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How to Make the Best Use 
of This Teaching Guide

Leading a class in studying the Bible is a sacred trust. This Teaching Guide 
has been prepared to help you as you give your best to this important task.

In each lesson, you will find first “Bible Comments” for teachers, to 
aid you in your study and preparation. The three sections of “Bible Com-
ments” are “Understanding the Context,” “Interpreting the Scriptures,” and 
“Focusing on the Meaning.” “Understanding the Context” provides a sum-
mary overview of the entire background passage that also sets the passage 
in the context of the Bible book being studied. “Interpreting the Scriptures” 
provides verse-by-verse comments on the focal passage. “Focusing on the 
Meaning” offers help with the meaning and application of the focal text. 

The second main part of each lesson is “Teaching Plans.” You’ll find two 
complete teaching plans in this section. The first is called the “Discovery 
Plan,” which emphasizes discovery learning techniques; and the second is 
called the “Discussion Plan,” which provides questions and suggestions for 
dialogue about the Scriptures. Choose the plan that best fits your class and 
your style of teaching. You may also use and adapt ideas from both. Each 
plan is intended to be practical, helpful, and immediately useful as you pre-
pare to teach.

The major headings in each teaching plan are intended to help you 
sequence how you teach so as to follow the flow of how people tend to learn. 
The first major heading, “Connect with Life,” provides ideas that will help 
you begin the class session where your class is and draw your class into the 
study. The second major heading, “Guide Bible Study,” offers suggestions 
for helping your class engage the Scriptures actively and develop a greater 
understanding of this portion of the Bible’s message. The third major head-
ing, “Encourage Application,” is meant to help participants focus on how to 
respond with their lives to this message.
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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. You might use one 
or more of the following methods:

•	 In the first session of the study, briefly overview the study by identi-
fying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. Lead 
your class to write the date in the table of contents in their Study Guide 
and on the first page of each lesson.

•	 Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 
will be studied.

•	 If all of 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.gc2press.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

•	 Develop a sticker with the lesson dates and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover.

Here are some steps you can take to help you prepare well to teach each 
lesson and save time in doing so:

1.	 Start early in the week before your class meets.

2.	 If your church’s adult Bible study teachers meet for lesson overview and 
preparation, plan to participate. If your church’s adult Bible study teach-
ers don’t have this planning time now, look for ways to begin. You, your 
fellow teachers, and your church will benefit from this mutual encour-
agement and preparation.

3.	 Overview the study in the Study Guide. Look at the table of contents and 
see where this lesson fits in the overall study. Then read or review the 
study introduction to the book that is being studied.

4.	 Consider carefully the suggested Main Idea, Question to Explore, and 
Teaching Aim. These can help you discover the main thrust of this par-
ticular lesson.
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5.	 Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages 
for the lesson. Using your Bible in your study and in the class session 
can provide a positive model to class members to use their own Bibles 
and give more attention to Bible study themselves. (Each writer of the 
Bible comments in both the Teaching Guide and the Study Guide has 
chosen a favorite translation. You’re free to use the Bible translation you 
prefer and compare it with the translations chosen, of course.)

6.	 After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
Bible Comments in the Teaching Guide. The Bible comments are intended 
to be an aid to your study of the Bible. Read also the small articles—
“sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended to provide additional, 
enrichment information and inspiration and to encourage thought and 
application. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each 
lesson. They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, 
and you can also use them in the class session itself. Continue your Bible 
study with the aid of the Bible comments included in this Teaching Guide.

7.	 Review the “Teaching Plans” in this Teaching Guide. Consider how these 
suggestions would help you teach this Bible passage in your class to 
accomplish the teaching aim.

8.	 Consider prayerfully the needs of your class and think about how to 
teach so you can help your class learn best.

9.	 Develop and follow a lesson plan based on the suggestions in this 
Teaching Guide, with alterations as needed for your class.

10.	 Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Teaching Resource Items. These items are available for download for use 
in your class. These are available for $20 at www.gc2press.org. Watch for 
them in the teaching plans for each lesson. These items are selected from the 
teaching plans. They are provided online to make lesson preparation easier 
for handouts and similar items. Permission is granted to download these 
teaching resource items, print them out, and copy them as needed for all 
classes within your church.
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Premium Commentary. Plan to get the additional in-depth Bible Study 
comments available online. Visit our website, call 1-866-249-1799, or email 
gc2press@txb.org to order the Premium Commentary. It is available for 
$30 in electronic format (PDF) from our website. Permission is granted to 
download this commentary, print it, and copy them as needed for all classes 
within your church.
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lesson 1

FOCAL TEXT

Mark 4:1–20
BACKGROUND

James 1:19–24

Seeds of Faith

MAIN IDEA

The spiritual impact of the Word is 
not based on the content of the mes-
sage; it depends on how the Word is 
heard and received.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Am I hungry for God’s Word?

TEACHING AIM

To challenge adults to understand 
that the only way to know for cer-
tain if you are a fruitful hearer of 
the Word is if you are planting God’s 
Word in others

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The gospel of Mark has been called the “action” gospel because of its focus on 
Jesus’ urgency and action. The word “immediately” appears forty-one times 
in Mark—more than any other gospel and more than twice as many times as 
the word appears in the rest of the New Testament. The shortest of the four 
Gospels, Mark reveals Jesus as the authoritative Son of God who inaugurated 
the kingdom of God through His words and actions.

Many scholars also believe Mark was the first of the four Gospels to be 
written. According to church tradition, John Mark was the author of the gos-
pel of Mark (Acts 15:36–40; 2 Timothy 4:11). Though the New Testament 
records Mark’s connection with Paul, early church history also records his 
relationship with Peter. Evidence suggests that Mark was Peter’s interpreter 
and based his gospel on Peter’s teaching and preaching.

Mark was most likely written between AD 60 and 70 to Christians living 
in Rome. This small group of Christians were experiencing intense persecu-
tion under Emperor Nero. Mark wrote, in part, to encourage these Christians 
by showing how Jesus ushered in the kingdom of God despite rejection and 
opposition. The gospel’s key themes are the nature of faith and discipleship, 
the contrast between insiders and outsiders, the inclusion of Gentiles, and 
Jesus’ deliberate journey to the cross.

These themes intersect in the Parable of the Sower (Mark 4:1–20). While 
Mark usually focuses more on Jesus’ actions than His teaching, Mark 4 re-
lates a series of parables about the kingdom of God. Mark sets these parables 
in the context of opposition, following immediately after Jesus was decisive-
ly rejected not only by the Jewish leaders but also by His own family (Mark 
3:20–35). The Parable of the Sower reveals both the ultimate triumph of the 
kingdom of God and the urgency of our sincere response to Jesus’s message.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Telling of the Parable (4:1–9)

4:1. As He often did, Jesus began to teach outdoors by the lake, or the Sea 
of Galilee. A “crowd” came to hear Him. This crowd of people would have 
included Jesus’ followers, His opponents, the curious, and the indifferent. 
Because the crowd was so large, Jesus got into a boat and set out a little way 
from shore. This prevented the crowd from pressing in on Him and allowed 
His voice to carry to shore.

4:2. Jesus’ customary form of teaching was the parable. At its heart, a para-
ble is a comparison. Parables take the matters of everyday life and use them 
to explain the deeper reality of who God is and His relationship with His 
people.

4:3. The parable began and ended with a call to “Listen!” or “Hear!” This call 
reminds us that the parable must not only be heard, but also taken to heart. 
As He often did, Jesus based His parables on the people, objects, and settings 
of everyday life. A farmer sowing his seed would have been a familiar sight 
for Jesus’ audience.

4:4–7. The farmer spread his seed on every corner of his field—even the 
places where seed might seem unlikely to flourish. Some seed fell on the path 
where dirt had been trampled by people walking through the field. This seed 
was exposed and visible, making it easy for birds to snatch up before it had 
a chance to take root. Other seed fell on the “rocky places,” probably areas 
where a thin layer of topsoil covered limestone bedrock. Heat from the stone 
would have made the seed quickly germinate and sprout, but the rock would 
also have prevented the plants from developing roots. As a result, the seed 
quickly scorched and withered. Some seed also fell among ground infested 
with thorns, which grew up alongside the seed and quickly choked it out.
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4:8. While the previous verses spoke about a “seed”—singular—verse 8 de-
scribes “seeds.” It seems to imply that most of the seed fell on the good soil. 
The seed that fell on the fertile soil grew and produced a bountiful harvest, 
rewarding the farmer who planted in what might have seemed to be unfavor-
able conditions.

4:9. Parables are always an invitation to hear and heed the hidden meaning. 
This parable must have encouraged Mark’s first readers, Roman Christians 
experiencing opposition and persecution. Like the farmer sowing his seed 
in a field full of hard ground, rocks, and thorns, Jesus also preached in an 
environment of hostility, opposition, and rejection. Despite the unfavorable 
circumstances, Jesus’ ministry produced a bountiful harvest. The parable is a 
reminder of the certainty of the coming of the kingdom of God.

The Purpose of Parables (4:10–12)

4:10. Sometime after Jesus taught the parable, the twelve disciples and oth-
ers who followed Jesus asked Him to explain its meaning. Jesus’ response 
also implies that the disciples had a second question: Why teach in parables 
instead of speaking to the crowds more directly?

4:11. Jesus’ response was essentially that audience determines the message. 
The insiders—those who have responded in faith to Jesus’ teaching and fol-
lowed Him as Lord—can be trusted with the “secret of the kingdom of God.” 
“Secret” in Scripture describes that which was once hidden but now revealed. 
The use of the passive voice “been given to you” makes it clear that God is the 
one who is giving this understanding of the kingdom. Yet to those “on the 
outside” everything they hear of Jesus’ message is only a parable—a riddle 
or puzzle they cannot and will not comprehend.

4:12. Jesus quoted from Isaiah 6:9–10 to explain both the purpose and re-
sult of the parables. The context of opposition is important here. Those who 
should have been insiders who received Jesus’ message had made themselves 
outsiders by rejecting it (Mark 3:20–22). Because the “outsiders” had reject-
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ed Jesus and refused to hear His message, He would continue to preach in 
parables so God might use them to fulfill His purpose. God would continue 
to deafen and blind those who had rejected Jesus so God could use them to 
glorify Himself through Jesus’ death and resurrection (cf. Exodus 7:13; 8:19, 
32; 10:1). Those who received Jesus’ message, like the good soil of the para-
ble, produced a harvest. Those who did not were not entrusted with further 
understanding.

The Interpretation of the Parable (4:13–20)

4:13. Jesus gently rebuked the disciples for their failure to understand the 
parable. Mark revealed that although they followed Christ, the disciples did 
not fully understand His mission (4:30; 6:37, 52; 8:17–19, 31–32). Like us, 
the disciples had to grow in their faithfulness to Christ and ability to under-
stand His purpose and will. Jesus also indicated that this parable is key to 
understanding all the other parables. We must understand the parable of the 
sower to understand the rest of Jesus’ parables about the kingdom.

4:14. Jesus explained that the seed the farmer sowed was the “word.” In 
Mark, Jesus’ Word is that God is inaugurating His kingdom through Jesus 
Christ (1:15). God had drawn near to His people in Jesus. It was time to re-
pent and believe the good news.

4:15. The path represented those whose hearts were too hard to receive the 
word. Like the teachers of the law who accused Jesus of being possessed by 
Beelzebul (3:22), some people rejected the Word as soon as they heard it. This 
gave Satan the opportunity to snatch the Word from their minds before it 
had a chance to penetrate and take root.

4:16–17. The seed that fell on the rocky places represents those who initially 
receive the Word joyfully, but who are not prepared to cope with the struggles 
and opposition that are part of the Christian life. “Trouble” describes the dif-
ferent problems and pressures of life. “Persecution” refers to harassment and 
opposition because of our allegiance to Christ. Both are expected parts of the 
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Christian life (John 16:33; 1 Peter 4:12–13). If our roots are shallow, we lack 
the strength and perseverance to overcome these challenges. In Jesus’ min-
istry, the rocky ground might represent the crowds who flocked to Him for 
miracles but who quickly deserted Him when His teaching demanded costly 
discipleship (John 6:66).

4:18–19. The seed that fell among the thorns represented those who hear 
the Word, but who do not follow Jesus faithfully because they are distracted 
by “the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for 
other things.” As Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, we cannot serve 
two masters (Matthew 6:24). In Mark, the rich young ruler is an example of 
the thorny soil (10:17–22).

4:20. Those represented by the good soil do more than merely hear the 
Word; they obey it (James 1:22–25). They respond in faith to the good news 
that Jesus is Savior and Lord. By doing so, the Word takes roots in their lives 
in a way that continues to grow, multiply, and spread.

Focusing on the Meaning

The Parable of the Sower helps us understand two truths. First, Jesus came to 
preach the Word. Like the farmer scattering seed, Jesus preached it to all who 
would hear—even those who might seem the least likely candidates for disci-
pleship. Many rejected or refused Him. Yet many also followed in faith. Like 
Mark’s first audience who heard this parable in the context of opposition and 
persecution, we can be comforted by the reminder that Jesus also preached 
in hostile times. No opposition, hostility, or unfavorable ground can stop the 
Word of God from producing a harvest. It will always multiply and grow in 
the hearts of those who hear and receive it.

Secondly, however, the Parable of the Sower is a message about disciple-
ship. As we examine this parable, it is important to realize that all four types 
of soil receive the same message. What sets them apart is the response of 
the hearer. Those who receive the truth about Jesus, respond in faith, and 
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follow Jesus as Lord will have evidence—fruit—of this in their lives. They are 
growing in their understanding of Jesus as Lord and in their knowledge of 
the Word of God. They persevere during times of hardship, trouble, and op-
position, remaining faithful even when people reject or mock them for their 
faith. They display an unwavering allegiance to Christ, serving Him as their 
first and only master. They spread the Word of God by sharing it with others, 
so it spreads and multiplies as outsiders become insiders who honor Jesus 
as Lord. We know we have truly received the word if it is growing, spreading, 
and multiplying in our lives.

NOTES

	 1	 William L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark, NICNT (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1974), 12

	 2	 Mark L. Strauss, Mark, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testa-
ment, ed. Clinton E. Arnold (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014), 304.

	 3	 Matthew-Mark, Broadman Bible Commentary, ed. Clifton E. Arnold (Nash-
ville, TN: Broadman, 1969), 297.

	 4	 James. R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, The Pillar New Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2002), 212.

	 5	 Lane, 158.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 As class members arrive, have them consider the following prompt: “I 
have trouble hearing when _______.” Encourage open discussion until 
time to begin the lesson.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Provide a few moments for responses to the opening prompt, then di-
rect the class to consider the Main Idea for this lesson. Explain that 
today’s lesson will help strengthen their spiritual walk by identifying 
potential hearing problems.

	 3.	 Open the lesson in prayer, asking God to soften the hearts of the class 
and help them hear His Spirit more clearly in their lives.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Give a 30-second overview of the study of Mark for this quarter. Illus-
trate the different purposes of the gospel writers (e.g., Matthew wrote 
to show that the Messiah fulfills the Old Testament promises; Luke 
wrote to show Jesus’ humanity; John, as an eyewitness, wrote to show 
Jesus’ divinity; Mark focused on the actions Jesus undertook to ful-
fill God’s plan). Because Mark’s gospel is more action-driven than the 
others, emphasize the need for urgency in living life through following 
Christ.

	 5.	 Read Mark 4:1–3. Briefly describe how Jesus’ actions benefited the 
gathering crowd.
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		  •	� Ask, What do you think was the purpose of teaching them in para-
bles? (Use material in the sidebar, “What Is a Parable, and What Is It 
Designed to Do?” from the Study Guide, to help promote understand-
ing.)

		  •	� Ask, What do you think the people were expecting to hear from Je-
sus?

			   Have two class members prepare and present the “Planting Seed 
Skit” for the class. Instruct students to listen and determine how the 
skit addresses the lesson Main Idea.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Form discussion groups of 3–4 people. Have them read Mark 4:10–20 
and respond to the following questions:

		  •	� What makes the soil hard (like a path)? (cf. Matthew 13:19; 2 Corin-
thians 4:3–4)

		  •	� What can make a person’s heart stony? Thorny? What makes a per-
son’s heart good?

		  •	� What kind of actions might a person with each of these types of 
ground (hearts) exhibit?

