock and roll singer to give the commencement address
at graduation. He had given the school a lot of money, so someone had the
bright idea of inviting him to speak. He stood at the podium refusing to wear
an academic robe, spit gum out of his mouth onto the grass of the football
stadium, and proceeded to tell these new graduates his advice. He told them
that their parents were going to pressure them to get a job, but they should
not buckle under that pressure. Do your own thing. Don’t listen to your parents or society that says you have to make money. Live young and free. Finally he noted, “I would simply say ‘play it like you feel it, baby, and live it up,
kid. You’ll be all right.’”1
Mothers and fathers were gritting their teeth all over the stadium. They
had spent thousands of dollars getting their children to this point for the
purpose of getting a good job that would pay a lot of money. They probably
felt like Zebedee that day when radical Jesus came along and took his boys on
a non-paying adventure.
In a world like this, we cannot afford to have our children run off to Europe to find themselves or abandon a career to “do their own thing!” We need
them to get out there and make some money. We can’t have them chasing off
after Jesus to Haiti or Africa or some such place.
So, do we get serious and earn a living in the real world, or do we run
off and do our own thing? Do we conform or rebel? Jesus does not side with
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either option. Jesus does not say run off and do your own thing—He says,
“Follow me.” Jesus does not side with cultural and societal expectations demanding that we follow the real world where the way to success is to make all
the money you can. He says, “Follow me.”
Following Jesus is not rebellious, but it IS radical. It is a radical commitment because the call of Christ makes us realize there is something more
urgent and something more important than finding ourselves or conforming
to the expectations of this world. This is no time for youthful rebellion or a
vacuous pursuit of empty success. The Kingdom of God is near. Now is the
time to repent and believe the Good News!

Implications and Actions
If you have been caught by the call of Jesus, Jesus can use your life to catch
other people with His call. Regardless of what you do for a living, you have
been called to seek out people who need to hear and respond to the call of
Christ.
Jesus may not always demand we give up our careers or business. But He
always calls us to follow Him. We do not know at the beginning of the journey
where Jesus will lead us. But we can trust that He will lead us along the path
of righteousness.
The path we follow with Jesus is not a path of rebellion, nor is it a path
of conformity. The path of Jesus transcends these two worldly choices to a
higher path. It is a radical path by which we commit ourselves to follow Him
wherever He leads. Along the way, we can “catch” other people and bring
them along with us as they too respond to the call of Christ.

Questions
1. There are some suggestions of “Strategies to Catch People” in the
sidebar. Think of other strategies that are not mentioned. Discuss
these strategies with your class.
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2. In two minutes or less, articulate your experience when Jesus called
you to follow Him. How did it change your life?

3. Why do you think Jesus called “salty seamen” and “crusty fishermen” to follow Him instead of more influential and socially acceptable people?

4. Discuss the difference between being rebellious and radical.

5. How does Jesus usually call people to follow Him today? Who are
some of the people God has used in your life to help you hear and
answer the call of Jesus?

NOTES
1

Deseret News, June 2, 2003. “What Happened to Pomp and Circumstance?” by Marianne M.
Jennings.

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 1:21-35

Matthew 6:5-15

lesson 4
A Day in
the Life
MAIN IDEA
Jesus’ power to heal the sick came from
His Father. We can’t imitate that, but we
should try to replicate His prayer life.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Can I bring my hurting friends to Jesus
through prayer?

STUDY AIM
To realize that my quiet time is not about
a place, it is about a person, and that person is Jesus

QUICK READ
BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

Jesus was always in action. The key word
in Mark’s gospel is “immediately,” which
appears over forty times. And yet, Jesus
saw the value of setting aside time to be
alone with His Father in prayer.
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Introduction
Some days are crazy busy. I had a day one time as a pastor when I presided over two funerals and a wedding! It sounds like the title of a movie, but
that is the way it is sometimes. Some days are full of hospital visits, sermon
preparation, church administration, and calming down an angry parishioner.
Lately the Coronavirus pandemic has confused matters even more. I was always told that preachers only work one day a week, and then only in the
morning. That is not exactly true.
When Jesus began His ministry, He had days that were crazy busy. The
way Mark tells it He moved in rapid-fire succession, constantly on the move,
preaching, teaching, and healing the sick and afflicted. Although it is not as
apparent in the New International Version, other translations give a sense of
the urgency of this day in the life of Jesus. The word “immediately” jumps out
every few verses connoting rapid movement from one situation to another.
As Mark tells it, the first day of Jesus’ ministry went from a sermon interrupted by a disturbed worshiper, to healing Peter’s mother-in-law, to a
neighborhood healing service when the whole city was crowding in for help
and hope. Jesus could see from the very beginning He would be working
more than one day a week!

Mark 1:21-35
They went to Capernaum, and when the Sabbath came, Jesus went
into the synagogue and began to teach. 22 The people were amazed at his
teaching, because he taught them as one who had authority, not as the
teachers of the law. 23 Just then a man in their synagogue who was possessed by an impure spirit cried out, 24 “What do you want with us, Jesus
of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy
One of God!”
25
“Be quiet!” said Jesus sternly. “Come out of him!” 26 The impure spirit
shook the man violently and came out of him with a shriek.
27
The people were all so amazed that they asked each other, “What is
this? A new teaching—and with authority! He even gives orders to impure
spirits and they obey him.” 28 News about him spread quickly over the
whole region of Galilee.
21
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As soon as they left the synagogue, they went with James and John
to the home of Simon and Andrew. 30 Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed
with a fever, and they immediately told Jesus about her. 31 So he went to
her, took her hand and helped her up. The fever left her and she began to
wait on them.
32
That evening after sunset the people brought to Jesus all the sick and
demon-possessed. 33 The whole town gathered at the door, 34 and Jesus
healed many who had various diseases. He also drove out many demons,
but he would not let the demons speak because they knew who he was.
35
Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the
house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.
29

Busy at Church (1:21-28)
Jesus’ first day of ministry was busy at church. In Jesus’ case, of course, it
was a synagogue. A synagogue was a local place of worship for Jews where
there was teaching, preaching, and Scripture reading. No sacrifices were done
there because the temple was the only appropriate place for sacrifices. Also, a
synagogue did not normally have a priest. It was led by a “leader of the synagogue,” who did not necessarily carry out all of the teaching and preaching.
Often a capable member was asked to teach. On this day, Jesus was asked to
teach.

Synagogues
The synagogue is a local place of worship for Jewish people. Its origins
are probably from the exile in Babylon after the temple was destroyed and
the people were carried away from Jerusalem. During the exile, the people
needed a place of worship and teaching. There were no sacrifices made in a
synagogue. Sacrifices were reserved for the temple. A layperson was usually
named the ruler of the synagogue and was responsible for administration and
taking care of the building. A synagogue could be started anywhere in the
world with at least ten adult Jewish men.
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As Jesus taught the people were amazed because He taught as one with
authority. Most of the time the person teaching would quote the great rabbis
who had commented on Scripture for centuries. The teachers normally relied
on the authority of scholars and rabbis who had taught before. Evidently,
Jesus did not rely on the authority of previous rabbis. He taught on His own
authority.
Then the sermon was interrupted. Mark describes a man with an evil
spirit speaking up in the middle of the sermon. It is hard to know the exact
nature of the evil spirit. Perhaps it was a demon like is described in other
biblical stories. Perhaps it was a spirit in the heart of this man opposed to
Jesus’ Spirit and by definition was evil because he resisted the message Jesus
was preaching. Whatever the nature of this spirit, this man found offense
with Jesus’ authoritative teaching. In short, something was not right inside
this man.
We might be surprised when we find out there are people with evil spirits
in church. They are not always what we think of as being “possessed by the
devil,” but you will discover before too long that something evil does have a
hold on some folks. Some people have a spirit of hatred, or bitterness, or racism, or anger. Some are possessed by lust or greed. I know people who could
stand up right in the middle of the sermon and confess to some sin they
are struggling with and their demons will not let them go. Or maybe it was
nothing they did, but something done to them that has left them scarred,
ashamed, hopeless, and anxious. I guess all of us are in one or more of these
categories. We all struggle with evil spirits inside us.
The man asked interesting questions: “What do you want with us, Jesus
of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us?” The answer to that question is
“Yes!” Jesus did come to destroy the evil spirits that live in us. He commands
the spirit of prejudice to come out of you. He demands that the spirits of
greed and lust and bitterness come out. Jesus has come to destroy structures
of society that keep some enslaved for the enrichment of others. He has come
to cast out religious leaders who manipulate the flock for their own benefit.
He has come to destroy those evil spirits that take advantage of the plight of
the poor to fill their own pockets. He has come to exorcise guilt and shame
and anxiety. Jesus says to every evil spirit, “Come out!”
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Evil spirits do not come out without a fight. The spirits we wrestle with
often have a tight hold on us. It is painful to give up attitudes of prejudice
and hatred. It is hard to let go of bitterness or guilt or an addiction. The evil
spirit that possessed the man in the synagogue “shook the man violently and
came out of him with a shriek.” It just reminds us that the authority of Jesus
is greater than any evil spirit.
Now the people were truly astonished. Not only did Jesus teach with authority, He acted with authority. He demonstrated that His authority was
greater than the evil spirit that had a hold on the man. No wonder news
about Him spread around the region.

Busy at Home (1:29-31)
Immediately after the experience at the synagogue Jesus, James, and John
went home with Simon and Andrew. The home was in Capernaum, which is
located on the northeast portion of the Sea of Galilee. We can surmise this is
the vicinity where Jesus called these disciples to follow Him.
We learn that Simon was married. His mother-in-law was sick in the
house. Perhaps Jesus was hoping to relax after His busy morning in the synagogue, but there was trouble in the house as well. There was no rest from
ministry.

Ideas for Ministry at Home
1. Eat together as a family several times a week.
2. Pray with and for one another.
3. Lead your children to know Jesus.
4. Lead your family to be faithful in church.
5. Pay attention to the needs of your spouse and meet those needs.
6. Fill in the blank with your ideas… ________________________ .

We are reminded by this turn of events that ministry does not happen
only at church. Ministry happens at home too, because home is not immune
to difficult times. Sometimes we get so busy working for the Lord at church,
we neglect ministry at home. But Jesus saw the needs of people wherever
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they were and acted to meet their needs even at home. We should not get so
busy doing ministry at church and neglect ministry in our families.
We do not know the nature of the woman’s illness. Mark tells us she had
a fever, and Luke says she had a “high fever.” Whatever the illness was Jesus
recognized she was in need.
Jesus took her by the hand and helped her up. In His touch and with His
help, she was healed. She then began to serve them. This was an expression of
gratitude on her part, but for Mark’s readers it was proof of her cure.
Jesus’ busy day was not over. Word must have gotten out about what had
happened in the synagogue and in the home of Simon and Andrew. This busy
day was about to get busier.

Busy in the Community (1:32-34)
When evening came crowds showed up, it was the Sabbath day so the people would have waited until sundown when the Sabbath was over. Verse 28
tells us that news about what had happened in the Synagogue that morning
spread around the community. Word had probably gotten out about Peter’s
mother-in-law. Now people in need came to see if Jesus could help them too.
Mark distinguishes between the sick and those who were demon possessed. The word for sick means, “having something badly.” Perhaps demon
possession connoted “something bad having you.” Regardless of the distinction, the people who came to Jesus were in need.
Mark indicated the “whole town gathered at the door.” Thus Jesus’ fame
and popularity was spreading rapidly at the beginning of His ministry. The
book of Mark is structured to build up His popularity through chapter 9, then
His popularity diminishes after chapter 9 leading to the cross.
Jesus healed people who had all sorts of diseases. He also drove out demons. Mark adds something important about the demons. He wrote that
Jesus would not let the demons speak because they knew who He was. This
begins a phenomenon in Mark called “the Messianic Secret.”
One of the major questions in the book of Mark is, “Who is this man
Jesus?” Mark told his readers in the first verse of the gospel that Jesus is the
Son of God. Even though his readers know from the beginning, the charac-
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ters in the book come to the answer gradually. Jesus seemed reluctant to let
the secret out until it is the right time.
First the demonic world knows who Jesus is. In Mark 3:10-12, evil spirits
bow down before Him and proclaim Jesus to be the Son of God, but Jesus
told them not to tell who He is. There are several instances in which it seems
Jesus was reluctant to let the secret out, particularly if the message would
come from the demonic world. Jesus’ actions give hints to the characters in
the story, but they do not understand.
In chapter 8, Peter finally declared Jesus as the Christ. In chapter 9, Jesus
revealed Himself more fully at the Transfiguration, but only to a few disciples.
Jesus finally revealed Himself to the Jewish court in chapter 14, and when He
was hanging on the cross the Roman Centurion discerned Jesus’ true nature
when he declared Jesus the Son of God as Jesus died. By slowly revealing the
true identity of Jesus to the characters in the story, Mark makes the case that
Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God.
Thus ends this busy day in the life of Jesus. He has gone from one thing
to another, always aware of the needs of people around Him. He was busy at
church, busy at home, and busy in the community. Jesus was God, but He was
also human. His humanity must have been exhausted after a day like that.

Respite and Renewal (1:35)
Early the next morning Jesus found a solitary place to pray. He went to pray
in the dark because in the light of day He could find no rest from the people
who were seeking Him out. Even early in the morning, He did not have much
solitude because Simon and some other disciples found Him and tried to pull
Him back into the fray.
After a busy day of ministry, and what seemed to be a busy day in front of
Him, Jesus needed time for respite and renewal. He needed to connect with
His Father to seek rest from the previous day and refreshing for the day to
come. He knew that was not possible without finding solitude.
In Matthew 6, as Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount, He taught
people how to pray. One of the things He taught is praying in a solitary place
where you can be alone with the Father. He gave this advice in contrast to
praying out in public where others can see you. Jesus taught in reference to
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praying so others can see how religious you are. That kind of praying may
help your reputation in the community, but it is not helpful in your spiritual
relationship with God.
Jesus was not prohibiting public prayer. There is an appropriate place for
public prayer as long as it seeks to lift the prayers of the community to God.
Jesus knows, though, it is vital to get away from distractions and talk to God
alone. Public praying has its place, but true communion with God that brings
personal respite and renewal demands alone time.
All of us have crazy days of ministry to others. There is joy and purpose
in serving others. But we cannot neglect our own spiritual development and
formation. Without spending time in prayer, we will soon be drained of spiritual power and then we are no good to anybody. If you truly want to minister
to others, be like Jesus. Find time to spend with God alone.

Implications and Actions
When we live our lives to serve God by serving people we will constantly find
people who need God’s mercy and grace. Thankfully, God has empowered us
and equipped us to do the work of Christ in the world. But that work can
consume us if we are not careful.
Sometimes we get so busy doing God’s work at church we neglect to do
God’s work at home. We all know of families that have fallen apart because of
a failure to balance the ministry of church with the ministry of home. When
the rest of the community is in need we can let those needs get our own lives
out of balance.
Jesus balanced each of these demands on His time and in His ministry.
But He also took time to be renewed by ministering to His own needs in His
relationship with the Father. In your work for God’s Kingdom, don’t neglect
prayer. Communion with God keeps life in balance and makes us effective to
meet the demands of a demanding world.
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Questions
1. Evaluate the balancing act of your life. Are things out of balance as
you seek to serve the needs of others? How can God help you get
your life back in balance?

2. Evaluate your ministry to others in different areas of your life. Are
you neglecting ministry at church? At Home? In your community?
In your own spiritual life?

3. Do a study about the “Messianic Secret” in the book of Mark. Why
did Jesus tell people not to reveal who He was?

4. How does your prayer life affect the way you minister to others?

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 1:36-45

Luke 5:12-16

lesson 5
A Personal
Touch
MAIN IDEA
Leprosy can sometimes isolate a person
physically. Sin also can sometimes isolate
a person from many of God’s blessings.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Who are the “untouchables” in my life?

STUDY AIM
To learn that God helps the helpless when
they beg Him, in humility, for help

QUICK READ
Jesus shocked the crowd by reaching out
and touching a leper, an “untouchable,”
with His healing power.

BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE
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Introduction
For generations, India’s society has been regulated by the caste system, which
divides people into groups based on their social position. The Brahmins are
the highest caste. The Dalits, or untouchables, are the lowest. William Carey, missionary to India and founder of the modern missionary movement,
fought strongly against this practice.
Carey personally experienced the evils of the caste system after the death
of his five-year-old son. Caste customs were so rigid that Carey could not find
people willing to build a coffin or dig the grave. Finally, four Muslims agreed
to dig the grave. After the funeral, the community excommunicated the four
men. They were only restored to society after Carey virtually forced the local
Muslim leader to eat with the men.
After this experience, Carey began to use all the resources at his disposal to fight against the discrimination of the caste system. He insisted that
new converts to Christianity set aside the caste system. He advocated for inter-caste marriages and treated all members of castes as equals.1 Carey’s ministry reminds us that no one is “untouchable.” God helps all who call on Him.

Mark 1:36-45
Simon and his companions went to look for him, 37 and when they
found him, they exclaimed: “Everyone is looking for you!”
38
Jesus replied, “Let us go somewhere else—to the nearby villages—so I
can preach there also. That is why I have come.” 39 So he traveled throughout Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and driving out demons.
40
A man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, “If you
are willing, you can make me clean.”
41
Jesus was indignant. He reached out his hand and touched the man. “I
am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” 42 Immediately the leprosy left him and he
was cleansed.
43
Jesus sent him away at once with a strong warning: 44 “See that you
don’t tell this to anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the
sacrifices that Moses commanded for your cleansing, as a testimony to
them.” 45 Instead he went out and began to talk freely, spreading the news.
As a result, Jesus could no longer enter a town openly but stayed outside
in lonely places. Yet the people still came to him from everywhere.
36
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A Greater Mission (Mark 1:36-39)
We saw in the previous lesson how Jesus performed two great miracles: freeing a man who was possessed by a demon and healing Simon Peter’s motherin-law. That night the “whole town” gathered at Peter’s door. Jesus healed
many people and cast out many demons (Mark 1:21-35). This powerful night
of ministry was a demonstration of the complete healing and wholeness
Christ would bring.
Early the next morning, Jesus got up, left Peter’s house, and found a
place where He could be alone to pray. Peter and the disciples went to search
for Him, and “when they found him, they exclaimed: ‘Everyone is looking for
you!’” (Mark 1:36).
We can understand how the disciples might have felt. When I taught preschool, I knew I had caught the children’s interest and attention when we
finished an activity and they shouted, “Do it again!” Whether it was an experiment, a song, or a silly game, I knew when I heard “Do it again!” that my
students were engaged in our learning. Even as adults, we feel the same way
when we see or experience something that captivates us. That is one reason
they have instant replay in sports. When we see a receiver make what seems
to be an impossible catch or a basketball player soaring through the air to
dunk the ball, we want to see them do it again. It is why we go back to places
and experiences that once inspired us; why we return to books, sermons, or
verses that have helped us connect with God. We want to, “Do it again!”
The disciples may have been motivated by something similar: they wanted to see Jesus “Do it again!” They had never seen anyone preach, heal, or do
the kinds of miracles Jesus did. When Jesus healed not only Peter’s motherin-law but also “many” from the town, it must have seemed like the fulfillment of everything they had longed for. They had long believed the Messiah;
the promised deliverer was coming. John had promised that the Messiah’s
coming was near. Seeing Jesus’ ministry made them realize that “soon” had
become “now.” The Messiah was here. He had healed people and cast out demons, and the whole town was looking for Him. They wanted Jesus to come
back and finish what they thought He had started. They wanted Him to “Do
it again!”
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This was only the first of many times Jesus would have to correct the disciples’ misunderstanding of His mission. Jesus had not come to be a miracle
Messiah who would draw a following by His amazing feats. Jesus had come
to invite people into a new experience of God—an experience that demanded
a response.2 Jesus had come to declare the message that the kingdom of God
was at hand. Entering the kingdom required people to accept Christ as Lord
and submit themselves to God’s reign. Spreading this message was His mission, and that meant Jesus could not stay in Capernaum. Instead, He intentionally began to move throughout the region “preaching in their synagogues
and driving out demons” (Mark 1:39).

A Compassionate Touch (Mark 1:40-42)
As Jesus traveled through the region, a man with leprosy came to Jesus and
asked for His help. Leprosy was a dreaded disease in the ancient world, both
because of the disease itself and because of the social isolation it caused. In
the Bible, leprosy referred to a range of skin diseases in addition to Hansen’s Disease, the proper name for what we know as leprosy today. All these
skin diseases the Bible describes as “leprosy” resulted in ritual uncleanness.
Lepers were required to cover their faces and shout “Unclean! Unclean!” as
they approached people. Lepers could attend synagogue if a screen separated
them from the rest of the assembly, but they could not enter a house. Even a
chance encounter with a leper could make a person unclean.3 Although only a
few cases of leprosy in the Bible are results of divine judgment, leprosy was a
disease people associated with sin and death. Leprosy made people untouchable and cut them off from their community.
The man with leprosy approached Jesus and begged for His help. “If you
are willing, you can make me clean” (Mark 1:40). Both the man’s actions and
his words demonstrated his belief that Jesus could heal him. Approaching
Jesus broke social taboos, but it also showed his boldness. The man believed
Jesus could heal him, and he was willing to humble himself and beg for Jesus’
help.
Mark 1:41 says that Jesus was “indignant.” This might seem strange to
us. We know that Jesus typically had compassion on people who needed His
help. What about this situation might have angered Him? It may be that Je-
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sus was angry at the disease and all it symbolized about the effect of sin. Just
as sin separates us from God and leads to our spiritual death, the man’s disease had separated him from his community and, unchecked, would lead to
his physical death. Jesus had not come simply to preach some nice messages
that would make people feel better about themselves. Jesus’ mission would
lead Him to a direct confrontation with sin, and victory over death would
only come through His sacrifice. The man’s condition was a walking reminder
of everything Jesus had come to destroy, and it provoked His righteous anger.
In an act of bold compassion, Jesus reached out and touched the man.
“‘I am willing,’ He said. ‘Be clean!’” (Mark 1:41). The people of the time often
thought of sin as something that was contagious. The man’s leprosy made
him unclean, and his ritual uncleanness was catching. Even something as
simple as standing under a tree with a leper could make a person unclean.4
Yet when Jesus touched the man, Jesus did not become unclean. When Jesus
touched the man, the man was healed. In Scripture, miracles are often enacted parables—visible demonstrations of truth about the kingdom of God.
This miracle illustrates the way Christ cleanses us from our sin. “God made
him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21). Christ, who did not sin, took
the burden of our sin upon Himself so He might pay the penalty and make
us right with God. We do not contaminate Christ with our sin. Rather, by His
grace, Christ imputes—or credits—His righteousness to us.
The man’s healing was instantaneous. “Immediately the leprosy left him
and he was cleansed” (Mark 1:42). In the New Testament, Jesus healed everyone who came to Him for help. When we humbly admit our need and come
to Jesus, we do not have to fear that He will turn us away. Humility is simply
recognizing we need God’s grace and forgiveness. We cannot deal with the
problem of our sin any more than the man could heal his own leprosy. We
need Christ’s grace, and He gives it freely to all who ask. “Everyone who calls
on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Romans 10:13).
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Reaching Across Barriers
Hope Baptist Church was a small but growing congregation. Then a local
Muslim group announced plans to build a mosque on the empty lot next door.
Many in town opposed the mosque’s construction. Work on the site was vandalized, and some members of the congregation were fearful of what having
a mosque next door could mean. How could the church reach across barriers,
show love to their Muslim neighbors, and help them hear the gospel?

A Neglected Commission (Mark 1:43-45)
Jesus immediately gave the man a “strong warning.” Jesus wanted the man
to keep silent about the miracle. Instead of telling everyone about his healing, Jesus insisted that the man first go show himself to the priest and make
offerings for his cleansing, as the Law prescribed (Mark 1:43-44).
Why would Jesus have done such a thing? There are multiple factors at
work. One thing at stake may have been the timing. Jesus needed time to
complete His mission and fully reveal the nature of the kingdom of God. He
did not want to prematurely escalate the conflict between Himself and the
religious authorities by drawing too much attention too soon.
A second factor may have been that Jesus wanted the man to provide a
“testimony” to the priests (Mark 1:40). The Old Testament recognized that
healing from leprosy was possible. The Law dictated that a person who had
been healed from their leprosy should go show themselves to the priest and
make sacrifices. If the priest agreed that the person had been healed, the
priest would pronounce them clean (Leviticus 14:1-7). Jesus came to fulfill
the law, and He wanted the man to obey the law’s requirements so he could
be fully restored to the community. Asking the priests to recognize the man’s
healing would have also asked them to recognize the man’s Healer. In Scripture, all recorded accounts of healing from leprosy are the results of God’s miraculous power. If the man had truly been healed, the priests who recognized
his healing would have been forced to consider the truth of who Jesus was.
One way or the other, they would have had to respond to Jesus.5
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However, the man did not follow Jesus’ instruction. While the man’s enthusiasm was understandable, his disobedience made Jesus’ ministry more
difficult. Up to this point, the synagogue had been the center point of Jesus’
proclamation. As news spread about how Jesus had healed the man from
leprosy, Jesus now found it impossible to go into towns openly. Instead, He
stayed out in “lonely places” and the people came to Him there (Mark 1:45).

Why Keep Silent?
One of the interesting features of the Gospel of Mark is that in several places
Jesus tells people to keep silent. We see one example in this story, where Jesus commands the man He healed from leprosy not to tell anyone what Jesus
had done for him, but there are also several other places in Mark where Jesus
commands people—and even demons—to keep silent about Him (Mark 3:1112; 5:43; 7:36; 8:26-30).
Why would Jesus have commanded people to keep silent about His identity? There are multiple reasons. One may have had to do with timing. In this
lesson, we see that the increased attention made it more difficult for Jesus to
minister publicly. Drawing too much scrutiny too soon in His ministry might
have hastened the crucifixion. Another might have been that Jesus not only
had to show His disciples He was the Messiah, but He had to clarify their understanding about what being the Messiah meant. For Jesus, being the Messiah meant embracing the cross. Commanding silence about His ministry gave
Jesus time to help the disciples understand that He would suffer, die, and rise
again.

Sin always has consequences. We should not judge the man too harshly.
After all, who could keep silent about such a miracle? And yet, the man did
not do what Jesus clearly commanded him to do. When we do not do what
God tells us to do, that is sin—and sin has consequences. Sin always introduces separation, and our text shows that the man’s sin resulted in separating Jesus from the larger towns and villages in Galilee. Yet Jesus’ mission
continued as the people came to Him.
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Implications and Actions
We can consider the implications of this lesson from several angles. Like the
disciples, we may not always understand the nature of Jesus’ mission. When
we are caught up in a great encounter with God, our natural response may be
to attempt to experience the same thing over and over again. Yet God’s intention is always for us to go out and tell. As followers of Christ, we are commissioned to go out and preach the good news so all have a chance to hear.
A second implication of this text is that all means all. In this passage, Jesus met a man who was isolated and alienated by society, but Jesus welcomed
the man and met his needs. His compassionate touch both healed the man
and broke the barriers of his isolation. For Christ, no one is untouchable. Can
we say the same?
Finally, we need to consider Jesus’ commission. The man did not obey
Jesus’ command, and his disobedience had consequences. Today, Christ no
longer asks us to keep silent. Christ commands us to go and tell (Matthew
28:18-20; Acts 1:8). The man accepted Christ’s healing, but he did not fully
obey Christ’s command. Will we?

Questions
1. The disciples did not fully understand the nature of Jesus’ mission.
What are some ways in which we can misunderstand Jesus’ mission?

2. The man’s leprosy isolated him and made him untouchable. Who are
people often considered “untouchable” today?
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3. How can the gospel help break down barriers that isolate and alienate people from their communities? How is your church reaching
out to those who may feel isolated and alone?

4. Has there ever been a time you felt God wanted you to share a testimony with someone and you failed to do so? What happened?

6. God still asks us to share the good news of the gospel with those
around us. How can we learn to recognize opportunities to tell people about Jesus and prepare ourselves to take advantage of them?
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FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 2:1-12

Luke 5:17-26

lesson 6
Whatever It
Takes
MAIN IDEA
We can bring our hurting friends to Jesus
by bringing them to church, which is the
body of Christ on earth. This is the place
where they can find hope, help, and healing.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Can Jesus see my faith?

STUDY AIM
To understand that obstacles become opportunities for faith

QUICK READ
BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

The focus of this story is the four unnamed men who brought their paralyzed
friend to Jesus. Jesus saw their visible
faith.
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Introduction
One of my favorite images of faith comes from the movie Indiana Jones and
the Last Crusade. Indy stands alone at the edge of a chasm. Behind him, his
father, gravely wounded, is dying. Indy’s only hope is to get across the canyon
and find the grail so his father can drink from it and be healed. His only hint
is found in his father’s journal: the phrase leap of faith. Indy pockets the journal, takes a deep breath, and steps out into what looks like thin air. Instead of
plummeting to his death, he lands on a solid pathway. The bridge between the
two sides of the chasm was concealed so it could not be seen until the quester
stepped on it. Stepping onto a path you could not see, required faith.
We know the grail is just a legend, but Scripture points us to the true
source of healing. We cannot bring our hurting friends a drink from the holy
grail, but we can bring them to the Healer—Jesus Christ. Today’s lesson will
introduce us to four friends who desperately wanted to bring their friend to
Jesus. Their actions visibly demonstrated their faith. When our friends need
help, where do we turn? What do our actions show about our faith?

Mark 2:1-12
A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people
heard that he had come home. 2 They gathered in such large numbers that
there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the
word to them. 3 Some men came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried
by four of them. 4 Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the
crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus by digging through
it and then lowered the mat the man was lying on. 5 When Jesus saw their
faith, he said to the paralyzed man, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”
6
Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, 7 “Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming! Who can
forgive sins but God alone?”
8
Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were
thinking in their hearts, and he said to them, “Why are you thinking these
things? 9 Which is easier: to say to this paralyzed man, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’? 10 But I want you to know
that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” So he said to the
1
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man, 11 “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” 12 He got up, took his
mat and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they
praised God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this!”

A Visible Faith (2:1-4)
Capernaum, the home of Peter, Andrew, James, and John, was the center of
Jesus’ early ministry in Galilee. When Jesus returned to Capernaum after
ministering throughout the region, word quickly spread that He had come
home. Soon the house where Jesus was staying—possibly Peter’s—was filled
with people, and the crowd spread into the street outside. Jesus responded to
the growing crowd by preaching the word—the good news that the kingdom
of God was near.
As Jesus preached, a group of four men approached the house. The four
friends carried a paralyzed man on a mat. They wanted Jesus to heal him, but
the crowd was packed so tightly that they could not get to Jesus. Instead of
trying to push through the door, the men climbed up to the roof of the home.
In Jesus’ time, houses often had flat roofs that were used for things such as
storage, drying fruit, or sleeping on warm nights. These roofs were typically
made from mud smoothed over a layer of thatch. Since the men could not
get to Jesus through the door, they dug a hole in the roof and lowered the
paralyzed man down on his mat.
We can only imagine what the people inside were thinking as pieces of
dirt and straw began to fall and a hole emerged in the ceiling. Surprise? Bewilderment? Anger? The Bible does not say what the people thought about
the men’s audacity. It does say what Jesus thought about it: He recognized it
as faith (2:5). The men believed that Jesus could help their friend and acted
based on that belief. Actions that demonstrate our trust in God are evidence
of faith.
When Jesus saw their faith, He spoke to the paralyzed man: “Son, your
sins are forgiven” (2:5). This statement may seem surprising to us. The man
was obviously paralyzed. Why wouldn’t Jesus just heal him? Jesus saw the
man’s physical need, but He responded first to the greater spiritual need. We
should not assume that the man’s paralysis was because of some specific sin.
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Nothing in the text suggests that. However, we know that all sin and suffering is ultimately rooted in sin and that none of us are without sin. Jesus knew
that true wholeness and healing are more than just physical. True wholeness comes when we are restored to a right relationship with God. The only
way we can achieve this restoration is through the forgiveness of our sins.
Forgiveness opened the door to the man’s complete healing—spiritually and
physically.
We need to remember that forgiveness is key to wholeness. While we
know this is true, hurting people do not often identify their need for forgiveness and a restored relationship with God as the root of their need. When our
friends tell us they are hurting, we are more likely to hear about a strained
marriage, a problem with a child, financial stress, difficult situations at work,
or physical ailments. These problems are very real and can be intensely painful but dealing with any one of these problems in isolation cannot make anyone spiritually whole. For true healing and wholeness, we need to bring our
friends to Jesus.