		  •	 What does Jesus’ comment in verse 9 indicate?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

			   Allow a few minutes for groups to present their findings to the class. 
Using material from the Study Guide and “Bible Comments,” give a short 
analysis of each of the types of soil. Compare verse 9 with James 1:22–
24. Ask, What implication does that passage have upon this lesson? (Guide 
the discussion to consider the fruitfulness Jesus discussed.)

	 7.	 Display an image of an air filter to the class. Ask class members to de-
scribe the purpose of the filter. Next, read Mark 4:10–12 and ask each 
discussion group to consider the following:
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		  •	� Agree or disagree: Jesus is speaking in parables so some who are 
present won’t hear the truth of the kingdom.

		  •	� How can 1 Corinthians 2:14 and Isaiah 6:9–10 help us understand 
Jesus’ comments in Mark 4:12?

		  •	� How does Jesus’ explanation of the soils in Mark 4:15–20 illustrate 
why He used the parable to teach? (Those who want to find a way to 
be closer to Jesus.)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Read the sidebar, “How Can We Plant Seeds in the Lives of Others?” 
from the Study Guide, and then ask discussion groups to brainstorm 
two ways they might scatter seed in their daily lives. Allow each group 
to report their contributions to the class. Use the following prompts for 
discussion:

		  •	 Who needs you to plant some of God’s seeds in their life this month?

		  •	� What seeds would be best used to help them see a need for Christ in 
their lives?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 9.	 Identify the three “fruit reducers” in Mark 4:19. Give class members 
30–45 seconds to quietly determine if any of these obstacles to pro-
ducing fruit are in their lives. Instruct members to ask for wisdom in 
identifying and removing anything interference in hearing God’s Spirit.

	 10.	 Close in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to sensitize the hearts of the 
class members to know where/when to scatter seed, and to prepare the 
hearts of the those who will receive the gospel message.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 As class members arrive, have them consider this prompt: “That time I 
disagreed with a friend about a movie/play/concert we’d just attended.”

	 2.	 After all students arrive, allow for responses to be shared. Discuss why 
people have such varied responses to a shared experience. Direct stu-
dents to the lesson Main Idea, stating that followers of Christ want to 
ensure they receive His Word appropriately.

	 3.	 Lead the class in prayer, asking God to clear any distractions from the 
hearts of the class members.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Give a 30-second overview of the study of Mark for this quarter. As 
Mark wrote to show the Romans see how Christ’s actions fulfilled God’s 
plan, help class members see the need for urgency in living life through 
following Christ.

			   Read the sidebar “What Is a Parable, and What Is It Designed to Do?” 
from the Study Guide and Mark 4:1–9, and then have class members 
provide answers to the following:

		  •	� What does this parable teach about the activity of Satan? In light of 
that, what can this parable teach believers/churches about sowing 
seed today?

		  •	� What is the reason that the stony/rocky ground failed to produce 
fruit?

		  •	� What does the seed need in order to potentially produce a fruit/har-
vest? (a human response)
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			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 5.	 Using the sidebar “How Can We Plant Seeds in the Lives of Others?” and 
material from the Study Guide, have students respond to the following 
questions about the seed:

		  •	 How did Jesus describe the seed? (cf. verse 14)

		  •	 What empowers the seed? What makes it ineffective?

		  •	� Is the sower responsible for the growth of the seed? Why or why not? 
(cf. 1 Corinthians 3:4–7)

	 6.	 Read Mark 4:10–12 and discuss Jesus’ quotation from Isaiah 6:9–10. 
Allow students to brainstorm possible reasons for Jesus’ use of the Old 
Testament reference.

		  •	� What kinds of things compete with God’s Word for priority in our 
lives today?

		  •	� How can we sidestep such distractions? (cf. 1 Corinthians 9:27; 
James 4:8)

	 7.	 Read Mark 4:13–20 and ask for responses to the following questions:

		  •	� How frequently do you think that believers allow tribulation or per-
secution to affect their receiving the Word today? Is that similar or 
different to unbelievers’ actions?

		  •	� What do you think is the difference between hearing and under-
standing?

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Display a scale from 1 to 10, where 1= Hardly Ever and 10=Very Fre-
quently.

			   Have the class plot their responses after considering the following 
statements:

		  •	 I allow the enemy to steal away the word God has for me.
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		  •	� I allow trials or circumstances to prevent me from hearing God’s 
Word.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 9.	 Have class members consider the following illustration and then pro-
vide responses.

			   A Bible study leader spent a few weeks discussing Jesus’ life and 
teachings with one of her students. The leader had explained the gospel 
as clearly as possible, and the young man indicated that he understood 
what she had shared. He also indicated, however, that he was not will-
ing to respond to her claims.

		  •	 Based upon today’s lesson, what advice would you give to the leader?

		  •	 How would you describe the soil (heart) of the student?

		  •	 How have you responded to the seed that you have received?

	 10.	 Ask class members to silently consider their hearts and how responsive 
they are to the Lord’s Word at this moment. Ask God to help students 
uproot any obstacles in their lives that would prevent them from being 
responsive to Him.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Imagine stumbling across a treasure while walking your dog in your own 
backyard. It’s the stuff of childhood fantasy, but that’s exactly what happened 
to a California couple in 2013. One day, while walking their dog in the back-
yard, the couple noticed a rusty can sticking out from beneath a tree and de-
cided to investigate. They unearthed eight rusty cans, all filled with gold coins 
minted between 1847 and 1894. The face value of the coins was worth over 
$25,000. The treasure was the most valuable coin collection to be recovered 
in the United States. It is still unknown who buried the treasure.

Things that are hidden—whether treasures, messes, or secrets—have a 
way of eventually being revealed. Mark 4 shows how Jesus continued to use 
everyday, familiar topics and sayings to help His followers understand His 
purpose and mission. In Mark 4:21–25, Mark continued his summary of Je-
sus’ teaching by narrating additional parables Jesus told. Mark placed them 
chronologically, but the authors of the Gospels typically felt free to rearrange 
events to suit their theological meaning. Mark used the rest of the parables 
in Mark 4 to continue to develop the themes revealed in the Parable of the 
Sower (4:1–21).

In Mark, Jesus’ Parable of the Lamp and Parable of the Measures pro-
vide further explanation of why Jesus taught in parables and the responsi-
bility His listeners had to respond to them. For Mark’s first audience, Roman 
Christians facing persecution and opposition, these parables would have 
reassured them that though the kingdom of God might temporarily seem 
hidden and misunderstood, God would fulfill its purpose and reveal His glory 
to the world. These lessons can also encourage us to be good stewards of the 
revelation God has given us, sharing it with others and consistently seeking 
greater understanding of God and His ways.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Parable of the Lamp (4:21–23)

4:21. Jesus began by asking a rhetorical question: “Do you bring in a lamp 
to put it under a bowl or a bed?” The lamp Jesus was describing was probably 
one of the clay oil lamps that were common in this time. This type of lamp 
gave the best light when left uncovered on a stand. No one would have lit a 
lamp and then hidden it under a bushel basket or under a bed or couch. These 
actions would have been contrary to the lamp’s purpose: a lamp is meant to 
shine and give light.

Though parallel passages occur in Matthew and Luke (Matthew 5:14–16; 
Luke 8:16–18), there are some unique features of Mark’s grammar. English 
translations smooth it out, but Mark literally states this question as “Does 
the lamp come?” It is possible that the use of the definite article (the rather 
than a) and the verb “come” mean that in Mark the lamp is a symbol of Jesus 
Himself (John 12:46).

4:22–23. Jesus followed up His question about the lamp with a reminder 
that what is hidden will be revealed. The theme of hiddenness and secrecy 
is prominent in Mark, and it speaks to the nature of Jesus’s ministry. Jesus 
was an itinerant rabbi who had never had any formal rabbinic training. He 
was the son of a carpenter from an unimportant village, and—for those who 
might remember—there were lingering questions about His birth. It would 
have taken faith to recognize Jesus as the promised Messiah and to believe 
that His coming had inaugurated the kingdom of God. Yet the light had come 
to be revealed. Though His ministry might have begun in humility and in-
conspicuousness, it would culminate in open revelation—anticipating Je-
sus’ resurrection and His second coming. Those who were able to hear Jesus’ 
message in faith were called to heed this teaching and anticipate His coming 
glory.
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The Parable of the Measure (4:24–25)

4:24. Since these sayings are placed in different contexts in Matthew and 
Luke, it seems likely that Mark used editorial discretion to collect them to-
gether here. The second reminder to “hear” in verse 24 emphasizes again the 
listener’s responsibility to hear and respond appropriately to the parables. 
Because the time of revelation and unveiling is coming, it is important to 
hear and respond now. “With the measure you give, it will be measured to 
you” was a common Jewish proverb, often applied not to judging others 
or dealing fairly with others in the marketplace. While Matthew and Luke 
record Jesus quoting this saying as part of a warning not to judge others 
(Matthew 7:1–2; Luke 6:37–38), in Mark the “measure” refers to the hearer’s 
willingness to hear and faithfully respond to Jesus’ teaching.

4:25. Those who respond faithfully to Jesus’ teaching will be rewarded with 
greater insight into the kingdom and a deeper understanding of God’s per-
son, work, and ways. Those who do not respond will lose what little spiritual 
insight they have as their hearts become hardened. The verse is passive voice 
(“will be given/will be taken”), indicating that God is the one doing the giving 
and the taking.

We are accountable for responding to how God reveals Himself to us. 
God revealed Himself in Jesus Christ (Hebrews 1:2–3). God continues to re-
veal Himself in Scripture, through the Spirit, and through the church. Yet 
these are not the only ways God reveals Himself. Romans 1:19–20 describes 
how God has revealed Himself in creation. “The heavens declare the glory of 
God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands (Psalm 19:1). God’s presence 
and power are on display in creation and testify to God’s existence. Through-
out human history, people have ignored this testimony and evidence of who 
God is and chosen to worship the created rather than the Creator. As a result 
“their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened” (Ro-
mans 1:21).

God also reveals Himself in our conscience (Romans 2:14–15). No matter 
our culture, human beings have an innate sense of some basic moral princi-
ples of right and wrong. Though we may disagree on the particulars, there are 
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certain things that we almost universally agree on: Murder is wrong. Take 
care of your family. Respect other people’s property. Our recognition of right 
and wrong testifies to the existence of the God who has defined right and 
wrong for us.

However God reveals Himself to us, we are responsible for our response. 
Like the hard ground that gave birds an opportunity to snatch the seed be-
fore it could take root (Mark 4:3) if we refuse to respond to God’s gracious 
invitation to hear, respond, and follow, we may lose our ability to hear God’s 
voice at all. Yet if we respond in faith to what God reveals to us by diligently 
seeking to understand more of God and God’s ways, God will respond by giv-
ing us deeper and greater understanding (Matthew 25:21; Luke 16:10).

Jesus Taught His Disciples (4:33–34)

4:33. Mark concluded his collection of Jesus’ teachings with a summary 
statement. Mark’s summary indicates that Mark only selected a few of Jesus’ 
parables for inclusion in his gospel. Jesus spoke to the disciples “as much 
as they could understand.” Although Jesus spoke to the crowds in parables, 
He gave His disciples more personalized instruction (Mark 4:10–12). Jesus 
adapted His message to the audience, teaching them as much as they could 
understand and absorb.

4:34. Parables were Jesus’ primary teaching form. In public, He continued 
to speak in parables. Parables were an invitation to hear, to reflect, and to 
respond. Rather than speaking directly and forcing people to make snap deci-
sions, Jesus used parables to invite the kind of reflection and deeper thinking 
that leads to faith. There are truths in God’s nature we can only understand 
through faithful pondering. Parables invited that kind of faithful reflection, 
but also concealed the truth of Jesus’ mission to those who were not willing 
to hear it. Yet when alone with His disciples, Jesus “explained everything.” 
This verse shows that Jesus put the parable of the measure into practice. 
Those who measured generously by following Jesus received more instruc-
tion and understanding.
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Jesus continues to provide deeper instruction and understanding for 
those who seek Him. “The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will 
send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything 
I have said to you” (John 14:26). Jesus continues to be with His people in the 
person of the Holy Spirit. One of the roles of the Spirit is that of Teacher. The 
Spirit of the Risen Christ continues to teach God’s people, rewarding us with 
greater understanding and knowledge of God as we faithfully seek Him.

Focusing on the Meaning

During Jesus’ earthly ministry, His identity was only understood by those 
who had faith to see. Even His closest followers only had a limited grasp on 
what it meant for Jesus to come as Savior and Lord. Yet what is hidden is 
meant to be revealed. After His resurrection, His disciples finally understood 
what had been hidden, and they boldly proclaimed the truth of the gospel.

Today, there are many who are still blind to the truth of who Jesus is. 
Some may think His life and ministry only a myth; others may dismiss Him 
as nothing more than a moral teacher. What is hidden is still meant to be re-
vealed. When Jesus returns, His glory will be evident to all. Because the day 
of unveiling is coming, our response to Christ’s revelation today is crucial. 
When God reveals Himself to us, we are accountable for our response. If we 
respond in faith, God continues to reveal Himself and His purposes to us. If 
we do not, God’s work in the world remains veiled to us. No matter how God 
speaks, we must respond in faith if we want to continue to hear His voice. 
How is God speaking to you today? How will you respond?

NOTES

	 1	 Grant Bennington, “Hidden Treasures People Found At Home,” CBSNews.
com, April 21, 2021 (https://www.cbsnews.com/pictures/hidden-trea-
sures-found-homes/6), Accessed June 3, 2024.

	 2	William. L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark, NICNT (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1974), 165–166.
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	 3	James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, The Pillar New Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2002), 223.

	 4	Edwards, 225.
	 5	Lane, 173.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the following statement for class members to consider as they 
arrive: “I do not need to ask for directions.” Once the class is present, al-
low a few moments for discussion. Ask students to share whether their 
confidence in finding their way ever fluctuates.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Direct the class to the lesson’s Main Idea. Help them see the difference 
in wandering confidently in the world versus being led by God’s Spirit. 
Open in prayer, asking Christ to guide the class members by His light in 
their lives.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Give a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, connecting it to 
today’s passage (use the sidebar “Some Possible Reasons Jesus Spoke in 
Parables” from the Study Guide to help foster understanding). Remind 
students that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency of kingdom action.

	 4.	 Form discussion groups of 3–4 people. Read Mark 4:21–23 and have 
them consider these questions:

		  •	� What or who do you think is the “lamp?” (Highlight comments in the 
Study Guide regarding the wording of Mark 4:21.)

		  •	 How does one put their lamp on a stand?

		  •	� Why would a person want to hide something that is good news? How 
does this apply to Jesus’ words in verses 21–22?
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		  •	� Compare Mark 4:23 with the phrase “In one ear and out the other.” 
Which of these two best describes your method of listening to Jesus?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

			   Allow a few moments for responses from groups. Remind the groups 
that Jesus’ words indicate that a person will be responsible for the light 
or knowledge that he or she receives.

	 5.	 Remind the class that Jesus taught in parables for a specific purpose 
(Mark 4:11–12). Read Mark 4:24–25, 33–34 and use comments from 
the Study Guide to connect how the quality of listening affects the activ-
ity of producing fruit. Ask discussion groups:

		  •	 What is the warning that Jesus gave in 4:24?

		  •	 How does this apply to His words in Mark 4:20?

		  •	� Why is it important to focus both on what we hear (Mark 4:24) and 
how we hear (Luke 8:18)?

		  •	� Is Jesus’ statement in verse 25 fair? Why or why not? How can God 
do these kinds of things?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Have class members compare Mark 4:24 with Matthew 7:1–2. Ask 
them:

		  •	 How are these passages similar? How do they differ?

		  •	� Would you say that churches today use the truth they have received 
in actions that are more condemning or more grace-filled? Why is 
this the case?

	 7.	 Using Romans 1:19–20, provide a 90-second presentation that further 
illustrates the Main Idea for this lesson. Ask for class members to give 
examples of accepted things that are right or wrong in the world (re-
sponses may include protecting human life, dishonest business practic-
es, etc.).
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		  •	� How do these examples fulfill Jesus’ words in Mark 4:25? (The more 
the world practices these types of actions, they will either draw closer 
to God or pull farther away from Him.)