Bringing Friends to Jesus
Bob and Sarah live next door to Jim and Vickie. They have children the same
age and socialize on occasion. Bob has noticed that Jim seems stressed. One
day Jim tells Bob that he has been laid off from work and money is tight. He
and Vickie have been fighting a lot because of the financial stress, and he is
worried she is thinking about leaving him. What could Bob and Sarah do to
bring Jim and Vickie before Jesus?

One reason we may hesitate to bring our friends to Jesus is that we do
not fully believe He is the true healer. The four friends in our story believed
so strongly that Jesus could and would heal their friend that they went to
extraordinary lengths to bring their friend before Jesus. If we find it easier
to recommend our favorite home remedy, diet plan, or self-help guru than
to point our friends to Jesus, it may be that we have failed to recognize Jesus’ incredible healing power in our own lives. Experiencing Jesus’ power to
forgive, heal, and restore should be something we want to share. When we
believe and know in our core that Jesus can heal the deepest longings of our
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hearts, we become willing to point people to Jesus as our Savior, Healer, and
King.

A Silent Challenge (2:6-7)
Some members of the audience were angered by Jesus’ pronouncement.
“Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves,
‘Why does this fellow talk like that. He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins
but God alone?’” (2:6-7).
These teachers of the law, or scribes, were experts on the Old Testament
law. They saw themselves as guardians of the law, able to determine if a person was teaching in accordance with the teachings of Moses. They were probably in attendance to check out this new healer who was getting so much
attention.
The teachers of the law regarded Jesus’ pronouncement of forgiveness
as blasphemy, an insult to God’s majesty and power. While a priest could
pronounce that a person’s sins were forgiven, only God could forgive sins. By
stating that the man’s sins were forgiven, Jesus was claiming the power to
forgive sins and equating Himself with God. This outraged the scribes. They
were correct that only God could forgive sins. What they failed to understand
was that God-made-flesh was standing before them. Jesus could forgive sins
because He is God.
Today, many people may doubt Jesus’ ability to forgive sins. Some may
not fully understand the idea of sin, believing that being “good enough” can
ensure a right relationship with God. Others may think of Jesus as a historical figure, moral teacher, or a figure out of children’s stories. They fail to
understand Jesus can forgive because they fail to recognize Him as Lord. One
way we can help people recognize Jesus’ Lordship is by giving Jesus credit for
helping us overcome the obstacles in our lives. We may not have heard Jesus
say, “Get up and walk,” but many of us have seen God move in answer to
prayer. We have experienced Jesus’ power to help restore marriages, recover
from addiction, and renew our hope. We have seen how following Jesus can
change us from self-centered individuals to people who desire to give and
help others. How has Jesus changed you? Telling your story can help people
recognize Jesus for who He is—Savior and Lord.
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A Demonstrated Authority (2:8-12)
It is true that only God can forgive sins, but it is also true that only God
knows what lies hidden within the human heart (Jeremiah 17:9-10). Though
the teachers of the law had not spoken aloud, Jesus knew what they were
thinking and challenged their silent condemnation: “Why are you thinking
these things? Which is easier to say to this paralyze man ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say ‘Get up, take your mat and walk.’ But I want you to know the
Son of Man has the authority to forgive sins” (2:8-10).
Jesus’ question was ironic because the teachers of the law did not understand His true identity. To them, it was probably easier for Jesus to say,
“Your sins are forgiven,” than to say, “Get up and walk.” After all, there is no
physical evidence of sins being forgiven. A person could pronounce forgiveness—or at least the teachers thought—without it costing them anything
at all. But what Jesus knew—and we know—is that forgiveness is incredibly
costly. Our sins demand a price—death. Our sins can be forgiven because
Jesus paid that price for us. In the end, our forgiveness cost Jesus His life.

Son of Man
This passage is the first place in Mark that Jesus uses “Son of Man” to describe
Himself. The title comes from the Old Testament. Daniel saw a vision of one
“like a son of man” who came on the clouds into the presence of God. This
“son of man” was given “authority, glory and sovereign power; all nations and
peoples of every language worshiped him” (Daniel 7:13-14). Daniel went on to
say that the Son of Man’s kingdom would be an “everlasting dominion” that
would never be destroyed. By applying this title to Himself, Jesus was claiming
to be this prophesied Son of Man. The title’s use is fitting in this passage because the teachers of the law had challenged His authority. By calling Himself
the Son of Man and healing the man, Jesus was demonstrating His full and
complete authority, proving Himself to be the promised Messiah.

The scribes and the watching crowd did not understand this. Jesus gave
them a visible demonstration of His authority so they would know the “Son
of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” (2:10). “Son of Man” was a
title used in the Old Testament to describe the coming Messiah. By using
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this title, Jesus was not only claiming the power to forgive sins. He was also
claiming to be the Messiah, the promised deliverer who would set God’s people free.
Jesus told the man to stand up, take his mat, and walk. Immediately the
man’s feet and legs were strengthened. The man stood up, picked up his mat,
and walked. The crowd was amazed that Jesus had healed the man. “We have
never seen anything like this!” they exclaimed (Mark 2:12).
The crowd was amazed at what Jesus had done, but their amazement
did not necessarily lead to faith. Faith is demonstrated when we take action
based on our knowledge of and experience with God and His ways. It is good
to marvel at and celebrate what God has done, but our knowledge of God’s
work should also lead us to greater demonstrations of trust in Him. Faith
always involves some element of risk. Without risk, we would not need faith.
Reworking your budget to make room for tithing, asking the question that
turns the topic of your conversation to Christ, giving up the crutch that has
become an addiction, or stepping up to take on a new ministry role can all be
ways we show our faith in Jesus. Our actions should show that Jesus is Lord.

Implications and Actions
When our friends need help, where do we turn? Our world has no shortage
of places to go for people who need help, and we are often likely to recommend the people and places that have helped us. Diet supplements, exercise
programs, self-help books, and the advice of one celebrity or another are often at the top of our “to recommend list.” These things all have their place,
but we know that ultimately there is only one Healer—Jesus. True healing
and wholeness must begin with an encounter with God. When people around
us need help, the best thing we can do is to follow the example of the four
friends in the story. We need to bring hurting people to Jesus.
This story also challenges our faith. Do we truly believe Jesus has the
power to make us whole? The friends in our story risked rejection and ridicule to bring the paralyzed man to Jesus, and they went to extraordinary
lengths to do so. We do not have to dig a hole in the roof to bring someone
to Jesus, but we might have to cross the room and invite them to church. Offering to pray for someone, sharing a verse of Scripture with them, or talking
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about the difference Christ has made in our lives may involve risk, but they
are also ways we can bring people to Jesus for healing. The four friends in the
story were willing to take action and show a visible faith. Are we?

Questions
1. What are some visible ways people show their faith?

2. How have you seen Jesus’ power to bring wholeness demonstrated
in your life or in the lives of people you know?

3. Why is the forgiveness of sins important in experiencing true
wholeness and healing?

4. When friends or family members need help, what are some practical
ways we can bring them before Jesus?

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 2:13-17

Matthew 9:9-13

lesson 7
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Low Places
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God delights in using the ordinary and
unqualified to express His glory.
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Does God have a kingdom assignment for
me?
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To learn that Jesus does not call the qualified, He qualifies the called
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Matthew hosted a party for sinners. He
wanted to bring his friends into his home
so they could meet Jesus. And the religious self-righteous threw a fit.
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Introduction
My husband likes to tell the story that when God called him to ministry, he
was making a D in his college speech class. “Lord,” he thought, “I can’t be a
preacher. I’m failing speech!” Yet God’s call on his life was unmistakable. He
surrendered to ministry—and wound up passing speech. Today he preaches
every Sunday to our congregation.
Often, we may feel inadequate or ill-equipped when God calls us to follow Him. Yet God delights in displaying His strength through our weakness.
Jesus’ disciples were not found on anyone’s most-likely-to-succeed list. Jesus
did not hold auditions to find the most eloquent or the most educated. He
called ordinary people who were willing to follow Him, and that group of
twelve men changed the world.
Matthew, also known as Levi, might have seemed to many as one of the
least-likely people to be chosen as one of Jesus’ disciples. As a tax collector,
Matthew would have been despised by his peers and viewed as a traitor. Yet
Jesus called Matthew to be one of His disciples. We know him today best as
the author of one of the gospels. Matthew’s story reminds us that God has a
kingdom assignment for each of us.

Mark 2:13-17
Once again Jesus went out beside the lake. A large crowd came to
him, and he began to teach them. 14 As he walked along, he saw Levi son of
Alphaeus sitting at the tax collector’s booth. “Follow me,” Jesus told him,
and Levi got up and followed him.
15
While Jesus was having dinner at Levi’s house, many tax collectors
and sinners were eating with him and his disciples, for there were many
who followed him. 16 When the teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw
him eating with the sinners and tax collectors, they asked his disciples:
“Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?”
17
On hearing this, Jesus said to them, “It is not the healthy who need
a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
13
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The Call to Follow (2:13-14)
Jesus taught a large crowd of people near the Sea of Galilee, also known as
the Lake of Gennesaret. As He walked along, He saw Levi, also known as
Matthew, sitting in his tax collector’s booth. Jesus called Levi to follow Him,
and he immediately responded.
As a tax collector, Levi did not fit anyone’s profile of a potential disciple
for a respected teacher. Tax collecting was a despised profession, especially
for religious Jews. The Roman system set the customs duty for each district
at a fixed sum, then leased the responsibility for collecting taxes out to contractors. This made the system ripe for abuse. Most Jews also despised the
Roman occupation of Israel. They saw Jews who collected taxes for the Romans as conspiring with the enemy. This might have been particularly true
for Levi. Many men who were named Levi were descended from the Levites;
the tribe responsible for caring for the temple. If Levi had traded a religious
occupation for collecting taxes, he would have been particularly despised.
Religious teachers taught that a tax collector made a house unclean simply
by setting foot in the door, and some rabbis taught that it was acceptable to
deceive a tax collector in order to protect one’s property from being seized.
Tax collectors were despised and regarded as sinners.1
Yet Jesus called Levi to follow Him. Levi was sitting in a tax collector’s
booth. This was likely a toll booth set up to collect taxes on goods in transit—
goods such as fish. If this was the case, Levi was probably known to fishermen
such as Peter, Andrew, James, and John. It also was likely not Levi’s first encounter with Jesus. When Jesus called Levi to follow Him, Levi immediately
responded. He abandoned his tollbooth and went to follow Jesus.
The call to follow Jesus was an intimate, personal, life-changing call. It
was a call that demanded commitment. Later in His ministry, Jesus would
set apart the twelve “that they might be with him and that he might send
them out to preach” (Mark 3:14). The twelve disciples—including Levi—were
called to be with Jesus so He could teach them what it meant to be citizens
of the kingdom of God. They would learn from Jesus so He could eventually
send them out to preach. Levi was called for a purpose—to learn from Jesus
and help spread His message.
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Discipleship in the New Testament
When Jesus called His disciples, He was drawing on a concept understood by
both Jews and Greeks. In Jewish life, followers of a Rabbi were called disciples.
They followed their chosen teacher to learn from Him, be like Him, and eventually teach as He did. While discipleship was a key aspect of Jewish religious
life in the first century, Greeks also understood the concept. Greeks thought of
discipleship as followers of a teacher or devotion to a way of life.
We see both of these concepts at work in Jesus’s disciples. They were with
Him and learned from Him, and Jesus sent them out to preach. Yet they were
also devoted to the way of life Jesus taught—the Kingdom of God. Today,
followers of Christ still consider themselves disciples. We devote ourselves to
following Jesus, learning from Him, and embodying a kingdom way of life.

Like Levi, we are also called to follow Jesus. Jesus still invites us to live
life with Him so we can learn from Him. We may look at ourselves and see
all the reasons why we should be disqualified from such an invitation. Yet,
the main questions are not about our qualifications or credentials. The issue
at stake is our willingness to commit ourselves wholeheartedly to Jesus. By
leaving the toll booth, Levi radically reoriented his life and centered it around
Jesus. Are we willing to do the same? How will you respond to Jesus’ invitation to follow?

The Celebratory Feast (2:15-16)
Levi celebrated his decision by inviting Jesus to eat at his home. This was
probably a formal dinner given in Jesus’ honor. Guests reclined together on
cushions seated around a low table. Levi included a diverse guest list—Jesus
and His disciples as well as “many tax collectors and sinners.” Levi probably invited his friends to join Jesus and His disciples at the banquet. Jesus’
acceptance of Levi signaled that others who shared his despised profession
would also be welcomed. Levi also invited many “sinners.” This word is sometimes used to describe people who had no time or interest in following the
Pharisees’ strict rules for ritual cleanness. It also could be used to describe
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those whose morals were lacking—the “scoundrels” of the first-century
world. Either way, many people from this group were drawn to Jesus and
chose to follow Him.2
In the ancient world, sharing a meal together sent an important social
signal. Most people would only eat with those who shared similar social status. Jesus was not concerned with issues of social rank or standing. By eating with Levi and his guests, Jesus showed acceptance. All those who would
follow Him were welcomed to come, regardless of their past, their baggage,
or their qualifications. Scripture sometimes speaks of a great feast that will
take place at the end of time to celebrate the kingdom of God (Isaiah 25:6-8;
Revelation 19:9; Luke 14:15). The only people excluded from this feast will
be those who refused Christ’s invitation to enter. By eating with sinners—as
Jesus did throughout His ministry—He was foreshadowing the great heavenly banquet that is yet to come. Jesus is even now preparing a feast for His
people, and all those who come to Him in repentance are welcome.
The Pharisees were angered by Jesus’ actions. The Pharisees strictly observed the Old Testament Law. They were particularly concerned with holiness and with avoiding anything that could defile them spiritually or make
them ritually unclean. To avoid this defilement, the Pharisees followed the
oral law as well as the written law. This oral law was what is sometimes known
as the “fence around the law,” a body of oral tradition that expanded on and
attempted to clarify the Old Testament. The idea was that if they did not
break the “fence” around the commandment, they would also not break the
commandment itself. The Pharisees would never have dreamed of eating at
the home of a common Israelite—much less a tax collector—because they
could not be sure that the food had been prepared according to their standards. Since Jesus was a respected teacher, they expected Him to follow their
standards.3
The Pharisees’ desire for holiness was good, but they let their desire warp
into self-righteousness and exclusionary practices. Their insistence on following rules they themselves had created put obstacles in the way of people
who were seeking God. We need to be careful that we do not make the same
mistake. Holiness and righteousness are good things, but we must remember
that our righteousness does not come from ourselves. It is the gift of God.
Jesus did not hesitate to keep company with “sinners.” Neither should we.
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Those Who Are Called (2:17)
Jesus heard the Pharisees’ questions to His disciples. He responded by quoting a common proverb, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.
I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (2:17).
Jesus’ words probably make sense to doctors like Kent Brantly. In 2014,
Brantly was serving as a doctor with Samaritan’s Purse in Liberia when Ebola broke out in the capital. Despite taking precautions, Brantly eventually
became infected. He was flown back to the United States and received experimental treatments. After recovering, many might think that Brantly and his
family had done their duty. Yet in 2019, five years after his brush with Ebola,
Brantly and his family prepared to head back to Africa. Brantly knew there
were people in Africa who were sick and who needed help. As a doctor, that
knowledge drove him to return.4
Kent Brantly is a devoted Christian, and his desire to help the suffering
is inspired by Jesus. Jesus came to earth to call those who needed Him—and
we all do. We all are sinners and none of us is righteous. The only difference is
that the self-righteous do not recognize their need of Him.
The book of Isaiah says that all our righteousness is like filthy rags compared to God’s holiness (Isaiah 64:6). Self-righteousness convinces us that
our filthy rags make us red-carpet ready. What we need to do instead is remember who we once were. We all once were sinners in need of God’s mercy,
but now we have been washed, sanctified, and justified in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 6:9-11).
We may judge the Pharisees harshly, but the truth is that there is a little
Pharisee in all of us. Sadly, it is often too easy for us to look down on people
because they do not follow our social code or our personal standards for moral behavior. Yet, we are all equally in need of Christ’s mercy. We should not
let our own fences hinder anyone from coming to Jesus, and we also should
not let our own self-righteousness keep us from joining in the celebration. All
who come to Jesus can be called His disciple.
Our recognition that all people can be disciples of Jesus should motivate
us to share the gospel. Jesus said it is the sick who need a doctor, but sometimes in church life we keep the medicine reserved for the healthy. Instead
of carrying the good news to our community, we stay within the boundaries
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of our Christian circles and expect the lost to come to us. Doctors treat sick
people, and Christians should carry the message of Christ to those who need
to hear it. If Christ welcomes everyone to the party, we need to make sure
everyone has a chance to hear His invitation.