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Distribute 3x5 note cards to class members and have them list four ac-
tions or tools that can be used in their faith walk to help them better 
hear what God is saying to them. Encourage them to begin using them 
this week.

	 9.	 Have discussion groups consider the case study, “Rural Road.” Allow a 
few minutes for discussion and then have groups present their findings 
to the class. Ask the class:

		  •	� What validates (or invalidates) the opinion of the drivers? (The law in 
place)

		  •	� How does exercising self-control in the world (or the lack of it) af-
fect the way Christians experience “abundant” life? (Failing to follow 
God’s leadership limits how He interacts with us.)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 10.	 Close in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to sensitize the hearts of the class 
members to hear His direction in their lives.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 As class members arrive, direct their attention to the following state-
ment: “I hardly ever am annoyed by other drivers.” Ask students to an-
swer the statement with a “True” or “False” response. After class mem-
bers arrive, provide a few moments for sharing responses.
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			   Ask class members how comfortable they are in criticizing other 
drivers, then share with the class the tendency to forgive oneself more 
quickly for a mistake than to forgive others of the same mistake.

	 2.	 Open the lesson in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to sensitize the hearts 
of the class to be able to hear His voice more clearly.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Give a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, connecting it to 
today’s passage (use the sidebar “Some Possible Reasons Jesus Spoke in 
Parables” in the Study Guide from today’s lesson to help foster under-
standing). Remind students that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency 
of kingdom action.

	 4.	 Read Mark 4:21–23. Have class members answer the following ques-
tions:

		  •	 What would happen if a person were to do these things? (verse 21)

		  •	 What does Jesus speak of being hidden? (verse 22)

		  •	 What urgent kingdom action can be found in these verses?

		  •	� What is the meaning of verse 23? (Christ is calling those who want to 
know more of Him to draw closer to Him.)

	 5.	 Use information from the sidebar, “The Mystery/Secret of the Kingdom 
of God” in the Study Guide as well as Mark 4:11 and Colossians 1:26–27, 
to present a 60-second synopsis of how Jesus’ actions on the earth ful-
filled God’s redemptive plan. (See also Mark 9:9; Matthew 28:19–20; 
Romans 16:25–26.)

	 6.	 Read Mark 4:24–25, and ask class members to listen for answers to the 
following prompts:

		  •	� True or False: As a citizen of the kingdom of God, we will be able to 
hear God easily.

		  •	� True or False: Your earthly actions will have an effect on your spiritu-
al health.
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		  •	� True or False: You actually have to do something to receive God’s 
blessings.

	 7.	 Display the phrase “Hard of Hearing.” Ask class members to give exam-
ples of things that keep Christians from hearing the Holy Spirit in their 
daily lives. (Responses could include: the internet/social media, family 
demands or expectations, work obligations, other influences, hobbies, 
etc.) Ask for responses to the following:

		  •	� Is the call to guard our hearing easier or harder today? Why do you 
think so?

		  •	� What is the danger of blindly ignoring Christ’s challenge in verse 24? 
(The more we ignore His Word, the less likely we will be able to hear 
Him in the future.)

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Ask class members to evaluate the past week of their spiritual walk. Al-
low 1–2 minutes for students to list four ways to improve their listening 
skills. If someone is willing, provide an opportunity for sharing with the 
class. (Be sensitive to this moment; offer prayer and encouragement for 
those who might show fear or are experiencing conviction.)

	 9.	 Display a graph from 1 to 10, where 1=“Never” and 10=“Consistently.” 
Ask the class to consider their spiritual walk and respond:

		  •	� Where do you find your willingness to draw closer to Christ? Why is 
this?

		  •	� Where do you find your eagerness to ignore Christ’s Word? Why is 
this?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 10.	 Close in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to strengthen the class members 
to be able to guard their hearing in the coming week.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

I stared at the pear tree. My husband had told me there were pears starting 
to form on our new tree, but I couldn’t see them. He pointed them out to 
me, and I looked closer. There they were. Where the flowers had been, tiny 
little green pears—smaller than a pencil eraser—were starting to grow on 
the tree. They seemed unimpressive at the moment, but they reminded me of 
a spiritual principle: small things grow.

Mark included two parables about the growth of the kingdom of God 
in his collection of Jesus’ teachings in Mark 4. The first, the Parable of the 
Growing Seed, is the only one of Mark’s parables that is not found in the oth-
er gospels. The second, the Parable of the Mustard Seed, has parallel passages 
in both Matthew and Luke (Matthew 13:31–32; Luke 13:18–19). Mark ar-
ranged his collection of Jesus’ parables topically, rather than chronologically. 
Together, the Parable of the Growing Seed and the Parable of the Mustard 
Seed help us understand God’s plan to grow the kingdom of God.

Both of these parables emphasize how great things can come from hum-
ble beginnings. In the Parable of the Growing Seed, the seed grows, and har-
vest comes because of God’s power and activity. In the Parable of the Mustard 
Seed, a tiny seed grows into a huge plant able to provide shelter and protec-
tion for birds. Like growing seeds, the kingdom of God had a small, humble 
beginning, but it grew into something that cannot be ignored or denied. These 
texts remind us that God does mighty things by letting small things grow.

Interpreting the Scriptures

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

4:26. Jesus clearly stated that this parable is about the kingdom of God. The 
kingdom of God was at the heart of Jesus’ gospel proclamation (Mark 1:14–
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15). The kingdom of God is not a physical kingdom with geographic bound-
aries. The kingdom of God is the realm where God reigns, now drawn near 
in the person of Jesus Christ. “The kingdom of God is not a matter of eating 
and drinking, but of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit, because 
anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and receives hu-
man approval” (Romans 14:17–18). The kingdom of God reversed the world’s 
priorities and order. Those who entered had to come like little children. The 
greatest in the kingdom of God were not the powerful and boastful, but the 
servants of all. It belonged not to the powerful, but to the poor in spirit and 
those persecuted for Jesus’ sake. The kingdom could not be seized by force 
or accomplished through revolution; it could only be entered through faith 
in the risen Son of God. Jesus could have chosen many powerful and glorious 
things to compare the kingdom of God to, but He chose the stuff of ordinary 
life: seeds that grow. As with the other parables in Mark 4, this parable em-
phasizes the humble, simple beginnings of the kingdom.

4:27–28. The seed continues to grow independently of the farmer’s work. 
Whether the farmer is asleep or awake, the seed continues to grow without 
the farmer’s involvement or understanding. The soil produces grain “all by it-
self.” In the same way, the kingdom of God grows by the power and guidance 
of God without help from human manipulation or plotting. In Jesus’ time, 
many were familiar with the basic concept of the kingdom of God, although 
they failed to understand God’s plan for inaugurating the kingdom through 
Jesus’ ministry. The Zealots were a Jewish religious group who believed they 
could usher in the kingdom of God by revolting against Rome and reinstating 
Jewish sovereignty over Israel. They found many adherents—including one 
of Jesus’ own disciples (Mark 3:18). The Pharisees believed they could bring 
the kingdom of God about by scrupulously following the law. Both missed 
that God alone could bring His kingdom into reality.

Today, some continue to believe they can bring about the kingdom 
through other means. Some think they can usher in the kingdom through po-
litical means, electing the right people, passing the right laws, and enacting 
the right policies. Others believe they can speed the coming of the kingdom 
through social justice and reform. Even today, there are those who talk about 
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the coming of the kingdom with the language of revolution—grandstanding 
about things like “defeating our enemies,” “winning the culture war,” or “tak-
ing our country back.” Yet the truth of the parable is still in effect: the king-
dom of God does not come by human strategizing and plotting. The kingdom 
grows through the hidden, humble work of God. Our job is to plant the seeds. 
God brings about the harvest.

4:29. In the Old Testament, the harvest was often a symbol of God’s judg-
ment (Jeremiah 51:33; Joel 3:13). Here, the harvest stands for the consum-
mation of the kingdom of God. For Jesus’ disciples and Mark’s first Gentile 
readers, this parable must have come as a comfort and assurance. Though 
they faced opposition and suffering, the harvest was certain and sure. God 
Himself would bring the harvest, and no human opposition could stop its 
coming.

The Parable of the Mustard Seed (4:30–32)

4:30. Jesus again specifically identifies this parable as being a parable about 
the kingdom of God. Like the Parable of the Growing Seed, the Parable of 
the Mustard Seed was probably addressed to the crowds. This parable was 
not so much about the seed itself but about the contrast between the size of 
the seed and its ultimate growth. For Jesus’ disciples—and for Mark’s first 
readers—this parable would have been a reminder to not “despise the day 
of small things” (Zechariah 4:10). The kingdom’s small, humble beginnings 
were not a cause for despair but for hope. What God had begun quietly, in 
secret, He would bring to fruition in a visible, glorious harvest.

4:31–32. Jesus compared the kingdom of God to a mustard seed. Though 
smaller seeds exist in nature, first century Jews described the mustard seed 
proverbially as the smallest seed. The mustard plant was technically a shrub 
or herb, but it could grow into a bush up to twelve-feet tall. The mustard plant 
was also known for being invasive, damaging to gardens, and difficult to erad-
icate once it took root. Mustard’s invasive nature may have also depicted the 
way the kingdom Jesus inaugurated would eventually supplant and replace 
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the Jewish law and ways of thinking (Daniel 2:44–45; Mark 2:21–22). In the 
Old Testament, the “birds of the air,” or wild birds, were sometimes a symbol 
of the Gentile nations being included among God’s chosen people (Ezekiel 
17:23). Their mention here may have been a reminder to Mark’s Gentile audi-
ence that all people could find refuge and shelter in the kingdom.

Why a mustard seed, and not something more majestic, like a cedar? Ce-
dars were commonly associated with royalty and might have seemed a more 
appropriate comparison for the kingdom of God. The point is not so much 
the seed itself, but the contrast: something that starts small and grows so 
large that it cannot be ignored or denied. Yet the choice of a mustard seed 
speaks to the humble beginnings of the kingdom of God. After Jesus’ resur-
rection and ascension, there were only 120 disciples when they gathered to 
choose a replacement for Judas, who had betrayed Jesus (Acts 1:15). Yet the 
gospel spread quickly. About three thousand people became believers on the 
day of Pentecost, and the “Lord added to their number daily those who were 
being saved” (Acts 2:41, 47). Revelation looks forward to a day when there 
will be “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, 
people and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb” (7:9). 
Like the tiny mustard seed that grows into a huge tree, Jesus’ small group of 
disciples has grown into a family of faith that no one can number (Genesis 
15:5).

Focusing on the Meaning

God delights in bringing great things out of humble beginnings. The pages 
of Scripture reveal that God rarely chooses the rich and powerful to accom-
plish His will. David was a shepherd boy when he was anointed king; Ruth a 
penniless widow who was grafted into Jesus’ family tree. Jesus Himself was 
not born in a temple or palace. His bed was a manger, and angels ushered 
shepherds in from the fields to spread the word of His birth. The size of the 
seed does not limit the size of what God can accomplish through His purpose 
and power.
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These parables remind us that God is the one who grows the kingdom. 
We spread the seed as we announce the good news that the kingdom has 
come and manifest God’s reign in our lives. Yet God is the one who grows 
that seed. The kingdom does not grow through our worrying and fretting or 
through our strategizing and scheming. The kingdom grows quietly, yet irre-
vocably, as God Himself brings history to its ultimate consummation at the 
return of Jesus Christ. Consider the miracle of it all—the church that sprang 
forth from a handful of followers has grown and spread across the globe. 
The church survived Nero’s purge in Rome. Stalin, Castro, Mao, and Ceaus-
escu were all unable to stamp it out. Despite persecution and opposition, the 
kingdom of God continues to grow and provide refuge for all who call on the 
name of Jesus as Lord. The kingdom grows in the world. May it grow in our 
hearts as well.

NOTES

	 1	 James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, The Pillar New Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2002), 223.

	 2	 Mark L. Strauss, Mark, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testa-
ment, Clinton E. Arnold, Gen. Ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014), 
341.

	 3	 Edwards, 228.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the phrase “Good things come in small packages.” As class mem-
bers arrive, have them brainstorm to find as many examples of this 
phrase as possible. Encourage discussion until all class members arrive. 
(Responses might include jewelry, a note or letter, a piece of candy, etc.)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Provide time for responses to be shared, then direct attention to the 
Main Idea for the lesson. State, the size of an act of faith doesn’t matter 
if God is working through it. Today’s lesson focuses on trusting God to 
work through kingdom-centered activities.

	 3.	 Lead the class in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to strengthen the hearts 
of believers to trust Him in performing acts of faith, both large and 
small.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Provide a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, connecting the 
purpose of using parables to today’s passage. Remind students that Je-
sus’ motivation was to bring people closer to Him, not to push them 
away. Using material from the Study Guide and sidebar, “What Is the 
Kingdom of God?” transition to Jesus speaking about His kingdom 
through this parable exclusive to Mark.
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	 5.	 Form listening groups of 3–4 people, then have two class members 
present the “Kingdom Farmer” skit. Instruct the class to listen for an-
swers to the following questions:

		  •	� How is the kingdom of God shown? Why do you think Jesus used 
this image?

		  •	 What is the job of the seed? How does it complete its job?

		  •	 What is the job of the farmer? How is that job fulfilled?

		  •	 How can this parable be encouraging to believers today?

			   (Have groups reference Mark 4:26–29 to find answers, if needed.)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Allow groups to present their findings, guiding discussion to focus on 
how the kingdom actually arrives (without human energy or cause). 
Use material from the Study Guide to give context to the cultural expec-
tation, then have groups discuss the following:

		  •	� What would you say was the common person’s view of the kingdom 
of God?

		  •	� How does Jesus make a distinction between that perception and the 
reality of it? (4:26–27—He shows that God is working to bring about 
the kingdom through His people consistently working.)

		  •	� Who is the farmer in the parable: Jesus, the disciples, believers to-
day? How did you arrive at that conclusion?

		  •	� How can the process function “by itself?” (verse 28) What implica-
tions does that truth have for believers today?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Read Mark 4:30–32, then have a student that likes to do research pro-
vide a 30-second explanation of the shrub that grows from a mustard 
seed (use the sidebar, “Mustard Seed” in the Study Guide for additional 
insights). Ask listening groups to comment on these prompts:
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		  •	� Agree or disagree: God’s kingdom grows through large numbers of 
conversions.

		  •	� True or false: The farmer’s actions are not especially important. (Jus-
tify your position).

		  •	� How does Jesus’ ministry reflect the teaching of this parable? Of the 
two parables in today’s lesson?

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Have students complete the statement: “The kingdom of God in my life 
looks like_____.” Ask for volunteers to share their thoughts.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 9.	 Have students respond to the following statements about kingdom ac-
tivities with a Yes (Y) or No (N) response:

		  ___ I am comfortable spreading the gospel seed in my daily life.

		  ___ I let the Holy Spirit do its work without interfering.

		  ___ �When I see those whose spiritual walk differs from mine, I criticize 
the differences.

		  ___ I am actively seeking to grow closer to Christ daily.

			   After 1–2 minutes, ask if anyone would like to see a different response 
in their life to the above statements. Encourage the class to trust God to 
bring about any changes that needs to be made.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking God for bringing His kingdom to the world 
and inviting Christ-followers to be a part of it.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the phrase “Think Small” for the class. As students arrive, in-
struct them to think of small things that would be an animal, an object, 
or a food item. Provide time for students to share their thoughts.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Say to the class, If a horse were to enter the classroom today, how many 
would notice? What about a cat? What about an ant? It is easier to notice 
things that are larger, but smaller things are just as real and alive. Share 
that today’s lesson illustrates how God will make His kingdom known 
through small, Spirit-led acts.

	 3.	 Lead in prayer, asking God to provide courage for the class to make 
small steps to share the kingdom of God in their lives this month.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Give a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, connecting it to 
today’s passage. Remind students that Mark’s gospel highlights the ur-
gency of kingdom action, and that Jesus continues to teach His disci-
ples about His kingdom mission.

	 5.	 Read Mark 4:26–29 and have students listen for answers to the follow-
ing:

		  •	� What did Jesus want people (including His disciples) to know about 
the kingdom of God?

		  •	 Who has the more important task, the farmer, or the seed?

		  •	� How would this description of God’s kingdom challenge the conven-
tional wisdom?
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		  •	 What insights can this parable teach us about evangelism?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Using the sidebar, “What Is the Kingdom of God?” in the Study Guide, 
provide a 60-second presentation about the kingdom of God. With the 
information it contains, encourage deeper understanding of Jesus’ 
teaching. Compare Mark 4:1–20 with Mark 4:26–29, noting the change 
in human responsibility between the two parables.

	 7.	 Provide a short summary of the material in the Study Guide, discussing 
the kingdom of God as a way of life, and how the kingdom grows as 
seeds are sown. Following the presentation, ask the class to respond to 
the following:

		  •	� The parable states that the farmer “scatters.” What are some meth-
ods of planting seeds that can be used today?

		  •	� Which method of sowing seeds is most effective? Is one any better 
than another?

		  •	� What makes the seed produce fruit, the method of scattering or 
something else?

		  •	� When is the harvest ready? (cf. Isaiah 55:10–11; 1 Corinthians 3:6–
7) What should be done in the meantime?

	 8.	 Read Mark 4:30–32 and ask for responses to these prompts:

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: In today’s society, bigger is better (in marketing or 
publicity).

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: The Parable of the Mustard Seed is more about 
what comes from the seed, than about the seed itself.

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: The kingdom of God is best grown by consistent 
steps of faith.
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Encourage Application

	 9.	 Form speaking groups of 3–4 people, and have each person describe 
what the kingdom of God is like in their life. Provide 2–3 minutes to 
complete the activity, then ask for volunteers willing to share with the 
class.

	 10.	 Have students remember a time when God’s Word worked “night and 
day” to accomplish its purpose. (You’re asking them to acknowledge 
God speaking powerfully to convict or to encourage.) Ask them to si-
lently consider:

		  •	 How long ago did you experience that working in your life?

		  •	� Is there something specific that is preventing that from happening 
today?

	 11.	 Close in prayer, thanking God for inviting His creation to be a part of 
His kingdom work.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Early Christians often used a boat as an image or metaphor for the church. 
A boat on the sea represented the salvation the church offered. In the boat, 
the Christians sheltered under the cross—often depicted by the mast—and 
found direction and safety with Jesus as their guide.

The story of Jesus calming the storm may have led to the development 
of this common imagery. Found in all three synoptic gospels (Mark 4:35–41; 
Matthew 8:23–27; Luke 8:22–25), the story speaks to us about the peace and 
safety we can find in Jesus’ presence during the storms and trials of life.

In Mark, the story of Jesus calming the storm is the transition from a 
focus on Jesus’ teaching through words to a focus on Jesus’ teaching through 
miracles and mighty works. Mark included many details that suggest eye-
witness evidence that lay behind the story. Details omitted in Matthew and 
Luke such as the time of day the boat departed, the other boats that initially 
accompanied Jesus, the cushion Jesus slept on, and the tone of anger and 
rebuke in the disciples’ words to Jesus all support eyewitness testimony—
the type of details that could have been included in Peter’s memories of the 
encounter and recorded by Mark, who relied heavily on Peter’s testimony to 
write his gospel.

Though we should understand this story as a historical event, we also 
need to consider its theological truth. In Scripture, miracles are often a sort 
of enacted parable. Miracles invite us to reflect on what they say about God’s 
person, God’s reign, and God’s work in the world. In Mark, the story of Jesus 
calming the storm is a demonstration of His divine authority and an invi-
tation to reflect along with the disciples: “Who is this? Even the wind and 
waves obey him!” (Mark 4:41).
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Preparing for the Journey (4:35–36)

4:35. Mark places this story chronologically as taking place after Jesus’ 
teaching as recorded in Mark 4:1–34. After Jesus finished teaching for the 
day, Jesus told His disciples to cross to the other side of the lake. Jesus often 
sought private time with His disciples away from the crowds, but His desire 
to depart may also have been spurred by the need to preach in new locations 
(Mark 1:38). The Greek cities of the Decapolis lay on the other side of the 
lake, and Jesus’ healing of the demon possessed man (Mark 5:1–20) was set 
in this region.

Evening would have been the time of day after sunset but before full 
dark. The Sea of Galilee was surrounded by mountains, forming a sort of bowl 
with the water in the center and mountain ranges forming the edge. The sea 
is known for sudden, violent storms that are caused by warm air rising from 
the sea and mixing with cold air sweeping down from the north. Typically 
these storms arose in the afternoon and the seas were calmer in the evening, 
but sudden evening storms were not unusual and were no less dangerous. 
Today, Galilean fishermen call the evening easterly the “Sharkia”—a word 
that comes from the Arabic word for shark.

4:36. Jesus had been teaching the crowds from a boat on the water, using 
the boat to separate Him from the crowd and allow everyone to hear (Mark 
3:9; 4:1). Many first century mosaics depict Galilean fishing boats, and a 
1986 archeological dig unearthed a small fishing vessel that matches these 
depictions. The hull of the boat was just over twenty-six feet long and had a 
deck that covered both the front and rear sections. The boat was propelled 
by four rowers and had a capacity for fifteen people. Jesus and His disciples 
would have easily fit in the vessel.

When Jesus was ready to depart, the disciples “took him along, just as 
he was, in the boat.” Jesus departed for the other side of the lake without 
returning to shore, either in the same boat He had been teaching from or in 
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another boat the disciples had available for the crossing. The detail that other 
boats went with Him is unique to Mark. These other boats probably carried 
some of Jesus’ wider circle of followers. Mark did not say what happened to 
these boats in the storm. They may have turned back, or they may have con-
tinued with Jesus and the twelve through the storm. Mark’s primary focus 
is with Jesus and His disciples in the boat, and that is where our focus also 
should be.

Calming the Storm (4:37–39)

4:37. After the boat was underway, the boat was hit by a sudden, violent 
storm. The Greek word used for the phrase “furious squall” can also mean 
“hurricane.” The strong winds drove the waves over the edge of the boat, so 
it began to fill with water and was in danger of being swamped. Several of 
Jesus’ disciples were experienced fishermen who were well-familiar with the 
lake and its weather (Matthew 4:18–22; Mark 1:16–20; Luke 5:1–11). The 
fact that these expert sailors were terrified and overwhelmed by the storm 
speaks to the storm’s severity.

4:38. The stern, or rear, of the boat would have been where the helmsman 
was stationed. This part of the boat was covered by a deck, and Jesus was 
able to sleep under this area protected from the elements. The cushion is not 
mentioned in Matthew or Luke, and this is one of the details that gives Mark 
an eyewitness flavor.

The only place that the Gospels mention Jesus sleeping is here—in the 
middle of the storm. In one sense, this detail speaks to Jesus’ humanity. As 
the incarnate Son of God, Jesus experienced all our human weakness and 
limitations. As any of us would be, Jesus was physically tired after a long and 
demanding day of teaching (Hebrews 2:17; 4:15). Yet Jesus’ ability to sleep 
in the storm also speaks to His absolute trust in the Father (Psalm 3:5; 4:8).

Matthew and Luke softened the disciples’ words to Jesus. In contrast, 
Mark revealed all the disciples’ fear, anger, and frustration: “Teacher, don’t 
you care if we drown?” In Mark, the disciples sound like people often do when 
they are desperate and afraid—angry, frightened, and perhaps a little sarcas-
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tic. The disciples had chosen to follow Jesus, but they still were learning the 
extent of His authority and power.

4:39. Jesus got up and rebuked the storm. His command to the storm “Qui-
et! Be still!” could also be translated “Be muzzled!” Interestingly, the language 
is similar to the language Jesus previously used to cast out a demon: “‘Be 
quiet!’ Jesus said sternly” (Mark 1:25). The wording in Mark 1:25 is the same 
as that in Mark 4:39; both the demon and the storm are “rebuked.” Both nar-
ratives also demonstrate Jesus’ ultimate authority. Just as Jesus had proved 
Himself to be the “strong man” who can cast out demons (Mark 3:27), Jesus 
is also the Lord over creation who can silence the storm with His word. In the 
Old Testament, the sea often represents the forces of chaos that can only be 
tamed by God (Psalm 107:29; 65:7; 89:9; 104:7). By doing that which only 
God can do, Jesus demonstrated that He is God.

Two Questions About Faith (4:40–41)

4:40. This story is the first of a series in Mark that depict the disciples’ fail-
ures and lack of understanding. Jesus asked His disciples two questions. The 
first, “Why are you so afraid?” was an invitation to consider their response 
to the storm. It is normal to be afraid in the face of danger—especially when 
we are caught in the grip of forces beyond our control. Yet there is no need 
for fear in the presence of Jesus. Jesus’ second question, “Do you still have 
no faith?” was an invitation to consider their response to who Jesus is. The 
disciples had seen Jesus demonstrate God’s saving power. Though they had 
witnessed it, they did not completely understand or appreciate the full ex-
tent of God’s power to save—nor would they until after Jesus’ death and 
resurrection.

4:41. The disciples fear in the presence of Jesus matched their fear of the 
storm: “They were terrified.” Jesus’ power over the storm demanded a re-
sponse: “Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!” There could 
be only one answer: Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. Jesus’ authority over 
the storm demonstrated that He also had authority to save. Jesus is Lord of 
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Creation, Incarnate God, the one by whom and through whom all things were 
created. Jesus demands our faith, our awe, and our worship.

Focusing on the Meaning

The storm on the sea easily becomes a metaphor for the storms of life. Mark’s 
first readers lived in a world of persecution, turmoil, and fear. At times, those 
early Christians might have wondered if Jesus was able to calm their storm. 
Like the disciples, at times they may have wondered if Jesus even cared. Mark 
did not ask his readers to deny the existence of the storm. Rather, he invited 
them to reflect on Jesus’ presence in the midst of the storm. In the middle of 
the storm, Jesus demonstrated perfect trust in the Father. Those who follow 
Christ are invited to demonstrate trust in His power. The wind and the waves 
yield to Christ’s command. Ultimately, all forces that oppose God’s work in 
this world will bend to His authority. Jesus is Lord, and we can trust in His 
presence and power.

And yet, what about our storms? Though we know Christ’s presence and 
power are absolute, we also know the realities of a world in which not all 
storms end in victory on this side of glory. In the face of trouble, Scripture 
reminds us of God’s certain care and concern. “Cast all your anxiety on him 
because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). James reminds us that God uses the 
storms and trials of life to test and refine us (James 1:2–4). And Paul reminds 
us that God’s grace is sufficient for us—even when God chooses our weakness 
to display His glory (2 Corinthians 12:7–9). No matter the storm, God prom-
ises that He will be with us and His presence is enough (Isaiah 43:2–7). This 
story still invites us to stand in the presence of the One who calms the storm 
to marvel and to declare our faith. “Who is this? Even the wind and the waves 
obey him!” When Jesus is present in your storm, how will you respond?

NOTES

	 1	 Zarazara Friedman, “Iconoclasts and Fishermen: Christian Symbols Sur-
vive,” Biblical Archology Society Library, May/June 2015, Accessed June 12, 
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2024, https://library.biblicalarchaeology.org/article/iconoclasts-and-fish-
ermen-christian-symbols-survive/.

	 2	 Clifton E. Arnold, Ed., Matthew-Mark, Broadman Bible Commentary (Nash-
ville, TN: Broadman, 1969), 306.

	 3	 James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, The Pillar New Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2002) , 245.

	 4	 Ibid.
	 5	 Eckhard J. Schnabel, Mark: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New 

Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2017), 159.
	 6	 Edwards, 245.
	 7	 Schnabel, 159.
	 8	 Edwards, 246.
	 9	 Edwards, 247.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Prepare a poster that has the “Storm Facts” information on it. (You can 
find the statements online in the Teacher Helps section.) Allow stu-
dents to consider the statements as they arrive. Encourage discussion 
until time for the lesson to begin.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Have students share their responses with the class for a few moments, 
then ask them to share any real-life experiences they may have had with 
heavy storms. Direct students to the Question to Explore, explaining 
to them that today’s lesson will not only focus on natural storms, but 
other disruptive events in life. Allow the class to silently consider how 
they responded in the last storm in their life.

	 3.	 Lead in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to give the students courage to 
face disruptive storms in life by trusting in Jesus to be with them.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Give a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, connecting it to 
today’s passage. Remind students that Mark’s gospel highlights the ur-
gency of kingdom action, and that Jesus continues to teach His disci-
ples about His kingdom mission.

	 5.	 Create listening groups of 3–4 people and read Mark 4:35–38a. Have 
groups discuss the following:

		  •	� Why would have undertaking a boat ride across the Sea of Galilee at 
this time of day been a dangerous prospect? (Responses might in-
clude the tiredness of the group, sudden weather changes, etc.)
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		  •	� What does verse 36 mean when it says that the disciples took Jesus, 
“just as He was?”

		  •	� What type of emotions might have the disciples felt as they depart-
ed? What about during the storm?

		  •	 Is there any significance to the second part of verse 36? If so, why?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Allow groups to share their findings with the class and use material in 
the sidebar, “Objectives of the Journey” from the Study Guide to bring 
insight to the discussion, if needed. Read Mark 4:38b–41 then have 
groups consider the following prompts:

		  •	� Agree or disagree—Jesus’ sleeping reflected His trust in God’s prov-
idence.

		  •	� Agree or disagree—The disciples’ response to Jesus sleeping (and the 
storm) reflected a lack of trust in Jesus.

		  •	� Agree or Disagree—The presence of fear makes faith unlikely.

		  •	� Agree or Disagree—When Jesus calls us to journey with Him, we will 
be able to manage the difficulties that we face.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Using comments from the Study Guide and the sidebar “The Literary 
Form of a Miracle Story,” have a student that likes to do research pro-
vide a 60-second explanation of the miracle performed by Jesus. Make 
sure to include the impact of Jesus’ authority over the natural elements 
and His distinction between informational and relational faith.

			   Remind that class that although Jesus was right and the disciples’ 
faith was small, they did the correct thing. When they were unsure, 
when they were afraid, when they were threatened by the storm, they 
went to Jesus. Point back to Mark 4:36b, reminding students that not 
only did Jesus show mercy and grace to His disciples, but also to those 
who were in the storm but not in the boat with them.
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Encourage Application

	 8.	 Many times, when facing a crisis in life, we will go into a “confident 
mode” (where we trust that God is in control, and we seek to follow His 
leading) or a “crisis mode” (where we take matters into our own hands 
to create a solution). Have groups discuss:

		  •	 Which of these modes best describes me?

		  •	� If God protected me through my next storm of _______, I would fol-
low Him more faithfully.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 9.	 Have students listen and consider silently the following question: If 
hearing leads to obedience (Jesus repeatedly called people to “hear”) …
what do you hear God calling you to do during our time in this study?

		  •	� What things have you learned from this lesson that might bring 
peace to you during a storm?

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking God for His protection over His children as 
they follow Him.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the statement “When I see it ___________ outside, I get ner-
vous.” Have students consider the statement as they arrive. Once all 
students are present, allow a few moments for responses to be shared.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Direct students to the Question to Explore, explaining to them that to-
day’s lesson will not only focus on natural events (like storms), but also 
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other disruptive events in life. Allow the class to silently consider how 
they responded to the last disruptive storm in their life.

	 3.	 Lead the class in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to bring peace and calm-
ness to the times of life that seek to overwhelm God’s children.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Give a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, connecting it to 
today’s passage. Remind students that Mark’s gospel highlights the ur-
gency of kingdom action, and that Jesus continues to teach His disci-
ples about His kingdom mission.

	 5.	 From material in the sidebar “Objectives of the Journey” in the Study 
Guide, present 30 seconds of context for the lesson narrative. Read 
Mark 4:35–38a and have students respond to the following prompts:

		  •	� What are the implications for people today that the disciples faced a 
storm with Jesus in the boat? (All will face storms; believers are not 
exempt from disruptive events in life. See also John 16:33; 2 Corin-
thians 11:25–26; 2 Timothy 3:12; 1 Peter 4:12)

		  •�	� How would you feel if you were frantically bailing water out of a boat 
and someone was sleeping in the boat?

		  •	� What reasons are there for Jesus sleeping during the journey? (re-
sponses might include that Jesus was physically tired, Jesus was 
trusting in God for safely, etc.)

		  •	 What implications does Jesus sleeping have for believers today?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Read Mark 4:38b-41 and ask the following questions:

		  •	� Given their vocational background, how scared do you think that the 
disciples were during this storm?
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		  •	� What can believers today learn about events bringing trouble into 
their lives?