Finding Your Kingdom Assignment
God has a kingdom assignment for each of us. Exploring these questions can
help us identify our kingdom assignments:
• What causes, issues, or needs am I passionate about?
• What ways of serving draw my interest and give me energy?
• What talents or abilities do other people affirm in me?
• When do I sense God using me or working through me?
• When I pray, how do I sense God’s leadership?

Implications and Actions
Jesus took one of the most despised people in Galilee and chose him to be
one of His disciples. Levi, also known as Matthew, followed Jesus. He also
wrote the gospel that bears his name.
Levi’s story challenges us in two ways. First, it reminds us that Christ has
a commission for each one of us. Our past choices do not invalidate the future God has ordained for us. Grace redeems us from our sin, but God’s grace
also equips us to serve. God has a kingdom assignment available for all His
people. We must not let shame, regret, or fear keep us from serving.
Levi’s story also reminds us that all people are worthy. Sometimes we
may not doubt that God can use us, but we do question if He can use others.
Like the Pharisees, we wonder why that person was invited to share his testimony or if she should really be on the worship team. Instead, we should celebrate God’s work of redemption in those around us and invite others to join
the feast. Jesus wants all to come, and we must not decide that some people
are not worthy of the invitation. We have been saved by God’s grace. Let us
invite everyone to the party.
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Questions
1. Have you ever felt unworthy of God’s kingdom assignment? Why or
why not?

2. Jesus signaled acceptance by eating with the tax collectors and
sinners. How do we show others they are genuinely welcome in our
churches and in our lives?

3. The Pharisees thought Jesus should not have eaten with the tax collectors and sinners. What groups of people do we sometimes think
Jesus cannot or should not use?

4. Sometimes in church life, we keep the medicine for the healthy by
keeping the gospel within the walls of our congregation. What are
some ways in which your church carries the message of Christ to
those who need to hear it?
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Introduction
The transition from mom working at home to mom teaching school every
day brought changes for my family. Instead of meeting my youngest at the
bus stop every day, I had to pick her up from the after-school program at
her elementary. My husband had to take on more responsibility for the kids’
morning routine since I was now leaving for work before they got up. I discovered new uses for my crockpot and pressure cooker that helped me get
dinner on the table after working all day. Some changes came naturally while
others took time to adjust, but this new stage in life meant that things could
not stay the same.
Changes in life require changes in our habits and routines. Married people live differently than single people. New parents must adapt their patterns
to fit life with an infant, and college student patterns of staying up till dawn
and sleeping past noon do not usually fit well with a full-time job. New stages
in life force us to create new habits of behavior.
Entering the new experience of the Christian life also requires change.
Christ wants us to live a feasted life, celebrating His presence. To do that, we
may have to lay aside rituals and routines of the past. Jesus does not just put
patches over the wounds of an old life; He makes us new.

Mark 2:18-22
Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some people
came and asked Jesus, “How is it that John’s disciples and the disciples of
the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?”
19
Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he
is with them? They cannot, so long as they have him with them. 20 But the
time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that
day they will fast.
21
“No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. Otherwise,
the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse. 22 And no
one pours new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise, the wine will burst the
skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour
new wine into new wineskins.”
18
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A Challenging Question (2:18)
Fasting was a common custom for first-century Jews. The followers of John
the Baptist fasted, and so did the Pharisees. Jesus’ disciples, however, did
not fast. This prompted some people to criticize Jesus and ask why Jesus’
disciples did not fast.

What Does the Bible Say About Fasting?
Fasting is a spiritual discipline with a strong biblical precedent. Fasting was
a common practice throughout the Old and New Testaments. Moses, Elijah,
Nehemiah, Esther, King David, and Daniel all fasted. Jesus fasted for forty days
before beginning His public ministry, and fasting was also a part of the life of
the early church. In Scripture, fasting is associated with prayer, consecration,
repentance, and intercession.
Today, many believers still consider fasting an important part of their spiritual life. While it is not commanded in Scripture, Jesus assumed His followers
would fast. He instructed them to make fasting a matter between themselves
and God, not something performed as a public show (Matthew 6:16-18). While
fasting traditionally means going without food for a period of time, some
Christians today fast in alternate ways such as giving up screen time or social
media. Fasting is a way of showing that our hunger for God is greater than any
other desire we might have. Fasting does not ensure salvation or make someone a “better Christian,” but it can be a helpful spiritual discipline.

Both John’s disciples and the Pharisees practiced the discipline of fasting, temporarily refraining from eating in order to devote oneself to prayer.
However, these two groups probably fasted for different reasons. The Old
Testament law only prescribed fasting on the Day of Atonement in preparation for the forgiveness of sin. Over time, faithful Jews began to add other
fasts. In Jesus’ time, the Pharisees fasted regularly on Mondays and Thursdays. For the Pharisees, this was probably an act of self-consecration.
John the Baptist and his followers were likely motivated by a slightly
different motivation. John the Baptist was Jesus’ cousin. God sent him to
prepare the way for Jesus’ coming by calling people to repentance. John bap-
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tized Jesus and was one of the first to publicly recognize Him as the Messiah. John also lived a very simple, ascetic lifestyle (Mark 1:6). His followers
probably followed his example and fasted as a sign of their repentance. After
Herod threw John into prison, his followers may have intensified their habit
of fasting.
Because the Pharisees’ and John’s disciples both fasted, this made people
wonder why Jesus’ disciples were not fasting. Since some of Jesus’ followers
had first been John’s disciples, this probably also made people curious why
they were not following the practices John had established. The question implies some criticism—the Pharisees’ and John’s disciples fasted. Shouldn’t
your disciples be fasting too?
For the Pharisees and John’s disciples, fasting was a ritual that showed
religious devotion. Many Christians today still practice fasting as a spiritual discipline, and we have other rituals we associate with faith. Wearing
your best clothes to church, standing to sing as a congregation, passing the
offering plate, and bowing your head in prayer are all rituals we associate
with faithfulness. Spiritual disciplines and routines are important ways of
growing in and expressing our faith. However, it is important to remember
that rituals serve relationship. The rituals of faith should not take place over
our relationship with God. Nor should we measure someone’s faithfulness
to Christ by whether their habits of devotion are the same as ours. Jesus
followers recognize Him as Savior and Lord. The mark of a Christ follower is
commitment to Jesus as Savior and Lord, not whether a person follows any
habit, discipline, or ritual.

Time to Celebrate (2:19-20)
Jesus told His questioners that His disciples did not fast because now was
a time to celebrate: “How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is
with them?” (Mark 2:19). Jesus compared Himself to the bridegroom and
His followers to guests at a wedding. Weddings were important social events
in the first-century world, and Jewish wedding celebrations often lasted for a
week or more. Weddings were meant to be extravagant celebrations marked
by feasting. It would be unthinkable to fast in the presence of the groom—
just as it was unthinkable for Jesus’ followers to fast if He were with them.
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In Scripture, God often compares Himself to a groom and His people to a
bride. The Old Testament compared God’s covenant with Israel to a covenant
of marriage. The New Testament uses similar imagery to describe the church
as the bride of Christ. As a bride is faithful to and solely committed to her
husband, so the church is called to be faithful to and whole-heartedly devoted
to Christ. Jesus often used this wedding imagery, calling Himself the bridegroom. Like a bride waiting for the bridegroom, God’s people had waited for
their redeemer. Now that Jesus was here, it was time to celebrate. Christ’s
presence with His people was cause for joy.
Christ’s presence with us is also cause for joy. Joy is a defining trait of the
Christian life, centered in the person and power of Jesus Christ. Jesus wants
His joy to be in us and for our joy “to be complete” (John 15:11). Our delight
in God’s presence should be evident in our lives. Celebrating Jesus enables us
to live a feasted life.
Still, we live with the tension of a kingdom that both is and is not yet.
Christ has come, but Christ is also coming. Until Christ returns, we live with
the pressures and sorrows of a sinful and fallen world. This is what Jesus
meant by the second part of His answer: “But the time will come when the
bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast (Mark
2:20).
Jesus’ disciples feasted because their Lord was with them, but Jesus knew
there would come a time when He would no longer be physically present with
them. After His resurrection and ascension, Jesus would be present with His
people through the Holy Spirit. That would be cause for joy, but the church
would also know sorrow as they experienced suffering and persecution. That
would be the appropriate time for His people to fast.
What all this means for us is that our Christian life should be marked
both by fasting and by feasting. Jesus is present with us. That is cause for
joy! And yet, we also know the reality of sin and suffering. That reality may
also prompt us to fasting, temporarily setting aside pleasures of this world
to delight in Christ. Fasting reminds us that our true source of fullness and
joy is Christ alone.

78

The reMARKable Journey Begins: Faith & Hope

All Things New (2:21-22)
Jesus’ coming was the beginning of something new. He had not come merely
to repair and refurbish the rituals of Judaism. Jesus had come to create an
entirely new way of relating to God—a covenant that was not written on
tablets of stone but on the hearts of His followers. Jesus used two everyday
objects to illustrate His point—patches and wineskins.
When I made my first quilt, I made the mistake of not prewashing my fabric. The squares I carefully pieced together looked beautiful until I washed the
quilt for the first time. The fabrics shrank unevenly, and some of the seams
pulled apart where the fabric had shrunk. Jesus pointed out something similar with His first comparison. “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on
an old garment. Otherwise, the new will pull away from the old, making the
tear worse” (Mark 2:21). A patch made from unshrunk cloth would shrink
when washed, pulling apart from the garment the same way my quilt squares
pulled apart in the washing machine. New fabric cannot be used to patch up
old cloth.
Jesus’ second illustration made a similar point, “No one pours new wine
into old wineskins. Otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and both the
wine and the wineskins will be ruined (Mark 2:21). In Jesus’ time, wineskins
were made from leather. This allowed the wineskin to gradually stretch as
the wine expanded and fermented. However, a winemaker could not put new
wine into an old wineskin. If an old wineskin was filled with new wine, the
wineskin could not stretch any further. The wine would eventually burst it as
it expanded, much like a full can of soda will burst if you put it in the freezer.
New wine had to go into a new wineskin.
Jesus was making a point about His ministry. Just as new cloth could
not be used to patch up an old garment and new wine could not be stored in
an old wineskin; the new kingdom of God could not be poured into the old
routines and rituals of Judaism. Jesus’ coming fulfilled the law and the law’s
demands. From now on, the people of God would not be defined by their
heritage or by the rituals they kept. God’s people would be defined by and
recognized by their relationship with Jesus.
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It is still our relationship with Christ that defines God’s people. And yet,
we still sometimes want to let religious rituals determine whether a person
is faithful in our eyes. I will admit that it feels strange to me not to bring my
Bible to church. I like having a physical copy of the Bible in my hand, but I
should not judge the faith of those who prefer to use a Bible app on their
smartphone or tablet. Nor is wearing a suit and tie to church a greater measure of faithfulness than wearing jeans. A person could be in church every
Sunday dressed in their finest and carrying a Bible the size of a small child
but still be ignorant of Christ’s saving grace. The rituals and habits of our
worship are important, but they stand in service to our relationship with
Christ—not a replacement for it.

Case Study
Attendance at First Baptist’s Sunday evening services had dwindled over time.
A few of the older members still attended, but many young families no longer
saw it as a priority and preferred meeting with their small groups for home
Bible study during the week. Some church members began talking about canceling the evening service. Others argued they should make attendance mandatory for church leaders because it showed commitment. How could the
church find resolution?

We may also find that a joyful relationship with Christ cannot be poured
into the old wineskins of our former life. A new believer might find he needs
to trade in Sunday mornings on the lake for fellowship and worship together
with God’s people. Another might discover that she cannot set her mind on
Christ and indulge in her habit of reading a few chapters of a trashy novel every night before she goes to sleep. Our new life with Christ requires us to live
a new life. How we spend our money, entertain ourselves, manage conflict,
relate to our families, and care for our physical bodies may all be transformed
by our new allegiance to Christ.
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Implications and Actions
Our faith is more than a patch that covers up the rips and tears in our old
way of life. Following Christ is more than a repair job. It is a transformation.
Following Christ allows us to begin a new life—a life centered on Christ.
This Christ-centered life requires changes to our old ways of thinking. The
rituals and routines by which we once justified ourselves are now replaced by
relationship with God. We learn a new rhythm of life as we reorient ourselves
in God’s direction.
Our new rhythm of life is marked by celebration. We find joy in Christ’s
presence as we grow in our relationship with God. While we live with the
tension of life in a fallen world, we can rejoice in Christ’s ultimate victory. We
find our true purpose in a joy-filled relationship with Jesus.

Questions
1. What changes have you experienced as a result of following Christ?

2. The Christian life involves both fasting and feasting. How do we
find the balance?

3. Why is it sometimes tempting to decide whether a person is faithful based on the rituals they follow? How can we avoid making this
mistake?
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4. How can we avoid letting rituals take the place of relationship with
Christ?

5. When have you experienced the joy of following Christ? How do you
express and show your joy?

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 2:23-28

Matthew 12:1-8

lesson 9
The
Lord’s Day
MAIN IDEA
By resting in the finished work of Christ
for salvation, we fulfill God’s Sabbath.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Should I set aside a time for rest and worship?

STUDY AIM
To learn that Sabbath isn’t a day, it’s the
person. Jesus is our Sabbath.