		  •	� What is the likelihood that Jesus arranged this event as a test of 
faith? (see verses 35 and 37)

		  •	� How does going to God when experiencing a storm in life change the 
situation? How does it change you?

	 7.	 Have a student who likes to do research deliver a 45-second presenta-
tion of the sidebar “The Literary Form of a Miracle Story” and informa-
tion from the Study Guide about the miracle that Jesus performed. Ask 
students:

		  •	� Why do you think Jesus chose to admonish the disciples at this 
point?

		  •	� How do you think Jesus would evaluate your actions in your most 
recent storm: similar to the disciples or different?

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Direct students to the Question to Explore. Display a line graph from 1 
to 10 (1=highly unlikely and 10=very likely) and ask students to analyze 
how likely they are to focus on something other than Jesus when facing 
a storm.

		  •	 What things cause you to lose focus on Him?

		  •	 What can you do to focus on Him more clearly?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 9.	 Distribute 3x5 cards to the class. Have them write a response to the 
question in Mark 4:41 in their own words. Encourage them to keep it 
where it can remind them of Christ’s available presence and power.

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking Jesus for His promise to never leave nor for-
sake His children (Hebrews 13:5).
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Content

Jesus stilled the storm of Mark 4. The little boat was pushed across the sea 
to an area known as Decapolis. There were ten towns in Decapolis of Greek 
origin and, to some degree, a Greek culture. Jesus loved the Gentile world 
just as He loved the Jewish world.

In this life, storms often push us to new places of ministry. After a storm, 
we often have a newfound faith that allows us to minister to new people, in 
new ways that we might never have dreamed possible.

After securing the boat, Jesus and the disciples made their way toward a 
local village. Scholars are divided over the exact spot that the little boat land-
ed. Gadera was a small town with agriculture as its base. Outside the sleepy, 
unremarkable town, out in the tombs, lived a man whose life was a storm 
from start to finish.

The Master had stilled the storm, wind, and waves by speaking directly to 
it, “Peace, be still.” The disciples were scared. This man they walked with had 
power over the elements. Who has that power? But then He would be con-
fronted by the demoniac of Gadera and a storm that is a storm of a spiritual 
and personal nature. How would Jesus handle this type of storm?

It is always better to ask what is God doing rather than why? Is Jesus sug-
gesting the kingdom of Heaven will include the Gentiles? Is Jesus addressing 
the demonic world? What is the deal about the pigs in this passage? What are 
the priorities of the townspeople?

As we lean into this passage of Scripture, let us step back and ponder the 
whole event. The Holy Spirit wants us to see the big picture. We might even 
find answers for the storms in our lives.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Man With the Unclean Spirit (5:1–5)

They went across the lake to the region of the Gerasenes, or Gadarenes, or 
Gergesenes…the scholars are divided about the exact place due to differing 
manuscripts. In any case, the text is clear that it was in the Decapolis region.

We do not know much about this man. He lived in the tombs. Evident-
ly, he had a long-standing fight with the people of the town. He was strong 
beyond belief and broke the chains with which they tried to capture him. He 
was clearly insane.

Many people don’t believe in evil spirits or demons. On the mission field 
in Venezuela, we encountered “personal” devils. Texas Baptists did a part-
nership with Venezuela. Steve Seaberry (BGCT) and many others led Texas 
Baptists to cooperate with Convención Nacional Bautista de Venezuela in 
a five-year outreach program. Thousands of people were saved, and many 
churches were started. Those efforts were indirectly related to a shaman of 
the Yanomami tribe in the Amazonas basin who was saved out of demon pos-
session. (To read his story online, type “Shoefoot” into your web browser.)

It was not an accident that the boat landed where it landed. It was not an 
accident that Jesus encountered a man possessed with demons. God used the 
storm to intersect with another storm.

The Unclean Spirits (5:7–14)

The scene is chaotic. We do not know the civilized name of this man who 
screams and cuts himself with stones, this man who has been captured many 
times but has always broken the chains with which he was bound. This wild 
man was running toward Jesus to confront Him. Even if the rest of the world 
does not know who Jesus is, the demons do. They addressed Jesus as “Son 
of the Most High God.” Genesis 14:18 refers to Melchizedek as the priest of 
“God Most High.”
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The demons are afraid. They do not know the timing of God, but they 
know their final judgment is coming when they shall be “thrown into the lake 
of fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet are also; and 
they will be tormented day and night forever and ever” (Revelation 20:10).

Why did Jesus allow the demons to enter the pigs? Jesus was marching 
to His Father’s timing. It was not time for the final conflict. The world in 
Jesus’ time was a picture of the struggle/war that Satan was waging against 
God. The Apostle Paul stated that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, 
but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this 
darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places” 
(Ephesians 6:12).

Jesus responded by commanding the unclean spirit to come out of the 
man. Jesus then asked the demon’s name. Jesus knew the name, but the 
name describes the storm that possessed this man: Legion. The name de-
scribed the thousands of demons inhabiting this poor man. A Roman legion 
contains approximately six thousand men. The storm on the sea was nothing 
compared to this man’s personal storm.

The Man Who Was Delivered (5:15, 18–20)

The townspeople came to Jesus and saw the man who had the unclean spir-
it. The man was seated. Before, he was never still. He was clothed. Before, 
he was a wild man who had no need for clothes. He was in his right mind. 
He was no longer screaming. He was no longer cutting himself. He was able 
to listen, speak, and act normally. When a person is saved, his/her mind is 
“transformed and renewed” (Romans 12:2). Paul implored us in Philippians 
2:5 (KJV) to “let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus.”

Insanity is the condition of being seriously mentally ill and likely to have 
extremely bad results. Demon possession is far more than insanity. Demon 
possession is driven by evil, malignant forces that seek the destruction of 
souls. The mind of Christ includes the presence of Christ and rejects the de-
monic forces. The Apostle Paul prescribed in Ephesians 6:10–18 the armor 
we need to defeat the demonic forces.
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Jesus stilled the storm in this man’s life. We live in a crazy world. What 
do the people of our time need? The answer is clear in our passage. Jesus is 
the answer. Many who know Jesus need a lot more of Him, or most likely, He 
needs a lot more of them. Jesus is still Lord of all.

The healed man, the saved man, wanted to be with Jesus 24/7. Being 
saved is the greatest moment in our lives. It is normal to want to stay in 
that moment, but Jesus saves us for a purpose. Jesus wants us to take the 
gospel to those who are still in the storm. Jesus told him,  “Go home to your 
people  and report  to them  what  great  things  the Lord  has done  for you, 
and how He had mercy on you” (5:19). What a wonderful testimony he had.

I pastored a church in Longworth, Texas back in the late sixties and early 
seventies. Longworth is near Sweetwater and closer still to Roby. In those 
days, we had a fall revival and a spring revival in most churches. In the fall 
of 1970, we were getting prayed up. The church people, dry land farmers, 
met every evening in the little church to pray. Our evangelist was Charles 
Whitlock, pastor of FBC Roby. One of the chief prayer concerns was a man 
named Bob, since gone on to be with the Lord. Bob was a crop duster. Bob 
was a heavy drinker. Bob was crazy. He had flown his duster upside down 
under the highline wires. Once, he flew that plane under the one stop light in 
Roby. Our people prayed earnestly for Bob’s salvation. On Friday night of the 
Longworth revival, Bob walked in the back door of that little church. When 
the invitation was given, Bob stepped out in the aisle and made his way to 
Jesus. Needless to say, Bob was a changed man. That night, half the church 
came forward to rededicate their lives to Christ. Saturday night, the whole 
community turned out. The ripples of what God did in Bob’s life spread across 
that whole area. Who is the Bob in your town?

The Pig People (5:16–17)

There have always been, and there will always be pig people. These are people 
who care not for people’s souls but their business interests. They care not 
about the storms that are destroying people around them. Jesus had accom-
modated the request of Legion and allowed the demons to leave the man 
and enter into a herd of two thousand pigs. The pigs had run off a cliff and 
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into the sea and drowned. There were people then who were more concerned 
about the loss of the pig revenue than the person.

Focusing on the Meaning

A man named “Shoefoot” was gloriously saved. Missionaries, the Dawsons, 
were able to see whole tribes saved in the jungles of Venezuela. Shoefoot was 
saved though he didn’t know English, and the Dawsons didn’t know Yanoma-
mi. In 2006, Texas Baptists began a series of events including crusades in 
Caracas in 2008. Thousands of people came to Jesus. Under the capable hand 
of men like Steve Seaberry with BGCT and Alexander Montero, Director of 
the Convención Nacional Bautista de Venezuela, God moved a nation toward 
Jesus. Decapolis underwent something similar as a former demoniac shared 
the story of Jesus.

Shoefoot was a real man with real demons. When Jesus saved Shoefoot, 
He made him a sane man who put on clothes and toured the United States 
telling people in our universities about the darkness of the demonic world. 
We must hear the call of those in Central and South America to come to them 
with the gospel of Jesus Christ, the gospel of sanity.

Peru is open to us now. Could it be that your class, your church could be 
involved in taking the gospel to Peru? God is moving in Peru as He is in other 
parts of the world. Henry Blackaby says we shouldn’t ask God to join in what 
we are doing, but we should find out what God is doing and get in on it.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the following question: “If I found water in the desert, who 
would I tell?” As students arrive, have them consider the question. Once 
all members are present, allow a few moments for the class to share 
responses. Be sure to have students give their motivation for their an-
swers.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Direct students to the Question to Explore and instruct students to 
silently consider the question. Encourage students that their personal 
testimony is one of the most powerful tools they can use when sharing 
their faith. Just as we would want to share precious water to those who 
might be thirsty, we should be prepared to share the life-changing pow-
er of Jesus in our lives.

	 3.	 Lead in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to bring power into the hearts of 
believers, allowing them to share their faith in the face of the enemy.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Provide a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, reminding stu-
dents that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency of kingdom action.

	 5.	 Read Mark 5:1–8. Form discussion groups of 3–4 people, and have them 
brainstorm and present responses to the following questions:

		  •	� How would you describe the mood of the disciples and Jesus as they 
“came to the other side of the sea?”
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		  •	� How do this man’s circumstances reflect the work of the enemy in 
the world? (See John 10:10 for insight.)

		  •	� How did the man respond to Jesus differently than he did to people 
he saw every day?

		  •	� How does the man’s acknowledgment of Jesus in Mark 5:7 reflect 
Jesus’ authority?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Using material from the sidebar “Demon Possession and Mental Ill-
ness” and the Study Guide, prepare a 30-second talk about mental illness 
and demonic possession. Be sure to include the dangers of minimizing 
Jesus’ power over the spiritual realm, as well as Jesus’ motivation for 
making the journey to “the country of the Gerasenes” (Mark 5:1). Ask 
for responses from groups:

		  •	� How prevalent do you feel that demonic activity is in your world/
circles of influence?

		  •	 How could this encounter be seen as sharing the gospel?

		  •	� How did the man address Jesus? How did Jesus respond? What, if 
anything, is the significance of this conversation?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Read Mark 5:9–17 and use comments in the Study Guide to emphasize 
Jesus’ primary concern during the encounter. From this role-play ex-
ercise, have groups provide possible reactions following this encounter 
with Jesus:

		  •	 Disciples—reaction to the spirits

		  •	 Herdsmen—reaction to the pigs

		  •	 Owner of the pigs—reaction to their loss

		  •	 Townspeople—reaction to change in the man
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			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 8.	 Read Mark 5:18–20 and comment upon Jesus departing the area. Using 
the sidebar “Sharing My Testimony” from the Study Guide, provide a 
summary of how Jesus was including the man in His kingdom activi-
ties. Ask for groups to consider the following (encourage responses to 
include a rationale):

		  •	� True or False: Based upon the public response, Jesus wanted to dis-
tance Himself from the man.

		  •	� True or False: Jesus’ actions with the spirits, while costly to the ani-
mal’s owners, were consistent with His statement in Mark 4:24–25.

		  •	� True or False: A testimony can have unseen impact; it’s important 
to share without being concerned with others’ responses. (Refer to 
Mark 4:26-29.)

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Direct students to the Question to Explore. Have them compare re-
sponses now versus responses earlier in the lesson. Based upon today’s 
passage, have groups brainstorm responses to a friend who would say 
the following:

		  •	� My testimony is not as exciting as that of others; I don’t feel like it 
would make an impact.

		  •	 I have trouble showing mercy to people whom God has forgiven.

		  •	 I am not sure that I believe in spirits and demonic activity.

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking Jesus for His victory over demonic forces and 
sharing His Holy Spirit with believers.



Lesson 5: When Pigs Fly� 71 

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Create several “emotion masks” using paper plates. Draw an emotion 
on each plate (anger, sadness, happiness, scary, etc.) and display them 
for students to view them. Once all students are present, have them 
describe what each mask represents and who might be “wearing” them.

			   After discussion, explain to the students that regardless of what 
mask a person might wear, Jesus looks beyond that emotion to see the 
person He created. Explain that today’s lesson shows Jesus’ concern for 
someone who would have been wearing all of the masks displayed … 
and Jesus went to great lengths to show His love.

	 2.	 Lead in prayer, asking Jesus to share His presence with the students in 
a meaningful way, so they may show His love to those around them who 
are hurting.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Provide a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, reminding stu-
dents that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency of kingdom action.

	 4.	 Read Mark 5:1–8 and ask the following questions:

		  •	� What emotion would you use to describe this man’s life? His appear-
ance?

		  •	� How much good had human effort (shackles and chains) done to sub-
due this man with an unclean spirit?

		  •	 What is unusual about the man’s behavior, upon seeing Jesus?

		  •	� How would a Jewish audience have received these events? (the group 
traveling to a Gentile location, an unclean man in a graveyard, etc.)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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	 5.	 Using material from the sidebar “Demon Possession and Mental Ill-
ness” and the Study Guide, prepare a 30-second talk about mental illness 
and demonic possession. Be sure to include the dangers of minimizing 
Jesus’ power over the spiritual realm, as well as Jesus’ motivation for 
making the journey to “the country of the Gerasenes” (Mark 5:1).

	 6.	 Read Mark 5:9–13. Ask the class to respond to the following, and share 
the rationale for their answers:

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: Jesus did not have power over the spirit until it 
revealed its name.

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: By sending the spirits into the flock of pigs, Jesus 
showed great insensitivity to their owners.

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: As Jesus went out of His way to relieve this man’s 
affliction, His followers today should be willing to be inconvenienced 
to aid others.

	 7.	 Read Mark 5:10–14. In addition, use the sidebar “Sharing My Testimo-
ny” in the Study Guide to ask the class the following:

		  •	� How was the man different after encountering Jesus? How did the 
public respond?

		  •	� How many other people did Jesus help in this region? Would you say 
that this trip was a waste of time?

		  •	� Why do you think Jesus wouldn’t allow the man to go with them in 
the boat?

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Read Ephesians 6:11–18 and have students consider the following:

		  •	� If we are indeed facing spiritual conflict in our lives, how prepared 
are you to face the enemy?

		  •	� How can your testimony be an effective tool for sharing the gospel to 
someone who is markedly different from you?
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	 9.	 Read Mark 5:19 and have the class practice Jesus’ words to the man. 
Allow a few moments for volunteers to express “how much the Lord has 
done” for them and “how He has had mercy” on them.

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking God for His mercy and grace in the moments 
when the class can share their faith.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Content

Flying in a jet plane at 40,000 feet, it is easy to observe a line of thunder-
storms. The lightning flashes but the drone of the jet drowns out any thun-
der. The pilot guides the plane safely around the storms, and there is very 
little turbulence. We’ve all been on planes when there was no way around the 
turbulence. Walking with Jesus through these chapters in Mark’s gospel, we 
are aware that Jesus doesn’t avoid the storms. We feel the wind. We hear the 
thunder as the sky is ablaze with the lightning. We felt it on the Sea of Galilee 
as the fear of the little boat sinking rose in the hearts of the disciples. In the 
area of Gadera, we saw the fear in the eyes of the man possessed by a legion 
of demons. In each case, Jesus demonstrated His power over the storms. In 
each case, Jesus brought calm and peace.

The next storm awaited back across the Sea of Galilee on the way to 
Capernaum. Jesus was not a storm chaser, but everywhere He went, there 
were people. People in those days, just like people now, were in the midst of 
storms in their lives. Jesus teaches us how to deal with the crises in our lives. 
In the context, we understand that Jesus had left Capernaum to get a little 
rest. When He returned to Capernaum, the crowds were waiting for Him. 
Jesus’ fame was growing. There was no place for Him to rest.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Jairus—Ruler of the Synagogue

If scholars are correct, Jesus and His disciples traveled almost the entire 
length of the Sea of Galilee from Decapolis on the southeastern shore to 
Capernaum on the northwestern shore. They traveled some twelve to thir-
teen miles. They arrived at Capernaum, and it seemed that the crowds had 
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more or less waited for Him to return. Perhaps within the crowd were many 
people with diseases, hoping to be healed, but above all, there was a desper-
ate dad named Jairus (pronounced Jā-ī-rŭs).

Jairus was a ruler of the local synagogue. That is, Jairus kept the meeting 
place clean, he watched over the scrolls, and he set the service order of wor-
ship. He was a respected man. He may have known Jesus and invited Him to 
speak in times past. It’s hard to know the exact timing, but Jesus had stirred 
up much animosity. Jairus may have stepped out of character to come to Je-
sus. At this moment, Jairus was a father who had a very sick daughter. Often, 
dads and daughters have a special relationship.

In 1975, I was pastoring a church at Clearlake Oaks, California. It was 
late summer on a Sunday afternoon. We were at a deacon’s home at beautiful 
Kono Tayee, across the lake from Konocti, the mountain that formed the nat-
ural Clearlake. The deacon, Mack, and I were watching a preseason football 
game when I heard a ruckus coming from the other part of the house where 
the women were tending to our second child, Bill, who was 3–4 months old. 
Something told me it wasn’t about Bill. I rose as fast as I could to make my 
way to the front door. All I could hear was that our oldest child, Christi, had 
fallen into a canal. Mack’s daughter, Cheryl, was running as fast as she could 
down the hill toward the canal area. As I topped the rise just before the canal, 
I saw Cheryl running into the canal at full speed. And I saw my daughter’s 
face, just under the water. Christi had a little doll, a Dressy Bessy, I think. 
She was holding that doll above the water, but the sloped sides of the canal 
were pulling Christi further under. Cheryl grabbed her up. After coughing up 
some water and crying a bit, it was determined that Christi was okay. What 
a difference a few seconds make. Boy, do I know about being a desperate dad! 
Everything else disappeared. Jairus could only think about his baby girl at 
home. I understand just a small amount of his angst.

The Love of a Father (5:21–23)

The language in verse 22 suggests that Jairus threw himself at Jesus’ feet. 
All of the other hurting people seem to shrink back from this man’s pain. 
Jairus kept on begging Jesus to come to his house because his daughter lay 
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at death’s door. Jairus was sure that if Jesus would just lay His hands on his 
daughter, she would be healed.

In Scripture, God uses illness in one of four ways. 1) Discipline, e.g. Mir-
iam (Numbers 12); 2) for the glory of God, e.g. the man born blind (John 
9:1–3, 3) to keep us humble, e.g. Paul’s thorn in the flesh (2 Corinthians 
12:1–10), and 4) to take us home in death. This instance was obviously to 
show the glory of God in and through His Son, Jesus. Jesus began His way 
to Jairus’ house when a woman with an issue of blood touched the hem of 
Jesus’ garment and was immediately healed. From Jairus’ point of view, can 
you feel his angst building? No telling how long he had been waiting for Jesus 
to return. Jesus was unperturbed and unhurried. For Jairus, every moment 
counted. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.

A Father’s Impatience (5:35)

As Jesus was talking with the woman, people arrived from Jairus’ house. The 
news was devastating. The little girl was dead. All hope was gone. There was 
no need to bother the Master anymore. From the human viewpoint, death is 
the final answer. There is no hope. Oh, if Jesus had just stayed on the shore 
by Capernaum. Oh, if He had not been delayed by the storm. Our faith tells 
us that Jesus is never late, but it sure looked like it to Jairus.

Jesus Understands Us (5:36)

Jesus heard what was being said to Jairus. Immediately, Jesus knew what 
Jairus was feeling. At times like this, we tend to forget that Jesus knows 
what is in our hearts. We feel alone and forsaken. In Hebrews 13:5, the writer 
tells us what Jesus said. “I will never desert you, nor will I ever abandon you.” 
Jesus spoke directly to what He knew was in Jairus’ heart. “Do not be afraid, 
only believe.” Often, Jesus told His disciples to “be not afraid.” In 2 Timothy 
1:7, Paul said, “For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and 
love and discipline.” Jesus told Jairus to keep on believing.
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The Craziness of Grief (5:37–40a)

Jesus took Peter, James, and John to Jairus’ house with Him. Chaos had 
already begun. The moment they realized the little girl died, the family and 
friends began weeping and wailing, ripping their clothes, and crying out the 
dead girl’s name.

Jesus questioned the mourners. “Why are you making a commotion and 
weeping?” In Luke’s gospel (8:52), He told the mourners to “stop weeping,” 
and in Matthew’s gospel (9:24), He told them to “leave.” The scene had gone 
from loud mourning to derisive laughter to silence. Jesus told the crowd 
that she was asleep. That’s the same thing He would tell His disciples about 
Lazarus in John 11:11.

The Gentle Jesus (5:40–41)

5:40. After Jesus put the mourners all out of the house, He had the girl’s 
parents and Peter, James, and John go into where the twelve-year-old girl lay.

5:41. In this verse is one of the most beautiful scenes in all of Scripture. Je-
sus took the little girl by her hand, and like a dad rousing his daughter from 
sleep in the early morning, He said in Aramaic, “Talitha, kum!” … “Little girl, 
I say to you, get up!” In our vernacular, it would be, “Baby girl, it’s time to get 
up.” Why the Aramaic? It was the common household language of the day. 
The mom and dad understood perfectly.

The Impossible Happens (5:42)

The little twelve-year-old girl heard the voice of Jesus and immediately got 
up and began to walk around. We don’t know how long she had been ill, but 
it must have felt wonderful to get out of that bed. Oh, what must have been 
going through the parents’ minds. To say the very least, they were over-
whelmed, overjoyed, and overcome by what God had done through His Son, 
Jesus.
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Jesus’ Strange Request (5:43)

Can you imagine being told not to tell anyone what they had just seen? But 
Jesus was adamant. His ministry had just begun, and He wasn’t ready for the 
full weight of who He was to be made known. It was okay in Decapolis, but it 
was not time in Capernaum. Almost as an addendum to the story, Jesus told 
the parents to feed her. Nothing missed the Master’s eye. The little girl was 
hungry after a trying ordeal.

Focusing on the Meaning

Jesus dealt with the danger that we often feel when we are in a storm in our 
lives by calming the sea (Mark 4). Jesus dealt with the demonic world with 
which we wrestle (Mart 5:1–20). In our lesson today, Jesus dealt with death. 
Next week, our lesson will talk how Jesus dealt with disease. Mark walked us 
through how our faith in Christ can help us face and find victory in the worst 
of circumstances. Our world is a place where people have lost hope. Ruined 
families and ruined lives are literally all around us. Our borders are being 
flooded by illegal aliens coming into Texas by the thousands every day. We 
may have different political views about the border crisis, but we can agree 
that there are many people who need Jesus. More than ever before, we need 
to bring our resources to bear and our love to bear to get the good news to 
everyone. With that being said, only Jesus can calm the storm, only Jesus can 
defeat the demons, only Jesus can deal with death and dying. Our Lord is the 
Great Physician. Give them Jesus. Give them hope. Encourage their faith in 
Christ. Be the light in this very dark world. Jesus is the only Hope we have. 
Jesus is the only Hope we need.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the following quote: “Pain insists upon being attended to. God 
whispers to us in our pleasures … but shouts in our pain; it is His mega-
phone to rouse a deaf world.” As students arrive, direct them to consid-
er the quote and think of examples of how God might be found in each 
activity (pleasure or pain).

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Once class begins, allow responses to be shared. After a few moments, 
direct students to the lesson’s Main Idea. Have students contrast how 
those without Christ manage painful moments of life versus those who 
have a relationship with Christ. Allow time for volunteers to share re-
al-life examples, if possible.

	 3.	 Lead in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to comfort those present who 
might be experiencing pain in their lives and to sensitize students to 
the pain in the lives of those in their close relationships.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Provide a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, reminding stu-
dents that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency of kingdom action. Re-
peat the Main Idea and emphasize that today’s lesson shows how Christ 
brings hope to a normally hopeless situation.

	 5.	 Read Mark 5:21–23. Use material from the sidebar “Jairus’ Role in the 
Synagogue” from the Study Guide to provide cultural background infor-
mation on the synagogue. Have students answer the following ques-
tions:

		  •	� What obstacles does Jairus overcome to approach Jesus? Why do you 
think so?
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		  •	� How are the actions of Jairus different from the Roman centurion in 
Luke 7:1–10?

		  •	 When you pray for someone who is sick, how do you pray?

		  •	 Is a desperate faith a reliable faith? Why or why not?

	 6.	 Read Mark 5:35–40a then form discussion groups of 3–4 people. Have 
the groups discuss these questions:

		  •	� Jesus was interrupted traveling to Jairus’ house. How did the inter-
ruption appear to have affected Jairus? How would this affect your 
patience?

		  •	� Contrast the faith of Jairus with that of the people from his house 
(5:35). How are they different?

		  •	� What encouragement did Jesus give to Jairus? (Use the Study Guide 
to comment upon the imperative nature of Jesus’ words.)

		  •	� Compare Mark 5:35 with 5:39. When faced with a difficult situation, 
whose words do we listen to, the mourners or Jesus?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Allow groups to share their findings, then read Mark 5:40b–43. Have 
groups discuss these prompts:

		  •	� How could Jesus treat this girl as He did? (See Romans 4:17.)

		  •	� Why do you think Jesus instructed the family as He did?

		  •	� Compare Jairus’ faith when he first approached Jesus (Mark 5:21–
23) with his faith at the end of the chapter. Does it change? If so, 
what makes the difference?

		  •	� Describe the difference between having faith and having faith in Je-
sus. Which one of the two best describes you today?

		  •	� How do Jesus’ actions further reveal the kingdom of God? (Highlight 
that Jesus possibly wanted to avoid any public response to the mir-
acle that might have interfered with His proclamation of the king-
dom.)
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			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Display the following statement: “Grieving with hope is possible when 
_____.” Allow students a few moments to consider the statement, then 
ask them:

		  •	� How would you respond to a co-worker or friend who tells you that 
they have lost hope with a situation in their lives? What advice would 
you give from today’s lesson?

		  •	� How would you respond to a friend who says they have been praying 
over a difficult situation and it appears that God is not going to an-
swer. What advice would you give from today’s lesson?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 9.	 Direct students to the sidebar “Grieving With Hope” from the Study 
Guide, and provide a 45-second summary of it, emphasizing the need 
for personal preparation. Encourage the class to internalize and, when 
possible, share the hope that is found in walking through all moments 
of life with Christ.

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking Jesus for bringing hope to our lives today and 
for eternity.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the following statement: “When I get interrupted, I feel ______.” 
As students arrive, have them consider the statement and fill in the 
blank. Once all students are present, allow a few minutes for responses 
to be shared.
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			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Direct the class to the lesson’s Main Idea. Explain to the class that in-
terruptions will occur, but we can be prepared for them by focusing on 
Christ. Emphasize that today’s lesson shows how Christ provides hope 
in a normally hopeless situation.

	 3.	 Lead in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to speak clearly through God’s 
Word to empower the class to share the hope that is found in Jesus.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Provide a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, reminding 
students that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency of kingdom action. 
Read Mark 5:21–23, then use material from the sidebar “Jairus’ Role 
in the Synagogue” from the Study Guide to provide background on the 
synagogue. Ask for responses to the following questions:

		  •	� In our study of Mark, what did Jesus show authority over? (Respons-
es may include demons/spirits, nature, etc.)

		  •	� How easy is it for you to ask someone for help? How easy do you 
think it was for Jairus to ask for help?

		  •	� What obstacles would Jairus have to overcome to get to Jesus?

		  •	� What can we learn about humility from Jairus coming to Jesus for 
help? (cf. 2 Samuel 22:7; Jeremiah 33:3)

	 5.	 Read Mark 5:35–40 and have the class respond to the following prompts:

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: Jesus allowed Himself to be delayed in getting to 
Jairus’ house. (See John 11:4 for insight into what some may see as 
“delays.”)

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: Fear can keep us from experiencing God’s power.

			�   (Use comments from the Study Guide to help guide discussion sur-
rounding Jesus’ admonition in Mark 5:36.)

		  •	� Why do you think Jesus restricted all of the people from following 
Him to the house exccept Peter, James, and John?
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			   (Remind students of Jesus’ words in Mark 4:21–22.)

		  •	� When Jesus tells us one thing, and people around us say something 
else, which one do we believe? Why do you think this is the case?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Using material from the Study Guide, prepare a 30-second talk on griev-
ing during Jesus’ time on earth (see also John 11:19, 31–36). Using the 
sidebar “Grieving With Hope” from the Study Guide, have a student pre-
pare a 30-second contrasting view of grieving through the perspective 
of the New Testament, following Jesus’ resurrection.

	 7.	 Read Mark 5:41–43 and use comments from the Study Guide to explain 
Mark’s use of Aramaic words. Ask students for responses to the follow-
ing:

		  •	� Who witnessed the girl being raised from the dead? Why was this 
significant?

		  •	� Why do you think Jesus wanted them to give the girl something to 
eat?

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Direct students to the case study in the sidebar “Grieving With Hope” 
in the Study Guide. Have them silently read it, then allow volunteers to 
respond. Ask, What is there from today’s lesson that could bring hope to 
Jairus or others?

	 9.	 Ask, When you approach Jesus for help, do you come to Him like Jairus? Why 
or why not?

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking God for the hope we have in life because of 
Jesus’ death and resurrection.

NOTES

	 1	 C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (1940; repr. San Francisco, CA: HarperSan-
Francisco, 2001), 91.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Content

In lessons 4, 5, and 6, we saw Jesus deal with despair. In Mark 4:35–41, we 
hear the disciples ask Jesus, “Don’t you care that we perish?” In Mark 5:1–20, 
the demoniac cried out “What business do you have with me, Jesus, Son of 
the Most High God?” In Mark 5:21–23, 35–43, Jairus said, “My little daugh-
ter is at the point of death.” And in Mark 5:21–34, the woman with the is-
sue of blood said, “If I just touch His garment, I will get well.” Each of these 
statements had a great deal of despair in it. Jesus’ calm “fear not” demeanor 
pervaded each story. Each place that Jesus went was calm when He left. The 
storms ceased; hearts were healed.

In our world, despair is still holding sway in the hearts of so many. We 
fear many things. We worry about so many things. The context of this lesson 
is certainly part of the fabric of our lives. So many live in quiet desperation: 
health, finances, relationships, aging, careers, family, and many, many other 
things. Perhaps you are praying for just such a person in your class or depart-
ment. “For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love 
and discipline” (2 Timothy 1:7). This lesson may allow Jesus to pass through 
your class. Who knows who will reach out to touch Him with faith, desperate 
faith? This desperate world still agrees with the Greeks who told the disciples, 
“Sir, we wish to see Jesus” (John 12:20–21).

Interpreting the Scriptures

A Desperate Woman (5:25–26)

For twelve long years, this poor woman had a disease that made her unable 
to worship in a synagogue or the court of women in the Temple of Jerusa-
lem (Leviticus 15:25–27). She was considered unclean, and therefore, had no 
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friends. Many of the “cures” of the day were mere superstitions. Mark made 
sure that we know she had spent all of her resources on doctors and would-
be doctors to no avail, but she only grew worse over the years. Senior adults 
often find themselves spending much of their time going to doctors.

I’m sure that, like the Apostle Paul, she had prayed to God for healing. 
Paul repeated his prayer three times (2 Corinthians 12:7–10), but to no avail. 
God told Paul he was going to have to live with his condition. The Lord told 
Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you.” The woman in our text probably prayed 
many times a day with seemingly no answer. The good news is that, like the 
man who was born blind that Jesus encountered (John 9:1–3), the reason for 
the woman’s sickness was so the works of God might be manifested in her. 
Her healing was no accident. It’s hard to imagine all the joy she felt and the 
peace she had thereafter. She could return to a normal life. She could worship 
with her friends. She could be part of her family again. She would no longer 
be spending all of her money on false hopes.