QUICK READ

BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

Jesus didn’t come to cancel the Old Testament law; He came to fulfill it. Every
single Old Testament law must now be
examined under the Lordship of Jesus.
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Introduction
Our bus pulled into the King David hotel in downtown Jerusalem on a Friday
evening right before sunset. After a long day of travel, I was daydreaming of
a quick rest before we had to meet the group for dinner. Once I received my
room key, I went to the elevator and the door was already open. Before I could
press any button on the panel, the elevator door closed behind me and began
to move. The elevator stopped at every single floor. The doors opened and
then they closed. At floor 4, I exited the elevator and just figured there was
some glitch in the system.
As I was unpacking my clothes from the suitcase for my 5-night stay, there
was a knock on the door. When I opened the door, one of the housekeepers
handed me extra towels and said, “These are for tomorrow, because nobody
will be stopping by your room on Shabbat.” I was tired and I did not think I
really heard her. A few moments later, I needed to meet the group in the lobby.
Once again, the elevator door was wide open and it stopped at every floor.
I remembered what the housekeeper told me. She said, “Shabbat,” the
Jewish Sabbath day would begin at sundown. I quickly found out that the
reason the elevator was open and the reason it stopped at every single floor
was it would be considered work to press the button. Work was prohibited on
the Sabbath, on Shabbat. The Sabbath laws were taken seriously in Jerusalem. How would Jesus want Christians to observe the Sabbath today?

Mark 2:23-28
And it happened that He was passing through the grainfields on the
Sabbath, and His disciples began to make their way along while picking the
heads of grain. 24 The Pharisees were saying to Him, “Look, why are they
doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” 25 And He *said to them, “Have
you never read what David did when he was in need and he and his companions became hungry; 26 how he entered the house of God in the time
of Abiathar the high priest, and ate the consecrated bread, which is not
lawful for anyone to eat except the priests, and he also gave it to those
who were with him?” 27 Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made for
man, and not man for the Sabbath. 28 So the Son of Man is Lord even of the
Sabbath.”
23
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Breaking the Law (2:23-24)
In our modern-day world, the law of eating the grain from a field that is not
your own might cause one to be arrested or accused of stealing. Yet, the Pharisees were not objecting to Jesus’ disciples picking the grain from another
person’s field. This was permitted according to the law (Deuteronomy 23:25).
The Pharisees were acting as the religious police and were upset with Jesus
and His disciples for breaking the law of doing work on the Sabbath day. The
Pharisees demanded an answer from this up and coming Rabbi. Why did Jesus allow His disciples to get away with such behavior?

Sabbath
Observing the Sabbath is the fourth commandment given to Moses on Mount
Sinai. The Sabbath command was to be observed by all—the people, the servants, the animals, and any guests who might be staying with them. The command was a reminder that God rested on the seventh day after creation and
His people were to rest as well (Exodus 20:8-11; Deuteronomy 5:12-15).
During the time between the Old Testament and the New Testament, the religious leaders felt compelled to safeguard many of the Jewish laws and make
certain people followed them appropriately. They compiled all the oral laws in
a book called The Mishnah. Inside this book, there were thirty-nine different
acts that were prohibited on the Sabbath and one of those was reaping.
The Sabbath became rooted inside the fabric and DNA of the Jewish people. Observing the Sabbath laws was a mark of distinction, sustained national
identity, and distinguished the Jewish people from the pagan culture of those
living around them.

An Old Testament Precedent (2:25-26)
As in so many other occasions in the Bible, Jesus answered a question with
a question. Jesus alluded to an Old Testament precedent for His disciples actions. “Have you never read…?” the story from 1 Samuel 21:1-6, Jesus asked
the most religious people of His day. There is no denying the great tension
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between a rabbi from Nazareth and the graduates from the most prestigious
religious schools of the day taking place in this encounter.
Jesus reminded the Pharisees that there is an Old Testament example for
His disciples’ actions. During the days when David and his cohorts were on
the run from King Saul, they arrived at Ahimelech the priest’s home asking
for food. The only bread available was the “consecrated bread” and David and
his companions ate this bread. Jesus argued that if the law regarding consecrated bread could be broken for David who was running for his life, how
much more can the Sabbath laws be broken for Jesus’ disciples?
Mark’s reference to Abiathar being the high priest causes some historical
questions for the biblical student. According to the account in 1 Samuel 21:16, Ahimelech, Abiathar’s father, was the high priest at the time. However, in
other areas of the Old Testament, the order is reversed. In 2 Samuel 8:17 and
1 Chronicles 18:16; 24:6, Ahimelech’s father is Abiathar. There is a second
reason for translating the verse as the NAS does, “in the time of Abiathar.”
Mark may have used this phrase to refer to an entire narrative of the Old
Testament. Mark did this in other areas of his gospel (Mark 12:26) when referring to the entire account of Moses and the burning bush. As Mark Straus
writes, “First Samuel 21–22 could be called the account of Abiathar the high
priest since it is he who escaped Saul’s murder of the priests of Nob and took
refuge with David.”1
Jesus never denied breaking the law, but pointed out that on certain occasions there is a difference between the letter of the law and the spirit of the
law. Doing acts that bring and provide life are always within the limits of the
law, even on the Sabbath. Human need always supplants any ritual observance. There was also something deeper taking place in this exchange. Jesus
was referring to Himself in the same vain as King David. If King David (the
greatest king in Israel’s history) had the authority to set aside the traditional
law to feed his men when they are hungry, how much more authority does
Jesus, the King of Kings have? As we will discover in the next two verses, this
is a story not only of eating some grain on the Sabbath, this is a story of Jesus
making the claim that He is the Messiah.
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Case study
As an adolescent, I played on the high school basketball team. My teammate,
Kevin never played in our Friday night games due to his family’s strict adherence to observing the Sabbath. The Sabbath began Friday at sundown;
therefore, Kevin could not play on Friday nights. In light of this Scripture, was
this the correct decision for Kevin if he was going to stay faithful to his beliefs?
Would there had been any other way for Kevin to observe the Sabbath and
still play?

Making a Bold Claim (2:27-28)
Jesus emphasized His illustration by making two important announcements
in these two verses. First, God made the Sabbath for man. The Sabbath is
a gift to us from God. The Pharisees viewed the Sabbath as rules and regulations. They were making the Sabbath day a burden of “dos and don’ts,” a
formula to decipher a person’s loyalty to God.
Our society and culture views the Sabbath not as a law to follow, but as a
constraint, a restriction on production. According to a scientific study done
in 2016, there is a direct link to one’s health and the responsibility of being
on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. When studying professions who were
on call, people who were always available have a more difficult time relaxing
and recovering. They were also more likely to have health problems and express lower moods than the average person.2 In our attempt not to become
legalistic like the Pharisees, the great temptation in our modern culture is
to conform to the pattern of our world and forget a Sabbath command ever
existed.
Both the Pharisees and our modern day world fail to see Sabbath as a
gift to our anxieties, our worries, our desires to always be in control. Walter
Brueggemann wrote, “God did not show up to do more. God absented God’s
self from the office. God did not come in on the 7th day and check on creation
in anxiety to be sure it was all working.”3 God was confident that the plants
were performing as planned, that the fish and the animals were flourishing,
that the human beings were governing. God is not a workaholic. God rested
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and is anxiety-free. The Sabbath is a gift that is to bring rest and renewal to a
person’s life and to his or her relationship with God.
The second announcement occurs in verse 28. Jesus declared that the
“Son of Man” is Lord even of the Sabbath. In the gospel of Mark, the “Son
of Man” is Jesus’ favorite way of referring to Himself. Drawing from the Old
Testament (Daniel 7:13-14), Jesus was making Messianic claims when He
used this term. In this instance, Jesus was declaring that He alone had authority to determine what was permissible on the Sabbath. God alone is Lord
of the Sabbath since it was God who instituted the Sabbath at creation. Jesus
was making the claim that He has the same authority as God, the Creator.
When this truth is made known through a personal relationship with Christ,
a person will naturally want to spend the gift of rest and renewal on the Sabbath by worshiping Jesus. For it is Jesus who brings restoration to our sinful
lives, renewal to our soul, and the gift of eternal life…on the Sabbath day and
every other day of the week.

Implications and Actions
The Sabbath day is a gift, because it allows God’s people to remember that
this world once held us in slavery. Our lives were once driven by the expectations of different gods of the 21st century—work, materialism, the quest for
pleasure, or pleasing the expectations of others. God tells His people to take
a day and remember what God has saved you from, because if you do not, you
will be tempted to enter the same slavery again.
Sabbath is a gift—a gift that reminds us that people matter more than
things. Sabbath is a gift and it is not just a day of rest, though we shouldn’t
lose sight of that part, in our crazy, can’t-wait world. Sabbath is a day of restoration. The Sabbath day allows God’s people to remember that Christ Himself
is Lord over the Sabbath just like He is Lord over this world. By remembering
Jesus is Lord, the Sabbath never becomes a day of rules and regulations, it
becomes a day to feast on the love, grace, mercy, and goodness that can only
be found in the work of Jesus Christ.
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Questions
1. Why do you think “keeping the Sabbath” does not get as much
attention as some of the other Ten Commandments in our 21st-century culture?

2. What are some of your specific Sabbath practices that help you worship?

3. In what ways do your specific Sabbath practices bring rest and renewal to your life?

4. Can you describe an instance where a religious tradition or ritual
had to be broken so a person could be faithful to the spirit of the
law?

5. What difference does it make for your life when the Sabbath is more
about a person (Jesus Christ) than a specific day?
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Westminster, 2014), 29.

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 3:1-12

Luke 6:6-11

lesson 10
Righteous
Anger
MAIN IDEA
Jesus was angry at the hardened hearts
of the Pharisees. Righteous anger never
attacks a person, but always addresses a
problem.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Do I ever get angry the right way?

STUDY AIM
To learn to practice righteous, holy anger
instead of harmful, explosive anger

QUICK READ

BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

Some people may think that all anger is
sinful, but there is a kind of anger that is
holy and just.
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Introduction
This week we have another story of Jesus and the Sabbath. If we are honest,
this Scripture can quickly become one of our favorites in the Bible. There is
no condemnation for judging, no reminders of the pitfalls of greed, and not
a call to love one’s enemies.
This is a story where Jesus does some work on the Sabbath and ever since
reading this story, we have been comforted. We can now work seven days a
week guilt free. Participation in the extracurricular activities for our children
is good parenting. Being tethered to our electronic and social media 24 hours
a day, seven days a week is the way the world works in the 21st century! Stay
connected…or lose out! People might not know many verses in the Bible, but
they might know this one, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the
Sabbath (2:27).” Thank you Jesus!
However, in the middle of this passage, there is a reference of Jesus becoming angry. In Mark’s entire gospel, this is the only reference of Jesus becoming angry (some scholars argue 1:41 is another instance). In a Scripture
story that is so easily dismissed in the 21st century, what is it that makes
Jesus so angry?

Mark 3:1-12
He entered again into a synagogue; and a man was there whose hand
was withered. 2 They were watching Him to see if He would heal him on
the Sabbath, so that they might accuse Him. 3 He *said to the man with the
withered hand, “Get up and come forward!” 4 And He *said to them, “Is it
lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save a life or to kill?” But
they kept silent. 5 After looking around at them with anger, grieved at their
hardness of heart, He *said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” And he
stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 6 The Pharisees went out and
immediately began conspiring with the Herodians against Him, as to how
they might destroy Him.
7
Jesus withdrew to the sea with His disciples; and a great multitude from
Galilee followed; and also from Judea, 8 and from Jerusalem, and from Idumea, and beyond the Jordan, and the vicinity of Tyre and Sidon, a great
number of people heard of all that He was doing and came to Him. 9 And
1
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He told His disciples that a boat should stand ready for Him because of the
crowd, so that they would not crowd Him; 10 for He had healed many, with
the result that all those who had afflictions pressed around Him in order
to touch Him. 11 Whenever the unclean spirits saw Him, they would fall
down before Him and shout, “You are the Son of God!” 12 And He earnestly
warned them not to tell who He was.

Another Sabbath Confrontation (3:1-2)
While the identities of those who confront Jesus are not specified, the reader
may assume they are the same Pharisees who opposed Him in the previous
encounter (2:24) and the people who Jesus directed His anger at the conclusion of the confrontation (3:6). Jesus abandoned the grain fields and entered
the synagogue on the Sabbath day. He was confronted with a man who is in
need (a withered hand).
Some have claimed that the Sabbath law was the most important law for
the Jews. The law gave them their identity. Rather than notice the person in
need, the religious leaders of the day were observing what type of medical
attention would be given to this man. Keeping the law was their main intent
and the Jewish rule book gave them guidance. The Mishnah provided such
clauses to heal if a life was in danger, but since the man with a withered hand
was not in danger of dying, a healing would violate their own laws.
Mark’s gospel had recorded Jesus healing on the Sabbath day in two other
instances. Jesus had cast out “an unclean spirit” in a Capernaum synagogue
(1:21-28) and immediately thereafter, Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law
(1:29-31). Keeping the Sabbath laws were a distinguishing mark of Jewish
culture, especially since they were being occupied by the pagan Roman Empire. The word was out on the street that Jesus healed on the Sabbath and the
Pharisees set a trap to catch Him in the act.

Righteous Anger (3:3-6)
The miracle of the man’s withered hand is the only place in Mark’s gospel
where Jesus healed without being asked or approached. Knowing the atti-
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tude of the Pharisees and their loyalty to legalism and tradition rather than
people, Jesus shocked them once again by healing the man and breaking a
most revered Jewish law. Before the healing Jesus asked the Pharisees two
questions. Is it lawful to do good or evil? Should one save or kill a life? Jesus’
dialogue with His adversaries and His concurrent healing brings a biblical
truth to the forefront that is often forgotten. God is never happy with keeping the letter of the law if it forces a person to break the spirit of the law.
Both, in the Old Testament and the New Testament, God desires a joyful
living that is obedient to the spirit. In the altercation between Jesus and the
religious elites, the irony is quite evident. Jesus was bringing healing to a
person on the same day the Pharisees were plotting to kill Jesus.
Jesus came to save life and there was only one real question of the text.
Is God for health or for death? The man with the withered hand appeared
before Christ, and Jesus asked him to stretch out his hand and it was restored. The Sabbath miracle was a gift given to the man, a reminder that people matter more than things, a lesson the Pharisees struggled or refused to
comprehend.
As mentioned in the “Introduction,” Mark 3:5 is one of the few places
in the gospel where Jesus is described as angry. Even when Jesus entered
the temple and overturned the tables (11:15-19), Jesus was never described
as being angry. Jesus’ anger was grounded in the hypocrisy of the religious
leader’s lack of compassion and hard heartedness to resist God’s will. A big
difference between our western thought and that of Jesus’ day is the idea of
what makes up the heart. In Hebrew thought, the heart was more than just
a place for human emotion. The heart was the center of a person’s mind and
will, the place a person made decisions.
After watching Jesus heal the man with a withered hand, the Pharisees
left immediately and made an alliance with the Herodians to orchestrate another strategy in destroying Jesus. Luke 6:11 stated that after the healing the
Pharisees were “filled with rage.” Jesus’ anger led to a person receiving life,
while the Pharisees anger led to them missing out on life.
Author Frederick Buechner wrote this about anger, “Of the Seven Deadly
Sins, anger is possibly the most fun. To lick your wounds, to smack your lips
over grievances long past, to roll over your tongue the prospect of bitter confrontations still to come, to savor to the last toothsome morsel both the pain
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you are given and the pain you are giving back—in many ways it is a feast
fit for a king. The chief drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. The skeleton at the feast is you.”1 Jesus’ righteous anger stands in stark
contrast to our expression on too many occasions. Jesus attacked an unjust
problem. Unrighteous anger attacks another person; however, the person it
destroys is usually the person who is angry.

Pharisees and Herodians
The alliance between the Pharisees and the Herodians was definitely an unlikely one. The Herodians were supporters of Herod of Antipas, the ruler who
had John the Baptist arrested and beheaded. They were nobleman who were
Pro-Roman. They were a political party, not a religious party like the Pharisees.
Their goal was to maintain the status quo so they could keep their place and
power in society.
The Pharisees were one of the most important religious groups of Jesus’ day.
They prided themselves on living by the law and being distinct and different
from the pagan culture that ruled. The Pharisees often enticed the ire and
wrath of Jesus. While caring much about religious external expressions and
traditions, most of them never comprehended the new work God was revealing in the life of Christ. In this encounter, the political and religious groups
made an alliance with the goal of destroying Jesus and keeping the status
quo.