Faith With Nothing to Lose (5:27–29)

Many people who have had illnesses that were seemingly uncurable have been 
driven by their desperation to go to so-called faith healers. I most certainly 
believe that the Bible teaches faith healing (James 5:15). I do not believe in 
faith healers. Miracles like we see in our text accompany a new work of God. 
Jesus was setting up His kingdom, and miracles undergirded His right to do 
so. Miracles proved that the apostles were the followers of Jesus who were 
responsible to spread the gospel to the known world and establish Christ’s 
Church. Even in the times of the apostles, there were charlatans claiming to 
have healing power (Matthew 24:23–25). If you are sick, call upon the ma-
ture, faithful men and women of your church and ask them to pray. I have 
seen God honor such faith on many occasions. God is in the prayer-answer-
ing business.

The woman in our text had heard about Jesus. Perhaps she had friends 
who had been healed by Jesus. Evidently, she believed that Jesus had the 
power to heal her. At this point, her faith rose to a new level. She believed 
that she needed only to touch His clothes. She would rather no one know she 
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was there. She knew the crowd, and the crowd knew her. If they had known 
she was there, they would have shrunk away from her and embarrassed her 
even more. She came quietly to Him from behind Him, making her way care-
fully through the crowd. She touched the “border” of His garment. We must 
pause to wonder if the garment she touched was that same seamless coat 
that the soldiers would cast lots for at the foot of the cross. The power of God 
moved through that garment and reached all the way back to her. Immediate-
ly, she was healed. She knew beyond the shadow of a doubt she was healed. 
The closest I can come to understanding what she felt was when, as a boy, I 
prayed to receive Christ and knew I had been forgiven, I had been saved, and 
I was now a child of the King. What an incredible moment it must have been 
in this woman’s life.

Our Faith Touches God (5:30–34)

Immediately, Jesus knew that someone had exercised their faith and touched 
Him. Our Lord was supremely in touch with all that was happening around 
Him. The key to the power of God is faith. “For  by grace you have been 
saved through faith” (Ephesians 2:8). “And He said to them, “Because of your 
meager faith; for truly I say to you,  if you have faith the size of a mustard 
seed, you will say to  this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will 
move; and nothing will be impossible for you” (Matthew 17:20–21). Jesus 
knew what had happened, but He asked a seemingly unanswerable question, 
“Who touched My garments?” The disciples were astonished at His question. 
But Jesus looked for the person who had exercised their faith. In Hebrews 
11:6, we are told “without faith it is impossible to please Him.” Faith, true 
faith, always pleases God. It is no wonder that Jesus would not go on until 
He beheld the person who had exhibited such true faith. It seems He stood 
there waiting until she finally came forward. Jesus is moving deliberately. He 
will not miss nor allow others to miss the importance of this moment. You 
are important to Jesus. You do not bother Him when you bring Him your 
requests.

The woman finally stepped forward. She was afraid. She was trembling. I 
can only imagine what it’s going to be like someday to see my Savior face to 
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face and to fall at His feet and worship Him who died for me that I might be 
healed, saved, and to be His child forever. Don’t you want to talk to Him? She 
began to try to tell Him everything that had happened. But after she had ex-
plained to Him all that He already knew, He said to her, “Daughter, your faith 
has made you well; go in peace and be cured of your disease.” Once again, the 
peace of the Lord had stilled the storm. How often have we come to Jesus and 
found Him ready to hear our heart’s desire? Why do we wait to pray?

Was she born again? Jesus called her “daughter.” The people in the crowd 
would have understood the term to be kind and gentle. You and I understand 
that she was now and forevermore, a child of the King. He said, “your faith 
has made you well; go in peace.” The desperation is gone from her, but the 
faith inside her will live forever. The sickness was temporary, but the healing 
is forever.

Focusing on the Meaning

Faith is an incredible thing. Years ago, we held a Crusade for Christ in Puerto 
Ayacucho, Venezuela. It was the rainy season when they normally get over 
200 inches of rain in a four-month time period. That particular year, the rain 
was especially heavy. The Orinoco River was out of its bounds. As it hap-
pened, the crusade was to be held in a soccer arena. The stadium was almost 
without any shelter. People from First Baptist Church of San Angelo had giv-
en their time and money in faith so the people of Puerto Ayacucho might 
hear the gospel. The event was an outgrowth of the partnership that Tex-
as Baptists had with the National Baptist Convention of Venezuela. An old 
friend, Paul Lozuk, had been our point man. Paul’s administrative guidance 
and the power of the Holy Spirit were leading us onward. The first night the 
crowd began to gather but so did a bank of black clouds. As we got closer to 
starting time, it began to shower lightly, and then heavier. Most of the peo-
ple in that town did not have cars. If the rain had persisted, our crowd would 
simply have walked home. I must admit that my faith was weak, and I felt a 
bit of desperation. I sat down on a concrete barrier that separated the soccer 
field from the running track. I put my head in my hands and began to pray. 
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My faith was small, but I told the Lord that, though we had put everything we 
had into this crusade, it was His crusade, and He could certainly wash it out if 
He so chose. I surrendered my will to His. When I lifted my head, the clouds 
were parting, and God gave us the most beautiful double rainbow I ever saw. 
He did the same thing three nights in a row. Of the 13,000 that attended each 
night, we saw about 6,000 souls saved. Our evangelist, Carlos Valenzuela, 
and I will never forget the power of a desperate faith!
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the following question: “What’s the strangest question you’ve 
ever been asked?” As students arrive, direct them to the question and 
allow them to discuss it with others.

			   Once class begins, have volunteers share their comments. State that 
sometimes life can force us to ask questions that are strange or unbe-
lievable. In our study today, in the midst of someone’s suffering, we see 
that Jesus asked one such question. Direct attention to the Main Idea 
and remind students that where Jesus is, there is hope.

	 2.	 Open in prayer, asking God for the courage to reach for Jesus’ hand 
during the uncomfortable moments in our lives.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Provide a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, reminding stu-
dents that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency of kingdom action.

	 4.	 Read Mark 5:24–26, then form discussion groups of 3–4 people. Have 
them brainstorm responses to the following prompts:

		  •	� What can be learned about the woman from this passage? (cf. Levit-
icus 15:25–30)

		  •	� How do you think she felt during those twelve years? What doubts 
about God do you think she may have felt?

		  •	� Why do you think God allowed her to suffer for so long? Isn’t He 
supposed to be merciful? (Use Romans 8:18, 28; 2 Corinthians 12:9 
to help guide discussion.)
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		  •	� How often does trust in human/conventional wisdom profit a per-
son? How does it compare to the foolishness of God? (See 1 Corinthi-
ans 1:27.)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at qww.gc2press.org.)

	 5.	 Provide a few minutes for groups to share their findings with the class, 
then read Mark 5:27–29. Using the sidebar “The Edge of His Cloak” in 
the Study Guide, provide a short presentation of Jesus’ garment and 
have groups consider the following prompts:

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: The woman was desperate to approach Jesus.

		  •	� Compare and contrast the approach of Jairus and this unnamed 
woman as they come to Jesus.

		  •	� How would you characterize her faith when she first approached 
Jesus? Did you think anything would change after she encounterd 
Him?

		  •	� What might she have heard that caused her to seek out Jesus? (cf. 
Mark 4:41; Mark 5:20)

		  •	� Aside from the physical relief she received; what other benefits might 
have occurred for the woman? (responses may include a return to 
social activity, the ability to remain ritually clean for worship, etc.)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Allow responses to be shared and then read Mark 5:30–34. Remind stu-
dents of the Main Idea and have them discuss the following:

		  •	� True or False: Jesus would not be concerned about public opinion if 
He could point someone to the kingdom of God.

		  •	� True or False: The disciples’ reaction in 5:31 indicates they were more 
concerned about finishing a task (getting to Jarius’ house) than help-
ing someone in need.

		  •	� Agree or Disagree: Many Christians today are more concerned with 
finishing a task than seeing those around them in need.
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		  •	� Explain Jesus’ comments in Mark 5:34. How could the woman’s faith 
“make her well?”

	 7.	 Using the sidebar “Having a Desperate Faith” in the Study Guide, lead 
students in a discussion that suffering can be a time to experience a 
growing faith. Include in the discussion the meaning of the “peace” Je-
sus spoke over the desperate woman. Help students see the blessing of 
a complete wholeness before God.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 How has suffering in your life shaped your understanding of God? How 
has it affected your faith, if at all?

	 9.	 What difference would it have made for the desperate woman if she had 
casually touched Jesus as opposed to her desperate grab of the edge of 
His cloak?

	 10.	 Direct students to the Question to Explore and then have them consid-
er:

		  •	� In what area of your life are you suffering and only asking for Jesus’ 
help casually?

		  •	� How would your prayer life be different if you approached Jesus more 
desperately?

	 11.	� Close in prayer, thanking Jesus for the peace He brings into the chaos of 
our lives.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display the following phrase: “That one time I was at my wits’ end...” As 
students arrive, direct them to consider the phrase and remember an 
example from their life. When all students are present, allow volunteers 
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to share moments when they felt stretched to their limit by some cir-
cumstance or event.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Direct students to the Main Idea and help them see that even though 
we will face difficult and stressful seasons in life. Whether it’s a finan-
cial burden, opposition to sharing our faith, relational difficulties, or 
health-related issues, following Jesus by faith can strengthen us to nav-
igate through such times.

	 3.	 Lead in prayer, asking the Holy Spirit to prepare the hearts of the class 
to receive His Word.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Provide a 30-second recap of the previous week’s lesson, reminding stu-
dents that Mark’s gospel highlights the urgency of kingdom action.

	 5.	 Read Mark 5:24b–28. Ask the class to listen for answers to these ques-
tions:

		  •	� What does this passage reveal about the types of people who need 
Jesus? What about this chapter?

		  •	� Describe how being ceremonially unclean might have affected this 
woman (see Leviticus 15:19ff and Luke 8:43). How would being un-
able to attend corporate worship affect you?

		  •	� What might she have heard that caused her to seek out Jesus? (cf. 
Mark 4:41; Mark 5:20)

		  •	� Why do you think she only wanted to touch “even His garments?”

	 6.	 Have a student who likes to research use the sidebar “The Edge of His 
Cloak” in the Study Guide to give a 30-second presentation on the topic 
of ritual purity. Then ask:

		  •	� What do you think motivated the woman to approach Jesus in this 
way … humility, or embarrassment? Why do you think so?
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		  •	� Does this encounter indicate that a casual knowledge/interaction 
with Jesus is sufficient for someone today? Explain your answer.

	 7.	 Read Mark 5:29–34 and ask students to respond to the following 
prompts:

		  •	� Why do you think Jesus responded as He did? Wasn’t He aware of all 
things?

		  •	� How would you describe the emotional tone of the disciples’ ques-
tion in verse 31?

		  •	� Why was the woman afraid as she came closer to Jesus?

		  •	� What provided the healing for the woman, her faith (in Jesus) or her 
works (touching His garment)?

		  •	� Describe the peace with which Jesus blessed the woman. How is it 
different from the peace of the world?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Consider the three healings in Mark 5; with which do you most identi-
fy? Why is that the case? Is there a sense of desperation in your need 
that drives you to Jesus, or are you more likely to try to gain a sense of 
“peace” on your own?

	 9.	 Direct students to the sidebar “Having a Desperate Faith” in the Study 
Guide. Allow them to read it silently and encourage them to apply its 
steps to circumstances in their lives. Ask them to consider quietly:

		  •	� Is there something in your life today that has you desperate for a 
solution?

		  •	� Have you taken that to Jesus in faith, believing that He will help you? 
If not, what is keeping you from reaching out to Him? Is it more ef-
fective or stronger than Him?

	 10.	 Close in prayer, thanking Jesus for His power and willingness to allow 
us to come to Him in our time of suffering.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Scholars generally agree our text is a turning point in the gospel of Mark. 
Chapters 1–5 tell of Jesus’ ministry around the Sea of Galilee, chapters 6–9 
describe His ministry further into Galilee, while chapters 10–13 center on 
His work in Judea. As chapter 6 begins, it appears Mark started to focus on 
the question of Jesus’ identity. This focus culminates in 8:27–30, in which Je-
sus quizzed His followers about who He was. Peter responded by confessing 
his faith that Jesus was the Messiah.

Matthew (13:54–58) places Jesus’ rejection in His hometown later in His 
ministry. Luke (4:16–30) places it at the beginning of His public ministry, im-
mediately after His temptation in the wilderness. This leads some scholars to 
suggest that Jesus’ hometown rejected Him twice. But this explanation is un-
necessary because sometimes the Gospels vary in their sequences of events 
in Jesus’ ministry. Their sequences reflect truths they wanted to communi-
cate about Jesus. For example, when Luke put this story at the beginning of 
Jesus’ public ministry, he was able to place Jesus’ quotation of Isaiah 61:1–2 
as the theme of all that followed.

Mark placed the story of Jesus’ rejection at His hometown after a series 
of stunning miracles. In 4:35–41, Jesus commanded the winds and waves by 
calming a storm. In 5:1–20, He restored a demon-possessed man by casting 
his demon into a herd of pigs. In 5:21–43, Jesus raised a dead girl and healed 
a sick woman. This last miracle was especially dramatic and led to the con-
clusion that Jesus was someone special. Ironically, He was able to do only a 
few of these things in His hometown because the people there lacked faith 
in Him.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Jesus Returns Home (6:1–3)

6:1. The literal translation of this verse is that Jesus left the area of the Sea of 
Galilee and went “to His own country.” Those who first read Mark would have 
known that this was a reference to Nazareth. The author may have used this 
imprecise term to show his Gentile readers that most Jews rejected Jesus. 
He may have also used it in anticipation of verse 4, in which Jesus used the 
same word to say that only in their own countries (hometowns) are prophets 
without honor.

Nazareth still exists today and is a center of culture, politics, religion, and 
business for the Arab citizens of Israel. In Jesus’ time, it was in the Roman 
province of Galilee. Archeological evidence suggests that it may have had a 
population of only about 500. If this is true, it adds to the idea that those in 
the synagogue likely knew Jesus well. If you’ve ever lived in a town that size, 
you know everybody knows everybody.

Jewish literature doesn’t mention Nazareth until about the third centu-
ry A.D. This suggests that people didn’t consider it significant. In addition 
to being considered insignificant, Nazareth may have had a bad reputation. 
We read Nathanael’s skeptical remark in John 1:46, “Nazareth! Can anything 
good come from there?” On the other hand, his opinion may have only re-
flected the idea that it was too unimportant to be the hometown of anyone 
of note.

6:2. Jesus’ custom was to teach in synagogues on the Sabbath. Each syna-
gogue had a leader or ruler (see Mark 5:22), and it appears that if the ruler 
wished, he could ask someone to speak. Jesus’ reputation had preceded Him, 
as the people of Nazareth had already heard about things He had said and 
done. Knowing this, the synagogue ruler probably asked Jesus to speak.

They were “amazed” at His teachings. That’s what the text says. But the 
questions they asked suggest they were not amazed in a good way! They ques-
tioned both His wisdom and mighty works. People of that time regarded wis-
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dom and mighty works as the inner and outer manifestations of God’s Spirit. 
They doubted that God’s Spirit was operating in Jesus. In this small town, 
everybody knew everybody. They had seen Jesus grow up, and apparently, He 
had never given any indication of having such gifts.

Again, their questioning of His mighty works seems especially ironic, giv-
en Mark’s description of the mighty works Jesus performed prior to this trip 
to Nazareth.

6:3. Mark said that the people of Nazareth referred to Jesus as “the car-
penter,” while Matthew 13:55 says they referred to Him as “the carpenter’s 
son.” This isn’t a real discrepancy because Jesus would have been both. In 
those days, fathers passed on their trades to their sons. Since Jesus started 
His public ministry around age 30 (see Luke 3:23), He probably worked as a 
carpenter in Nazareth for a long time. While carpentry was a worthy trade, 
it was a common one. To the people of His hometown, Jesus was simply the 
village carpenter, not a person who could do and say the things He had re-
portedly done and said.