Jesus’ Ministry Continues (3:7-12)
As the opposition continued to harass Jesus, He retreated with some of His
disciples to His home base of Galilee. Whether Jesus was seeking a more welcoming environment or simply hoping for a retreat is unknown. Jesus might
be able to avoid His adversaries, but Jesus’ popularity and approval rating
continued to soar. Mark was intentional in naming the different geographical
locations people traveled in order to see Jesus. The gospel writer makes clear
the crowd was coming from everywhere to see Jesus, even Gentile country.
Much like the scene of a ticker-tape parade for the local sports team when
they win a championship, Jesus has become a celebrity. Due to His immense
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popularity, there must be a barricade separating Jesus from the crowds. Jesus instructed His disciples to have a boat ready for Him so the crowds did
not crush Him (3:9). However, this was not a crowd looking for an autograph
or picture opportunity. The crowd was seeking to touch Jesus so they could
be healed (3:10). Doctor offices were not on every corner in antiquity, and a
chance to be healed would be a reason to travel far and wide.
In 3:11, Mark informed the reader that Jesus not only performed healings, but exorcisms as well. There was quite a contrast from the demons and
the Pharisees in the synagogue. The demons fell to their knees and acknowledged Jesus’ true identity, while the religious leaders stuck their nose up in
the air and formulated a plan to kill him.
As we continue to study the remarkable beginning of Jesus’ ministry,
each story in the beginning of Mark prompts us to ask the question, “Who
exactly is this Jesus?” The Pharisees could see Jesus, because of their anger.
The crowd cared more about what Jesus could do to bring them healing than
what Jesus said. The demons recognized Jesus for who He was, the Son of
God, but Jesus ordered them not to speak (3:12) and put a muzzle on their
mouth, because they were not to be the messengers of Jesus’ mission. The
question, “Who is this Jesus?” is the question that each person must answer
for him or herself.
Jesus came to save humanity and make reconciliation with God possible.
Pharisees who refuse to see the new thing God was doing and demons who
stood in opposition elicited a righteous anger from Jesus. May we live our
lives in a way that does not elicit the same response!

Actions to Take
• Confess any areas of your life where you have elevated rules and traditions above people.
• Identify a problem in this world where righteous anger is justified and
commit to get involved.
• Find one hurting person in your sphere of influence where you can “do
good” and share the good news of Jesus Christ.
• Commit to a daily habit of Scripture reading and prayer where you acknowledge Jesus as Savior and Lord.
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Implications and Actions
Jesus was confronted once again by authorities who hoped to catch Him in
a trap. As in the previous lesson, Jesus highlighted that the Sabbath day was
not a day about keeping rules, but a day that was set aside for restoration, a
day where people are valued more than rules. By restoring the man’s withered
hand, Jesus compels us to examine our motives and actions in our day-to-day
activities. Our words and actions must bring health, life, and restoration to
those who cross our path.
Jesus also exemplifies how a person is to express anger. Jesus’ anger was
addressed at the problem of caring more about rules and traditions rather
than people. This way of living is a prophetic word to our 21st century way
of life. Our culture judges a person by how much he or she produces and
accomplishes. However, Jesus condemns anything that blocks “doing good”
and bringing restoration to a person. Jesus came to save and restore those
who are lost. Jesus’ disciples follow His example and do the same.

Questions
1. How was Jesus’ anger (Mark 3:5) different from the anger of the
Pharisees (Luke 6:11)? Can you name examples of righteous anger
and unrighteous anger?

2. How has unrighteous anger caused you problems in your life?
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3. Were there any rules or traditions your family followed that were
not necessarily commands found in Scripture?

4. Have you ever witnessed God’s people protect the status quo at all
costs? What were the results?

5. Can you explain an instance where you acted out in righteous anger? What was the problem that instigated your anger?

6. Have you ever been on the receiving side of righteous anger? How
did you respond?

NOTES
1

Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking (San Francisco, CA: Harper, 1993), 2.
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FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Mark 3:13-19

Luke 6:12-16

lesson 11
Choosing the
A-Team
MAIN IDEA
The primary responsibility of a disciple is
to grow and serve in Jesus.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
How do I become a participant instead of
a spectator?

STUDY AIM
To realize that following Jesus means He
becomes the main priority in my life

QUICK READ

BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

Jesus could have been a one-man show,
but He chose a team instead, so He could
pour His life into them. There is a remarkable power in discipleship and teamwork.
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Introduction
Why did Jesus choose these twelve men? A tax collector? Fishermen? The
Zealot who is looking for a fight? Yes, I think I would have chosen differently
if I was choosing a small group of people to do life with.
However, can you imagine what it was like to be part of this small group
of people? I wonder what they talked about at dinner. I can only dream about
the things they experienced together—the joy of watching 5,000 people be
fed with only a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish, the heartache of hearing about the death of Lazarus and then the exuberant joy of watching him
exit that tomb. The grief of these Twelve was also great. They experienced
the sorrow of the death of their leader, which would have been a rough day
for the group. However, nothing would have compared to being part of the
group when He appeared in their midst after His resurrection. Yes, there is
something about being part of a small group who follows Jesus that you have
to experience to make you appreciate it.

Mark 3:13-19
And He *went up on the mountain and *summoned those whom
He Himself wanted, and they came to Him. 14 And He appointed twelve,
so that they would be with Him and that He could send them out to
preach, 15 and to have authority to cast out the demons. 16 And He appointed the twelve: Simon (to whom He gave the name Peter), 17 and James,
the son of Zebedee, and John the brother of James (to them He gave the
name Boanerges, which means, “Sons of Thunder”); 18 and Andrew, and
Philip, and Bartholomew, and Matthew, and Thomas, and James the son
of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus, and Simon the Zealot; 19 and Judas Iscariot,
who betrayed Him.
13

It’s Time (3:13-15)
Jesus left the sea and traveled to the mountains. The mountains were places
where God revealed His purposes to His creation. Mount Sinai was the place
God gave His people the Ten Commandments. The Mount of Transfiguration
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is another example of God revealing Himself in a new way. Mountains play a
significant role throughout the Scriptures.
In this instance, Jesus traveled to the mountains to reveal more of His
ministry. The crowds that had been following Jesus were going to be whittled
down to those Jesus wanted to come with Him in His ministry. There would
be a distinction between those who were seeking after only a healing miracle
compared to those who were called to be a disciple and committed to follow
Him.
In 3:14, Jesus appointed twelve. The Greek verb for appoint poieo literally is translated “to make” or “to create.” God was creating a new people by
choosing these twelve disciples. God appointed Moses and Aaron (1 Samuel
12:6) to lead His people and create a people who would enter into the promised land. On this mountain, Jesus was now appointing twelve who will lead
out in His ministry and lead His people once again in creating the church
after the resurrection. The Jewish people had heard story after story of how
God was going to rescue and restore His people. When the Twelve were appointed on the mountainside, the story that was told in the home and synagogue week after week was in the infancy stage of becoming a reality.

“Why 12?”
Most people know that each state is allowed two senators, yet if asked
how many congressman are in Washington from their state, they might be
stumped. However, there would not be a first-century Jewish person who did
not understand the significance of the number twelve for the disciples.
There were twelve tribes of Israel who came from the twelve sons of Jacob.
Each of these sons’ stories are explored in the book of Genesis. However, after
the exile from Assyria several centuries before Jesus, the distinction and identity of ten of the tribes had been lost. When Jesus chooses twelve disciples,
Jesus is making a significant statement. Jesus was proclaiming He had come
to restore the twelve tribes of Israel and by doing so, Jesus was recognizing
Himself as God’s agent, God’s Messiah who will rescue and save God’s people.
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The Roles of the Disciples (3:14b-15)
The Twelve who would have a special relationship with Jesus were given specific tasks. According to the gospel of Mark, the disciples had two roles. The
disciples two jobs were that they “might be with Him and that He might send
them out to preach.” Later in the gospel of Mark (6:12-13) and in Luke’s gospel (9:2), the Scripture informs us that the third task of the Twelve was to
heal the sick.
The first role of Jesus’ disciple was simply to be with Him and accompany
Him wherever He went. As any apprenticeship, the best form of learning is
modeling. As the popular proverb teaches, “Give a man a fish, and you feed
him for a day. Teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.” By living
with Jesus every day, He gave these Twelve opportunities to practice what
He was teaching. Jesus knew that sermons were not the best way of learning
to do something. Disciples are made by hands-on training and the training
is not as easy as it might first appear. The disciples experienced some of the
greatest highs of Jesus’ ministry. They were with Jesus when He raised Jairus
daughter from the dead (Mark 5:37), when he fed the 5,000 (Mark 6:32-44),
and Peter, James, and John accompanied Jesus up to the Mount of Transfiguration (Mark 9:1-13). However, they were also with Jesus when He was
rejected at Nazareth (Mark 6:1-6), and they were asked to journey with Him
to Gethsemane (Mark 14:33). “The Twelve will have to learn that there is a
difference between hanging around Jesus and truly being with Him.”1 The
same is true for Jesus’ disciples today.
The second role of the Twelve was to preach. The disciples were not only
to be mere observers of Jesus. The Twelve were to be sent with the task of
participating in the proclamation message of the kingdom of God. Furthermore, the disciples would have the same authority and power in their preaching as Jesus did. The proclamation by both Jesus and the disciples resulted
in casting out demons. It should be noted that the Twelve were not the only
proclaimers of Jesus’ message. The Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5:19-20) was
told by Jesus to go preach to his family after he was healed and in Mark 9:3839, there was a report about a person being successful in casting out demons.
The Twelve were not the only disciples given the task of preaching and this
is an important truth for today’s disciple. Each disciple of Jesus has the task
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of proclaiming the good news that the kingdom of God is now accessible
through the work of Jesus Christ.
While the command to heal others is not listed in these Scriptures, this
would be the third role of a disciple. In Mark 6:12-13, the disciples ministry was summarized by preaching, casting out demons, and healing the sick.
A disciple of Jesus should be involved in ministry that brings healing and
wholeness to those who are sick and have broken lives.

Applying Today’s Lesson
• Commit to spend time daily with God in prayer and reading the Bible.
• Volunteer in one ministry of the church to put your faith in action.
• Find one person this week to share your testimony of becoming a follower of Jesus.
• Identify other disciples of Jesus who encourage you and assist you in
following Jesus. Call them or send them a letter thanking them for their
friendship and partnership in ministry.

A Motley Crew (3:16-19)
The names of the Twelve are an interesting eclectic group of individuals. Simon Peter is listed first. He is also listed first in the two other lists in the
gospels (Matthew 10:2-4 and Luke 6:14-16), and he was almost always the
spokesman for the group. Simon was the first to confess Jesus as the Messiah (Mark 8:29) and it was Simon who was the preacher at Pentecost (Acts
1:15-26). The next two on the list are the Zebedee brothers, James and John.
John is traditionally known as the writer of the fourth gospel who identifies
himself as the “Beloved Disciple.” James was the first disciple who as killed
as a martyr for the gospel (Acts 12:1-2). Peter, James, and John were each
given a nickname from Jesus and form the inner circle of the Twelve. These
three accompanied Jesus on special missions—the raising of Jarius daughter (Mark 5:37), the transfiguration (Mark 9:2), and at Gethsemane (Mark
14:33). Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother is listed fourth. According to the gospel of John, Andrew was one of John the Baptist’s disciples who introduced
his brother Simon to Jesus.
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While there is not as much information in the Scriptures about the other
eight disciples, there are some interesting facts. Matthew was a tax collector.
In Mark and Luke, he is referred to as Levi. A tax collector would have been
despised by most Jewish people, because they stole from their very own. Jesus included him in His group of disciples as if to remind us that our most
despised enemy has the possibility of being a brother or sister in Christ. Phillip has a Greek name and was from the same hometown as Peter and Andrew.
Thomas (which means “twin”) was most well-known for doubting the resurrection until he actually saw and touched Jesus himself (John 20:24-29). Simon the Zealot was an interesting character to add to the group of disciples.
While we do not know much about Simon and the term “zealot” is somewhat
ambiguous, Simon the Zealot could have either belonged to a religious group
who was prone to use violence or he was extreme in following the law. The
last one on the list is Judas of Iscariot, the one “who betrayed him.” At the
very beginning of Mark’s gospel, he was setting the stage by introducing the
character who would play a significant role in Jesus’ death.

Implications and Actions
The calling of the Twelve can be a guide for today’s Christ follower’s day-today activities. “By appointing the Twelve, Jesus is beginning to implement a
strategy that will take the message of salvation to the ends of the earth.”2 The
strategy consists of being with Jesus daily, preaching His good news, and doing ministry. Each follower of Jesus should be spending daily time in prayer,
Scripture reading, and involved in places to proclaim and practice ministry.
The good news is the Twelve were not called because of any outstanding
virtue. They constantly made mistakes and failed on the job. Peter denied
Jesus (Mark 14:66-72). James and John, the Sons of Thunder, were reprimanded for not understanding Jesus’ message and asking for places of power
(Mark 10:35-41). However, Jesus did not give up on these Twelve, and Jesus
does not lose hope in today’s disciples either. Jesus is constantly calling those
who have surrendered their lives to His kingdom, and He is actively sending
them out on the Great Commission.
Finally, the Twelve were a small group of people from different walks of
life, different biographies, and most likely would never have chosen each oth-
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er as cohorts in ministry. In Jesus kingdom, there is no person who is outside
the possibility of His grace, and He is constantly bringing together the most
unlikely individuals to form the people of God. Spend some time thanking
God for those people who encourage you, hold you accountable, and partner
with you in ministry.

Questions
1. What is the significance of Jesus choosing twelve disciples just as
God chose twelve tribes of Israel in the Old Testament?

2. What are your spiritual practices that allow fellowship between you
and God to occur on a daily basis?

3. What person has modeled a life to you of following Jesus? What
was the most important lesson you learned by observing his or her
life?

4. What are some areas you need to volunteer in ministry?
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5. How has being part of this small group Bible study benefited your
spiritual growth in ways doing it alone never could?

NOTES
1

David, Garland, Mark, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996),
129.

2

Mark L. Strauss, Mark, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2014), 163.
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Introduction
I loved the Lone Ranger when I was very young. Looking back on the series now, every episode was pretty predictable. Each installment included a
scene where someone mistook the benevolent and kind-hearted Lone Ranger
for an outlaw or vigilante, saying, “But you’re wearing a mask.” And every
episode ended with some slight variation on the question, “Who was that
masked man?”
In a sense, Jesus had the same problem. Some people looked at Him and
came to the wrong conclusion about His identity, His motives, and the source
of His authority. Some simply wondered, “Who is He, really?” Others willfully were blinded to His goodness. They looked at the clearest imaginable
picture of God’s loving nature and called it demonic.
They failed to understand Jesus came to bring abundant life and provide the way for us to enter a right relationship with God. Satan wants to
accomplish the opposite—rob us of peace, steal our joy, and keep us away
from God. However, the power within Christians—God’s Holy Spirit—is far
greater than Satan’s power.

Mark 3:20-30
Then Jesus entered a house, and again a crowd gathered, so that he
and his disciples were not even able to eat. 21 When his family heard about
this, they went to take charge of him, for they said, “He is out of his mind.”
22
And the teachers of the law who came down from Jerusalem said,
“He is possessed by Beelzebul! By the prince of demons he is driving out
demons.”
23
So Jesus called them over to him and began to speak to them in parables: “How can Satan drive out Satan? 24 If a kingdom is divided against
itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25 If a house is divided against itself, that
house cannot stand. 26 And if Satan opposes himself and is divided, he cannot stand; his end has come. 27 In fact, no one can enter a strong man’s
house without first tying him up. Then he can plunder the strong man’s
house. 28 Truly I tell you, people can be forgiven all their sins and every
slander they utter, 29 but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will
never be forgiven; they are guilty of an eternal sin.”
30
He said this because they were saying, “He has an impure spirit.”
20
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Out of His Mind (3:22-23)
When Jesus went to Capernaum, He was described as being “at home.” It
might have been reasonable to expect this to be a place of refuge for Jesus.
Instead, He encountered an intrusive crowd who would not even grant Him
time and space to enjoy a meal. Then those who were nearest and dearest to
Him tried to seize Him, believing He had taken leave of His senses.
The New International Version and New Revised Standard Version agree
these individuals who questioned Jesus’ sanity were members of His family. Some other translations choose the more ambiguous “His own people.”
Viewed in the context of specific reference to Jesus’ family in verse 32, it
seems most likely Mark was referring to His siblings.
Why would Jesus’ own family—those who grew up with Him—now wonder whether He had lost His mind? They may have questioned why Jesus
left the security of home and family to become an itinerant teacher, rather
than continue working in the family tradecraft as a carpenter. They probably
wondered about the men with whom Jesus chose to associate—fishermen,
at least one former tax collector, and one who was identified as a zealot. Perhaps they allowed normal sibling rivalry to degenerate into jealousy. Most
of all, they realized Jesus was provoking the wrath of the Jewish religious
establishment. Perhaps they wanted to protect Him. Maybe they wanted to
protect themselves and their reputation.

Doing the Devil’s Work (3:22-27)
“Whose side are you on?” Most of us have heard the question at one time or
another. We might even have voiced it in a moment of frustration. Maybe
it occurred in a discussion at work, when a boss became exasperated with
an employee who raised objections every time a new idea was presented. Or
perhaps we were part of a team in which the question was directed toward
one team member who failed to put forth as much effort as everyone else.
In effect, it is a question about commitment and allegiance: “Where do your
loyalties really lie?”
In this passage, the religious leaders of Jesus’ day did far more than
question whether Jesus was acting in obedience to God. They looked at the
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wondrous miracles Jesus performed, bringing light into the lives of hurting
people, and attributed His power to the forces of darkness. They saw the good
Jesus did and called it evil.

Beelzebul
The teachers of the law accused Jesus of being possessed by “Beelzebul.” Biblical scholars differ in their opinions about the term’s origin. Some believe it
means “lord of the flies” or “lord of filth.” Others interpret it as meaning “lord of
the dwelling.” They believe Jesus was using a play on words when He spoke
of the “master of the household” in this passage. Regardless, we see the term
equated with the “prince of demons.” So, the Jewish religious leaders were
speaking of it as satanic.1

Jesus’ reputation had spread. The teachers of Jewish law came from Jerusalem to Galilee, and they harshly condemned Jesus and His ministry. They
said He was possessed and was casting out demons by the prince of demons.
The religious leaders not only denied Jesus was acting under the power of
God, but also accused Jesus of being in league with Satan. If He appeared
to be casting out demons, it was only to make room so a more powerful evil
spirit could enter a victim, they asserted.
Jesus refuted the accusation of the religious scholars by demonstrating
their lack of logic. He pointed out that neither a divided kingdom nor a divided household can stand. Jesus essentially said it was foolish to suppose
Satan would wage war against the demons acting on his own behalf. It made
no sense to point to the devil as the cause behind a person’s release from
demonic torment.
To illustrate His point, Jesus used a brief parable. Suppose a thief wanted to rob the home of a powerful person. Before the robber would attempt
to carry off the homeowners’ possessions, he first would subdue the strong
man, Jesus said. It is important to remember parables typically are intended
to illustrate one central teaching. Unlike an allegory, where every detail of
the story carries symbolic meaning, parables are meant to make one point.
So, we should not be surprised when a character in a story assumes an unexpected identity.
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In this instance, Satan was the strong man, and Jesus was the one who
overpowered him, tied him up and carried off what Satan had possessed. Jesus was making the point that Satan is no weakling. The devil had possessed
the lives of those who were suffering demonic torment. However, Jesus has
the greater power to overcome Satan and carry away to freedom those whom
the devil has claimed.
Too often, attitudes toward Satan gravitate toward one extreme or another. Some underestimate the power of evil. They may disregard biblical
teachings about the devil as primitive superstition or reject the idea of evil
as too simplistic in a world filled with nuance. Others become fixated on the
satanic and attribute to the devil more power than he possesses. The Bible
points to a middle ground. Evil is real, and temptations are strong. The devil wants to rob Christians of the joy of our salvation. He wants to destroy
our credibility when we seek to bear witness of Christ. However, the Bible
presents Satan as a defeated enemy living on borrowed time. Christ is the
victor, and His triumph over all the forces of darkness is assured. We should
be vigilant and stand strong to resist temptation, but we have no reason to
fear satanic power.

Unpardonable Sin (3:28-30)
Jesus emphasized the severity of the offense the teachers of the Jewish religious law had committed. He began by offering assurance that God can
forgive all kinds of sins. We know this from the public ministry of Jesus recorded in the Gospels. The religious leaders of his day criticized Jesus for
accepting and extending fellowship to all kinds of public sinners, including
prostitutes and tax collectors. Throughout the Gospels, we see the Son of God
demonstrating vividly the wideness of God’s mercy and forgiveness.
However, Jesus speaks here about an offense that will not be forgiven—blasphemies spoken against the Holy Spirit. It is important to keep in
mind that Jesus spoke these words before the Holy Spirit came at Pentecost,
but Mark is recording these sayings of Jesus long after that event. So, these
words must be interpreted in light of how the religious leaders of Jesus’ time
would have understood them, as well as how the early Christians who received Mark’s Gospel would have interpreted them.
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On this side of Pentecost, we understand the Holy Spirit as a Person
within the Trinity—God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit makes sinners acutely aware of their sin and draws them
to the Savior. In the Hebrew Scriptures, that the Jewish teachers of the law
cherished, the Holy Spirit was understood more functionally than personally. The Spirit of God came upon a prophet, and that prophet would proclaim
God’s message. Then the Spirit of God would move the hearts of the prophet’s audience to recognize and receive a word of truth from God—provided
they were open to it.
Jesus told His disciples, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father”
(John 14:9). The author of the New Testament book of Hebrews wrote: “In
the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times
and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son,
…” (Hebrews 1:1-2). Jesus came to reveal to sinful humanity the nature and
character of God the Father. These religious leaders did not just fail to acknowledge Jesus as the Son of God; they claimed the One who was God’s
supreme self-revelation actually was in league with Satan.

Balthasar Hübmaier
At some points in Christian history, believers who dared to proclaim biblical truth have been labeled as heretics. Balthasar Hübmaier was a respected
priest and theologian until his study of the Bible led him to embrace unpopular ideas. He taught that faith cannot be coerced and insisted baptism is an act
of obedience for believers rather than a sacrament performed on infants. As
a result, Hübmaier was declared a heretic and imprisoned. Once, authorities
tortured him on the rack until he finally recanted. Overwhelmed with guilt for
his “weakness,” he became an even more ardent advocate of biblical truth. “I
may err—I am a man—but a heretic I cannot be, because I ask constantly for
instruction from the Word of God,” Hübmaier wrote.2 Later, when he again
was imprisoned and tortured in Vienna, he refused to recant. He was executed
by burning on March 10, 1528.

That is why Jesus described this offense as unforgiveable. Before we can
be reconciled to God, we must recognize our own sinful condition and want
to turn from that sin. We cannot repent unless we see the need for repen-
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tance. The religious leaders were in a state where they could not recognize
sin. In fact, their spiritual vision was so warped they could look at pure goodness and see pure evil. They saw light as darkness. They saw God in the flesh
and called Him an instrument of Satan.

Implications and Actions
The religious leaders were not guilty of an unforgivable sin simply because
they failed to recognize Jesus as the divine Son of God during His public
ministry. After all, even the disciples of Jesus did not fully understand Jesus’
identity and mission until after the Resurrection. Rather, the religious leaders were condemned because of their willful and persistent unwillingness to
allow the Spirit of God to guide them to the truth about Jesus. Their continued rejection of Jesus and their arrogant assumption that they already had
all the answers hardened their hearts to the Good News of salvation Christ
offered.
Today, no one should fear that he or she at some point in the past committed a sin against God that cannot be forgiven. If they know they have
sinned and recognize how bad it is, that means there still is hope. Those who
recognize their own sinfulness, who repent of their sin, and who humbly seek
God’s forgiveness in Christ will receive it. The only people beyond the reach
of God’s grace are those who place themselves there.

Questions
1. Why do you think some of Jesus’ own family thought He had lost
His mind and wanted to silence Him?

2. How could anyone look at the miracles Jesus performed and see
Satan at work? If Jesus was misunderstood and criticized, why are
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we surprised when some people do not understand us and criticize
us when we try to follow Christ?

3. Have you ever been doing something good and had your motives
questioned? How did it make you feel?

4. What are some factors that can harden hearts and cause people to
be blind to their need for forgiveness?

5. How would you respond to somebody that said he felt so guilty
about his past that he thought he was beyond God’s ability to forgive him?

NOTES
1

Henry Turlington, “Mark,” The Broadman Bible Commentary, Vol. 8, (Nashville, TN: Broadman Press, 1970), p. 292.

2

Quoted by Baptist church historian William R. Estep in The Anabaptist Story, (Grand Rapids,
MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2nd Ed., 1975), pp. 51-71.
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Introduction
Most of us learned an important lesson early in life. If your mother summons you, do not ask questions. When Mama calls, come running. Respond
without delay. Another lesson learned at a young age, particularly by those
who have several brothers and sisters, centers on the perils of keeping family
waiting. The last sibling to arrive tends to draw the wrath of everyone else.
So, this week’s lesson may cause us some measure of discomfort. Particularly in evangelical Christian circles that extol family values, Mark 3:31-35
can be disconcerting. However, we should recognize Jesus was not showing
disrespect to His family of origin or turning His back on them. Instead, Jesus
was teaching His disciples—then and now—the spiritual ties that draw us
together are stronger and more lasting than flesh and blood family ties.

Mark 3:31-35
Then Jesus’ mother and brothers arrived. Standing outside, they sent
someone in to call him. 32 A crowd was sitting around him, and they told
him, “Your mother and brothers are outside looking for you.”
33
“Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked.
34
Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said, “Here
are my mother and my brothers! 35 Whoever does God’s will is my brother
and sister and mother.”
31

Family of Origin (3:31-32)
Verse 31 says Jesus’ mother and brothers arrived. Matthew 13:55-56 provides the names of Jesus’ brothers—James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas—and
also mentions His sisters without naming them. Presumably, these were
the children of Mary and Joseph. Since Jesus’ miraculous birth was an act
of God, not a procreative act of man, these actually were half-brothers and
half-sisters of Jesus. They shared the same mother, but not the same father.
After Jesus performed His first public miracle, turning water into wine
at a wedding celebration in Canaan, the Scripture says Jesus’ mother and
His brothers accompanied Him and His disciples to Capernaum (John 2:12).
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Later, the brothers of Jesus urged Him to leave Galilee and travel to Judea.
If Jesus really could perform miracles, they challenged Him to demonstrate
that power to everyone assembled at the Festival of Tabernacles (John 7:24). That passage ends with the indictment, “For even his own brothers did
not believe in him” (John 7:5). Based on Mark 3:21, it appears Jesus’ brothers doubted His sanity.

The Rest of the Story
After Jesus was raised from the dead, at least some of His brothers became
followers of Christ. The Apostle Paul named James as a witness to the Risen
Christ (1 Corinthians 15:7), and James went on to become a leader of the Jerusalem church (Galatians 1:18-19 and Acts 15:13). In the first verse of the New
Testament letter of Jude, the author humbly identifies himself as “a servant
of Jesus Christ and a brother of James,” and he traditionally has been understood as the same Judas mentioned in Matthew 13.

Jesus’ family was “standing outside” and sent someone inside to call on
Jesus. So, if we are tempted to read this passage in terms of Jesus distancing
Himself from His biological family, we first should acknowledge they chose
to stand outside rather than approach Jesus personally. Jesus had just countered the charges of the religious teachers from Jerusalem who had accused
Him of driving out evil spirits by the power of the “prince of demons” (3:22).
So, Jesus’ family may have been fearful of putting themselves in the middle
of that confrontation or embarrassed by Jesus’ actions.
Jesus was surrounded by a crowd. Mark said the crowd was “sitting
around him,” indicating they were listening intently to what Jesus said.
Someone in that crowd, or perhaps several of those seated around Jesus,
passed along the message to Him—“Your mother and brothers are outside
looking for you.” Since Jesus’ family sent word inside to Jesus, there is no
question about them knowing where Jesus was at that point. Apparently,
they adopted the attitude, “Let Jesus come to us, not the other way around.”
They chose to remain outside the circle.
Note the irony of the scene. Those who had known Jesus the longest and
presumably were in a favored position to know Him best were “standing out-
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side.” Meanwhile, people who had known Him a relatively short time were
“sitting around him.” Familiarity with the things of God is not enough. We
can know Bible stories and even be able to quote Scripture but still remain
distant from God. We must adopt the humble role of a disciple, desiring to be
near Christ and submitting to His teachings.

Family of Faith (3:33-35)
Jesus asked the rhetorical question, “Who are my mother and my brothers?”
Some of the crowd surrounding Him might have wondered if Jesus suffered
from an identity crisis. For a moment, they may have asked how Jesus could
have forgotten His own family.
Apparently, Jesus did not allow the question to hang in the air for long.
Looking around at those who encircled Him, Jesus identified them as his
mother and brothers, saying, “Whoever does God’s will is my brother and
sister and mother.” Jesus redefined family. First and foremost, Jesus was the
Son of God, and He was perfectly obedient to His Father’s will. So, obedience
to God the Father is evidence of kinship. Jesus declared that anyone who
joins Him in doing God’s will is His family. Obedience to God shows the family resemblance.

Answering God’s Call
Anne Ellen Luther answered God’s call to missionary service after hearing one
of her father’s sermons. He had appealed passionately for worshipers to respond if they sensed a calling to serve God as a foreign missionary. But when
she stood to accept the call, he said: “My child, I didn’t mean you!” Anne later
went on to marry William Buck Bagby, and together they served nearly six
decades as Baptist missionaries to Brazil.

Some act as if knowing God’s will is a deep mystery that demands the
deciphering skills of a codebreaker. We can learn much about God’s will in
general by studying the Scripture. God wills that people repent of their sins,
receive His grace, and enter into relationship with Him (John 3:16; 2 Peter
3:9; 1 Timothy 2:4). God wills that His people would pray and give thanks (1
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Thessalonians 5:18). God wills that we abstain from evil and do good (Psalm
34:14; 1 Thessalonians 4:3). God wills that we act justly, love kindness, and
humbly seek to live in relationship with Him (Micah 6:8). God wills that
we love one another with the same kind of love Jesus demonstrated (John
15:12-14).
Of course, what many people mean when they ask about God’s will is
much more specific: “How can I know I am making the right decision?” If we
are in a growing relationship with God in Christ, if we are in fellowship with
other believers and are humbly open to wise counsel, and if we earnestly are
seeking to be obedient to God, we can depend on God to guide us (Proverbs
3:5-6). If the answer still is not clear, we step out in faith, knowing we can
trust the matter to God. Sometimes, God may present us with two alternatives, either of which could be within His purpose for our lives. If we are
honest, the challenge for most of us is not trying to discern God’s will when
it seems unclear. The real challenge is obeying the commands that clearly are
God’s will.
As we look at how Jesus responded to His family, we should not presume
to know more than what the Scripture tells us. Nobody can say with certainty Jesus refused to see His mother and brothers when they came asking
for Him. He very possibly may have gone out to see them after making His
point to those who gathered around Him. Jesus did not reject His family.
They chose to position themselves “outside” the circle of discipleship rather
than approach Him.
Certainly, we should not view this encounter as Jesus showing lack of
respect to Mary. Jesus, the sinless Son of God, fulfilled the biblical command
to honor His mother. While hanging on the cross, Jesus entrusted Mary to
the care of “the beloved disciple,” traditionally understood to be John. As the
eldest son, Jesus fulfilled His responsibility by ensuring His mother’s wellbeing. Significantly, He granted the care of His mother to a close follower,
rather than to brothers and sisters who—at that point—had rejected His
message. Even in that moment of great agony, Jesus recognized one who was
faithful to God as closer kin than His own biological siblings.
As followers of Jesus, our highest allegiance belongs to Him, taking precedence even over loyalty to biological family. When large crowds came to Jesus, He wanted them to understand the high cost of discipleship. Hammering
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home that point with hyperbole, Jesus said, “If anyone come to me and does
not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters—yes,
even their own life—such a person cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). Obviously, Jesus—who taught love for all people—did not really mean anyone
should hate his or her own family. In fact, on more than one occasion He cited
the commandment to honor father and mother. But compared to our love
and devotion to Christ, any other love in life—even love for family—should
pale in comparison.
This teaching should govern how we respond to others within the church.
We too often think in terms of church membership rather than church fellowship. The church is not a club we join; the church is a family into which
we all are adopted. The church is not an organization; the church is a living,
growing organism. The church is our family of faith, and every individual
within the fellowship is our brother or sister.
I learned about the relationships between brothers and sisters after I
married. As an only child, it took me awhile to get accustomed to seeing how
my wife interacted with her sister and two brothers. They sometimes disagreed and sometimes became frustrated with each other, but they never
stopped being family. Likewise, we may not always have the same opinions
or viewpoints as our brothers and sisters within the family of faith, but we
never stop having the same Father. As Christians, we are family.

Implications and Actions
Our greatest relationship is our relationship with Jesus. So, the closest family to us should be the family of faith. The love we have for our church family—our brothers and sisters in Christ—should not be thought of as stickysweet sentiment. Rather, it should be displayed in a willingness to give of
ourselves for their benefit. “This is how we know what love is; Jesus Christ
laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers
and sisters” (1 John 3:16).
Our life’s goal should be to do God’s will, and that demands continuing
submission to God and allowing Him to mold us, rather than being shaped
by the culture around us. The Apostle Paul wrote, “Do not conform to the
pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then
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you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing
and perfect will” (Romans 12:2). In the end, God’s will for us is that we “be
conformed to the image of his Son” (Romans 8:29).

Questions
1. Why do you think the mother and brothers of Jesus sent for Him
instead of entering the place where Jesus was surrounded by people
who wanted to learn from Him?

2. Why were the brothers of Jesus standing outside rather than eagerly listening to His teaching?

3. Why did Jesus not immediately respond when His mother and
brothers sent for Him?

4. How can we know God’s will for our lives?
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5. Are there fellow church members whom you consider even closer
than members of your own family? Are there relationships within
the family of faith that need to be nurtured?

NOTES
1

Karen O’Dell Bullock, “Anne Luther Bagby—Mother of Brazilian Baptists,” Legacy column,
CommonCall, Summer 2016, Vol. 4, No. 3, p. 23.

FOCAL TEXT

BACKGROUND

Luke 1:30-38

Matthew 1:18-25

lesson 14
Christmas Lesson

Mary, Did
You Know?
MAIN IDEA
Jesus didn’t take on human flesh so He
could just be an adorable baby. He took on
human flesh to die, the one thing God was
incapable of doing.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Do I really believe that nothing is impossible with God?

STUDY AIM
To understand that Jesus was veiled in
human flesh so we could relate to Him

BIBLE
STUDY
GUIDE

QUICK READ
Certainly, Mary was shocked and amazed
to receive that news from Gabriel, but she
placed her trust in God.

122

Christmas: Mary, Did You Know?

123

Introduction
In October 2002, the U.S. Congress passed a resolution authorizing President George W. Bush to use “any means necessary” to conquer Iraq and bring
down Saddam Hussein. Five months later, when the U. S. launched air strikes
against Baghdad, the American public quickly learned a new term: “shock and
awe.” The idea behind the military strategy was to attack with such ferocity
that the enemy would be confused and overwhelmed.1
“Shock and awe” are terms we seldom associate with Christmas. Porcelain Nativity sets and picture-perfect Christmas card images paint an all-toosterile and peaceful image of how God’s Son entered human history. Without
question, Jesus’ birth brought unspeakable joy to His mother, Mary, and to
Joseph, the man she was pledged to marry. But along with the joy, His birth
brought shock and awe. His arrival disrupted the carefully made plans of a
Galilean couple.
Jesus came to bring peace and make a way for sinful humanity to be reconciled to a holy and righteous God. But first, God’s Son entered a troubled
world in an unexpected manner. God’s redemptive plan for humankind involved a young girl who willingly accepted her role as God’s servant.

Luke 1:30-38
But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor
with God. 31 You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call
him Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High.
The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will
reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end.”
34
“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”
35
The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power
of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be
called the Son of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child
in her old age, and she who was said to be unable to conceive is in her sixth
month. 37 For no word from God will ever fail.”
38
“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May your word to me be
fulfilled.” Then the angel left her.
30

124

The reMARKable Journey Begins: Faith & Hope

Angelic Announcement (1:26-33)
Luke’s Gospel began with a pair of angelic announcements. First, the angel
Gabriel appeared to an aged priest named Zachariah. The angel told Zechariah that he and his wife Elizabeth would have a baby, even though they were
far too old to conceive and bear a child. The boy would be named “John,” and
he would be a prophet like Elijah, whose mission would be “to make ready a
people prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1:17).
In the sixth month of the Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to make a second announcement. Gabriel appeared to a relative of Elizabeth’s. The angel arrived in an obscure, out-of-the way Galilean town called
Nazareth to announce God’s plan to a young woman named Mary. When
God’s Son entered the world, He did not come to the center of government in
Rome or the center of religion in Jerusalem. God entered history through a
young woman in a town that had no bragging rights.

Nazareth
The Old Testament never mentions Nazareth. The small city was isolated
from most of the economic centers and major trade routes in the time of
Christ. The seeming insignificance of the village is apparent from Nathaniel’s
response to Philip when the latter said Jesus of Nazareth was the one Moses and the Prophets foretold. Nathaniel said, “Nazareth! Can any good come
from there?” (John 1:46).2

The Bible makes it clear there is something special about Mary that sets
her apart as a uniquely blessed woman of faith. Christian views about the
mother of Jesus have varied widely through the ages. Early in Christian history, Mary held a respected position as a woman distinctly blessed by the
Lord to bring God’s Son into the world and nurture Him. Later, the Roman
Catholic Church exalted her to a more venerated position as intercessor.
They believe she could—from her heavenly position—serve as intermediary
between sinners and the Savior. Protestants rejected that belief, along with
other extra-biblical teachings such as Mary’s Immaculate Conception, perpetual virginity, and bodily assumption into Heaven. But in the process, we
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sometimes have failed to give Mary her due as a person of strong faith and
character whom God selected as the mother of His Son.
Mary is identified as a virgin, pledged—literally “betrothed”—to a man
named Joseph, who is identified as a descendent of King David. She lived in
a culture in which young women married early, and it is likely she was a very
young teenager, probably no more than 14 years old.

Betrothed
Mary was pledged—some translations say “betrothed” to Joseph. It was more
binding than a modern engagement, but it was not yet a consummated marriage. During the time that passed between the betrothal and the marriage,
the man took on responsibility for the woman as her provider and protector.
However, the couple did not live together as husband and wife until after the
marriage celebration.3

An old translation of verse 28, “Hail Mary, full of grace,” led some to the
mistaken interpretation that Mary was a source of grace in and of herself. The
better modern translation— “you who are highly favored”—makes it clearer
that Mary was the object of God’s unmerited favor, not its source. “The Lord
is with you,” Gabriel told Mary. In a one-of-a-kind way, the Lord was with
Mary, but in another way, all who receive God’s grace receive the gift of His
presence. Mary was able to make an everlasting difference in God’s redemptive plan for the ages because she accepted her role as a person graced by God.
At the same time, the old wording “Mary full of grace” is right in one
sense. She was God’s chosen vessel for delivering grace into the world. In a
real sense, all of us who are recipients of grace also are meant to be vessels for
bringing God’s grace to others.
Gabriel told Mary she would conceive and give birth to a boy, who would
be named Jesus—the Greek version of the Hebrew name “Joshua” or “Yeshua,” which means “Yahweh is salvation.” Gabriel makes it clear: This child
will not be the son of Joseph but will be “the Son of the Most High”—God’s
own Son. Gabriel told Mary her son would be the long-awaited Messiah, who
would be entitled to the throne of King David. But unlike the Old Testament
sovereign, Jesus’ kingdom “will never end” (1:33).
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Nothing Is Impossible With God (1:34-38)
Understandably, Mary was frightened by the angelic appearance and troubled by the angel’s message. She didn’t understand what was going on. But
she knew one thing—she and her husband-to-be had not had intimate relations. Mary was young, but apparently her mother had explained to her the
basics of human reproduction. “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” she
asked. Every Jewish girl of Mary’s day prayed that she might one day be the
mother of the Messiah—but after marriage, not before.
The angel offered no thorough explanation, but he did tell her the baby
who would be born to her would be God’s Son. The angel said “the power of
the Most High will overshadow you.” The angel did not describe an act of
procreation in any conventional sense. The angel described a unique act of
creation. The picture is similar to the imagery of God’s Spirit hovering over
the watery void in Genesis 1 and bringing all things into being.
Gabriel described something beyond human comprehension. The birth
the angel described defies all human experience and confounds our expectations. However, Gabriel told Mary that “no word from God will ever fail”
(1:37). As the King James Version says, “For with God nothing shall be impossible.”
The Gospel of Luke and the Gospel of Matthew both emphasize the miraculous nature of Jesus’ birth. Jesus was born to Mary when she was a virgin.
His unique birth was in keeping with His unique identity. As John’s Gospel
says, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen
his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full
of grace and truth” (John 1:14). In Jesus, God became human. Jesus came to
reveal the character and nature of God the Father. As the Apostle Paul wrote,
“The Son is the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). If we want to
know what God is like, we can look at Jesus.
Jesus was not only fully divine, but also fully human. He identified with
humankind, even to the point of death. In that way, God the Son did what
neither God the Father nor God the Holy Spirit could do. Jesus came to be
the Suffering Servant prophesied in the Old Testament—“He was pierced for
our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that
brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like
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sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turn to our own way; and the LORD
has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:5-6).
Jesus, who committed no sin, took upon Himself our sins and made it
possible for rebellious humanity to be reconciled to a holy God. That’s why
in many churches we observe the Lord’s Supper just prior to Christmas. The
memorial meal reminds us we should not focus only on a cuddly baby cradled
in the arms of his mother Mary. We should remember that the Son of God
willingly became one of us. He identified with humankind, even to the point
of enduring the cruelest form of death imaginable. But we also remember
God raised Him from the tomb, vindicating His Son and demonstrating His
victory over sin and death.

Implications and Actions
Mary demonstrated wisdom and maturity far beyond her age in her response
to the angel: “I am the Lord’s servant…May your word to me be fulfilled”
(1:38). Mary was young, but she was old enough to recognize the immediate implications of what she had been told. Joseph might not understand
and seek to have her stoned to death as an adulteress. From the account in
Matthew’s Gospel, Joseph had no intention of publicly disgracing Mary, but
initially planned to sever their pledge quietly. However, an angel appeared to
Joseph, assuring him the child in Mary’s womb was God’s Son, and he should
not be afraid to accept Mary as his wife (Matthew 1:19-20). However, Mary
didn’t know that at this point.
Furthermore, even if Joseph accepted her word, there was no guarantee her parents would understand. Certainly, gossiping neighbors would not
accept the story that God had miraculously created this baby in her womb.
She likely would be scandalized and rejected. But she accepted her role as a
servant of God, and she said “yes” to whatever her Master said. Mary trusted
God and obeyed Him, whatever the cost might be.
If we are serious about being used by God and if we want to be His faithful followers, it means we need to submit to the role of God’s servant. We
need to accept God’s will for our lives. Obeying His will may be disruptive.
God’s purpose for our lives may not coincide with the plans we have made.
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Following God’s plan may seem impossible. In fact, it likely is impossible for
us, apart from His empowering and enabling.
However, there is no greater joy than becoming an instrument of God’s
grace—a vessel He can use to bring others into relationship with Him. To
be used by God, we should follow the example Mary set. We must rely upon
God’s grace, trust Him to honor His promises, even when we don’t understand everything, and walk by faith in obedience.

Questions
1. When God chose to send His Son into the world, why do you think
He chose to do it through a humble virgin from an out-of-the-way
town?

2. When the angel appeared to Mary, do you think she was more
frightened by what she could not understand or by what she did
understand?

3. What were some of the fears Mary undoubtedly felt? What are some
of the fears we must face if we are going to be obedient to God’s
plan for our lives?
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4. What are some of the things we learn about the nature and character of God by looking at the life of Jesus that we might not know
otherwise?

5. How do we respond when God seems to be calling us to do something that seems impossible? How can we respond more faithfully?

NOTES
1

https://www.airforcemag.com/article/1103shock/.

2

Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, “Nazareth,” ed. Watson E. Mills (Macon, GA: Mercer University
Press, 1990), p. 605.

3

Malcolm O. Tolbert, “Luke,” in Luke-John, vol. 9 of The Broadman Bible Commentary, (Nashville, TN: Broadman Press, 1970), p. 22.
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Prayer for This Study

Jesus Calls Me
“And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men’” (Mark 1:17).
Father,
I humbly bow before You today with a grateful heart. Thank you that You loved the world
so much You sent Your only beloved Son, veiled in human flesh to dwell among us, to give
His life as a ransom for the forgiveness of my sin, to reconcile me to You, a holy and just
God. Thank You for Your great love and mercy, not wanting any man to perish, but all to
come to a saving knowledge of Jesus our Savior.
Lord, You have called me to step out of the boat and follow You in obedience, to do Your
kingdom work here on earth. You have called me to be a fisher of men, to share the gospel
message to a lost and dying world. Lord, Your word says, “today is the day of salvation.”
Empower me Lord, with boldness to share Your great love, with those who need You.
Lord, You have called me to love my neighbor as myself. O God, burden my heart for what
grieves Your heart. Open my eyes and make me aware of those around me, that I might
reach out in tangible ways to meet their needs and hurts. Give me a willing heart to show
kindness and compassion to others, never acting out of selfish ambition or vain conceit,
but out of humility and love. Jesus, You are my supreme example of loving and serving
others. You were moved by compassion when You reached out and touched the leper to
make him clean, the one rejected and scorned by men. You gave sight to the blind, fed the
hungry, ate with sinners, and healed many, but Your ultimate sacrifice was laying down
Your life for me, a wretched sinner.
Lord, You have called me to be devoted to You in prayer and the Word of God. May I be
faithful in praying and reading Your Word, day after day. Father, just as Jesus spent time in
prayer with You in a secluded place, I want to slip away to meet You in a quiet and intimate
place every day, conversing with You, and listening to You speak to my heart with burning
intensity and love, showing me Your ways and teaching me Your paths. O God, may I daily
take up the Sword of the Spirit, which is Your Holy Word, and hide it in my heart that I
might not sin against You. Open my eyes and help me to recognize Satan’s lies and deceptions before they unfurl in my life. May I stand on the truth of the Word of God, to defeat
Satan’s lies, deceptions, and temptations to sin.
Lord, help me to immediately respond to Your Word in obedience, as You call me to stand
on the solid rock of my salvation. May I pursue holiness with all my being, as I follow You
Lord, setting my mind on things above, as I serve You and serve others.
In the strong name of Jesus,
Amen
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