The fact that Mark referred to Jesus as “Mary’s son” suggests that by this 
time Joseph had died. Joseph doesn’t appear in any of the narratives about 
Jesus as an adult.

The Gospels refer to Jesus’ sisters only here and in Matthew 13:56. Nei-
ther reference supplies their names. This probably reflects the low status of 
women at the time. Mark 6:3; 3:31–35, Matthew 13:55, and John 7:3–5, 10, 
refer to his brothers. Paul (1 Corinthians 9:5) referred to “Lord’s brothers” 
doing missionary work. Mark 3:20–21, 31–35 mentions that Jesus’ mother 
and brothers came to see Him, apparently with the aim of taking Him home. 
John 7:5 mentions that His brothers didn’t believe Him.

Jesus’ brother James became a leader in the church at Jerusalem (see 
Acts 15:13; Galatians 1:19). James is also the traditional author of the New 
Testament letter of James. Church tradition testifies that he was the third 
known martyr in the church, after Stephen and James the brother of John.

In Greek, the word used for “offense” is the root for our word “scandalize.” 
Its literal meaning is “cause to stumble.” The people of Jesus’ hometown were 
stumbling over the idea that He could be anything more than a carpenter.
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A Prophet Without Honor (6:4–6)

6:4. Both Mark and Matthew (13:57) said Jesus responded to the people’s 
doubt with a quotation from a current proverb, “Only in their own towns, 
among their relatives and in their own homes are prophets without honor.” 
(Also, see John 4:44.) Though Jesus accepted the title “prophet,” He was 
much more than that. The phrase “in his own home” is especially poignant, 
given the fact that Jesus’ own family doubted him.

Jesus’ words were ironic, in that the people of His hometown should 
have been the first to experience the blessings of His ministry. But they re-
fused to seek and receive them. They also reflect sadness and lament. These 
were people He had known growing up. They were people for whom He cared 
and with whom He was close. Yet they closed their hearts and minds to Him.

6:5–6a. In many accounts of Jesus’ acts of healing, it doesn’t appear that 
faith of the overall community was required for healing to take place. (See 
Mark 5:31–43.) So, it doesn’t seem that His power to heal was contingent 
on the faith of the people around Him. In other words, it doesn’t seem to 
have been the case that people who sought healing were unable to receive it 
because of the lack of faith in the community.

So, what was happening here? It could have been that because of the lack 
of faith in Nazareth, few people sought healing. They didn’t believe Jesus 
could perform such acts. So, few miracles happened there. The inability or 
unwillingness of His own people to trust in Him limited His work among 
them.

Though Jesus had divine knowledge, He could be amazed or marvel at 
things. He marveled at the lack of faith in a place where He expected to find 
it. Not only among the Jews at large but also among His own townspeople.

Verse 6b goes with the account that follows.

Focusing on the Meaning

Familiarity breeds contempt. On one hand, we can become so familiar with 
something dangerous, we don’t take adequate precautions. That sometimes 
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happens with aircraft pilots, ship captains, and others. On the other hand, 
we can take something or someone near us for granted. We often do that in 
our families. Over the years, we can forget we are precious gifts to each other.

Familiarity can also breed contempt spiritually. We attend worship and 
Bible study week after week, singing and praying with our brothers and sis-
ters in Christ. But in the routine of it all, we lose grasp of God’s wonder.

Today’s text reminds us first that Christ calls us to have faith. Not just be-
lief. Faith. Faith involves trust and commitment. In Luke 18:8b, Jesus asks, 
“When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?” This is what He 
is looking for more than anything. Hebrews 11:6 declares, “Without faith it 
is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe 
that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” Faith is 
essential to our relationships with Christ.

Second, when we have faith, we find God’s blessing and power. If we don’t 
have faith, we miss them. We become like the people of Nazareth. We don’t 
seek these things because we don’t believe God will supply them.

Third, through faith we see God work out His purposes in the everyday 
and mundane. Jesus seemed only to be the village carpenter. But He was far 
more than that. The children your church teaches in Sunday school seem only 
to be common kids from the neighborhood. But they are much more than 
that. The poor your church ministers to in its community seem only to be the 
poor. But they are much more than that.

People say, “Seeing is believing.” But it’s also true that “believing is see-
ing.” Through faith, we see things we never saw before.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Before class, prepare pictures of people in various jobs: contractor, 
plumber, pilot, and doctor. As your group walks in, ask them to look at 
and think about the pictures.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Ask the class members to think about the pictures and discuss the fol-
lowing questions:

		  •	� What do each of these individuals do?

		  •	� How do they interact with others?

		  •	� What do they all have in common? (Hint: They are only able to help 
when others trust them to help.)

		  •	� Is Jesus similar to these individuals in any way? (Hint: Jesus is able 
to help those who trust in Him.)

	 3.	 Read the Study Aim for this lesson. Then, discuss how our faith in Jesus 
allows Him to help us like our trust in the previously mentioned indi-
viduals allows them to help us.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Quickly give a summary of the previous lesson, emphasizing the mira-
cles Jesus performed due to the faith of Jairus and the woman. Then, 
read Mark 6:1–6 and have your class discuss what the difference is be-
tween Jesus’ actions in these two passages.
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	 5.	 Split your class into groups of two or three people and ask them to dis-
cuss why Jesus did not perform many miracles while in Nazareth. Use 
the following prompts:

		  •	� Did the people of Nazareth do something to keep Jesus from per-
forming miracles?

		  •	� Was Jesus actually unable to perform miracles?

		  •	� How does Jesus’ action relate to our faith?

			   After allowing your groups to discuss for some time, have them share 
their findings with the rest of the class.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Prepare a piece of paper with Hebrews 11:6 written on it for each group. 
Have them now spend time discussing what it looks like to please God 
with our faith and how He will reward us according to our faith. Have 
them discuss the following:

		  •	� What does faith mean? (Feel free to have them look this up on what-
ever devices or resources they have available.)

		  •	� What does it look like to have faith in God? (Hint: This is more than 
believing in God but involves trusting in Him as well.)

		  •	� What does it mean for us to be rewarded?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Direct your class back to the focal passage, specifically verse six. Discuss 
with them how Jesus was shocked at the unbelief of the people in His 
hometown. Explain that the people were caught up in viewing Him as a 
common man, the “son of Mary.” Emphasize that the people’s inability 
to see Jesus for who He really was, led them not to witness His working 
in their lives.
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Encourage Application

	 8.	 Have your class take a minute to think about how they view Jesus. 
Then, after a few moments, have them share what their conception of 
Jesus is like. Have them be specific, expecting a variety of responses. 
If your group is struggling to come up with responses, you can use the 
following questions to prompt ideas:

		  •	� Who is Jesus?

		  •	� What was Jesus’ life like?

		  •	� What was Jesus’ purpose?

		  •	� How do I relate to Jesus?

	 9.	 After everyone shares, explain that it is important for us to understand 
who Jesus really is (you can go deeper into this idea if the group’s an-
swers did not already lead there) and why it is important for us to trust 
in Him. Have your group finish by writing down a specific area in which 
they can further trust Jesus in their lives.

	 10.	 Close the time in prayer, asking God to help the class in trusting Him 
fully.

DISCUSSION

Connect With Life

	 1.	 After the members of your class have arrived, begin your time splitting 
them into pairs and having them discuss what they think of when they 
hear the word faith. Give them a few minutes to discuss, then ask for a 
few volunteers to share what their group has discussed.

	 2.	 Offer a brief explanation of what faith is. Explain that it is more than 
just believing in something, but that it also means to place one’s trust in 
that thing or person. Share that faith is vital to all aspects of life, from 
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having faith that our technology continues working, faith that other 
driver’s will drive safely on the road, and faith that the doctor’s know 
what they are doing whenever we are sick.

	 3.	 Transition this idea of faith into today’s lesson by stating the main idea 
for this lesson: We honor God with our faith and obedience. Provide a quick 
overview of the story in Mark 6:1–6 saying, While we are supposed to live 
with a strong faith in Jesus, the people of Nazareth lacked this faith and saw 
very few miracles as a result. Today, we are going to look at why the people of 
Nazareth lacked faith and also why Jesus performed very few miracles there.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Provide a short review of the previous lesson, specifically highlighting 
the faith that Jairus and the woman dealing with bleeding exhibited. 
Then, read Mark 6:1–6 and prepare your class for discussion. Use the 
following prompts to help guide you:

		  •	� How did Jairus and the woman dealing with bleeding show faith in 
Jesus?

		  •	� What kept the people in Nazareth from having true faith in Jesus?

		  •	� What were the differences in Jesus’ responses in these stories?

	 5.	 Explain that while Jesus was able to perform miracles, He did not be-
cause of the lack of belief among the people. Connect this with the Main 
Idea of the lesson by saying, The people of Nazareth did not honor Jesus 
with their faith. Because of this, Jesus did not work as He would when people 
express faith in Him.

	 6.	 Now read Hebrews 11:6. Explain that our faith is pleasing to God. Also, 
emphasize that faith goes past mere belief in something, but requires a 
level of trust as well. You can connect this back with the earlier illustra-
tion concerning how we have to trust others for them to help us. Show 
that our faith leads to us being rewarded. Say, This does not mean we will 
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be financially prosperous, but we will be rewarded by experiencing the work 
of God in our lives.

	 7.	 Direct your class back to the focal passage, specifically verse 6. Discuss 
with them the idea that Jesus was astonished by the people’s lack of 
faith. Explain that this lack of faith stemmed from their incorrect view 
of who Jesus was (their understanding of Jesus was that He was a car-
penter, the son of a human woman, and the brother of human children). 
The people were unable to see Jesus as the divine Messiah, and as such 
were not able to have the proper faith in Him.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Ask your class to share how they view Jesus. Have them be specific and 
try to have them explain how their understanding affects their faith in 
Jesus. Use the following prompts to help discussion:

		  •	� Who is Jesus?

		  •	� What did Jesus do?

		  •	� What was Jesus’ life like?

		  •	� What was the purpose of Jesus coming to earth?

		  •	� How does this affect my faith in Jesus?

	 9.	 Explain that it is important for us to understand who Jesus truly is so 
we can have the proper faith in Him (you can elaborate on this if the an-
swers to the previous discussion did not hit the mark). Encourage each 
member of your group to identify one specific area in their life in which 
they can have a greater faith and reliance on Jesus.

	 10.	 End your time in prayer, asking God to strengthen the faith of each 
member of your group.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

As we saw last week, Mark 6 is a turning point in the gospel that extends 
through chapter 9. As the section describes Jesus’ deeper ministry into Gali-
lee, it explores Jesus’ identity, focusing on the question Jesus raised in Mark 
8:27, “Who do people say I am?”

Jesus chose His disciples so He could train them to carry on His work 
after His death and resurrection. We’ve seen this training in prior chapters. 
Each day, as the disciples lived with Jesus, ate with Him, traveled with Him, 
and more, they observed everything He did and said. Through their daily in-
teraction, Jesus formed them in faith.

This week’s text shows how Jesus progressed their training by making 
them learn by doing. It was something like sports. Practice, conditioning, 
and study are all great. But the greatest learning happens in the experience 
of being in a game. In Mark 6:7–13, we see Jesus as someone like a coach 
who trains His players and sends them into the game. By doing so, He would 
prepare them to continue His mission in the early church.

Itinerant teachers and preachers were common in Jesus’ time. Pagan 
preachers traveled the countryside, carrying little with them as they went. 
Pairs of Jews went out as well. Their mission was usually to collect alms.

We can divide this text into four sections: (1) The commissioning of the 
disciples (6:7), (2) instruction concerning what to take and what not to take 
with them (6:8–9), (3) instruction on what to do when they are welcomed 
and when they are rejected (6:10–11), and (4) a summary of their mission 
work (6:12–13).
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Two By Two (6:7–10)

6:7. Jesus determined it was time to expand His ministry. So, He sent the 
Twelve into the Galilean countryside to preach to its towns and villages. Mark 
3:14 noted that Jesus had this purpose in mind for them from the time He 
called them. Jesus sent them on this preaching tour to be missionaries. This 
sending is reflected in the meaning of the Greek title of their office, apostoli, 
(apostles), which means “those sent out.”

The idea of sending them out by twos may go back to the Old Testament 
law requiring the testimony of two witnesses to establish the truth (see Deu-
teronomy 17:6; 19:15; Numbers 35:30). The early church sent missionaries in 
pairs as well. At first, Barnabas and Paul (Saul) were sent (Acts 13:1ff). Later, 
Paul and Silas, and Barnabas and John Mark (Acts 15:39–41).

Mark did not specifically mention that Jesus commissioned them to 
preach, but he noted that they preached (see verse 12). He did mention that 
Jesus gave them authority over evil or unclean spirits. This means they could 
exorcise demons.

6:8. This account of Jesus’ instructions differs from Matthew 10:10 and 
Luke 9:3. Those passages said Jesus told the apostles not to take a staff. But 
this verse said Jesus told them to carry one. In those days, every traveler car-
ried a staff. It was for assistance in walking and protection.

Some try to resolve the difference by suggesting that in Matthew and 
Luke, Jesus was saying they shouldn’t take an extra staff. But that seems un-
likely. Others suggest that Matthew and Luke overextended Jesus’ command. 
Ultimately, we do not know the answer to this difference. But it’s minor and 
shouldn’t distract us from the main point of the statement: Jesus’ disciples 
were to have no encumbrances as they traveled. Their mission was urgent.

Here in Mark, Jesus also instructed them not to take a bag. In Greek, the 
word used for “bag” referred to the begging bag of itinerant preachers. Jesus’ 
disciples were not going on their mission to gain money for themselves. Fur-
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thermore, they were not to take money with them. This would make them 
rely on God and the hospitality of others.

6:9. The apostles were to wear sandals but not an extra tunic. In those days, 
most people wore an inner garment covered by an outer cloak held together 
by a sash or a belt. The word Jesus used here referred to the inner garment. 
This may be another instance in which they were not to provide themselves 
with something they could gain from the hospitality of others.

Jesus’ instructions regarding what they could and could not take may 
have had two primary purposes. First, to ensure they would travel by faith. 
They would have to depend on God for basic provisions. Second, to commu-
nicate a sense of urgency. They were to take only essentials, with no packing 
to delay them or baggage to slow them down .

6:10. Hospitality was a serious responsibility in those days. Travelers went 
to the town square and waited for residents to offer them food and lodging. 
It was a great shame on the town if no one offered. So, Jesus assumed His 
disciples would find free food and places to stay wherever they went.

They were not to be restless and dissatisfied and try to “trade up” to nic-
er places to stay. Jesus wanted to make sure they did not embarrass people 
by leaving their homes to stay in more prosperous ones. Doing something 
like this would violate conventions of shame and honor in the ancient world. 
Violating these conventions would bring disrepute on them, Jesus, and the 
gospel.

By giving these instructions, Jesus seemed to have intended to lead them 
to trust God for their needs, to live in a way consistent with their message, 
and to develop community by depending on the hospitality of others.

Shake the Dust Off Your Feet (6:11–12)

6:11. The phrase “as a testimony against them” is in Luke 9:5 but not in 
Matthew. The King James Version translation of the Bible adds the following 
to Mark 6:11: “Verily I say unto you, It shall be more tolerable for Sodom and 
Gomorrha in the day of judgment, than for that city.” This statement is in 
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the oldest manuscripts of Matthew 10:15 and Luke 10:12, but it isn’t in the 
oldest texts of Mark.

Shaking the dust off their feet was a symbolic act. It wasn’t a curse, but 
a warning about coming judgment (see Ezekiel 33:1–9; Acts 13:51; 18:6). It 
was a sign that the apostles had offered the call to repentance and the king-
dom, but the people of the area had rejected it. The apostles did all they could 
and were moving on. It was also a sign that the people of the area were re-
sponsible for their actions.

6:12. The apostles’ message reflected the words of John the Baptist (Mat-
thew 3:2) and Jesus (Mark 1:15). The word translated “repentance” means to 
have more than sorrow for sins. It means to make a change in direction, to 
turn around in the road and go the opposite direction. They weren’t just to 
grieve over their sins. They were to stop committing them.

This call to repentance could be an unwelcome message, particularly from 
outsiders. Likely, many people felt comfortable where they were and didn’t 
feel the need to change.

Anointing With Oil (6:13)

6:13. This verse mentions three activities: preaching, casting out demons, 
and anointing with oil and healing. It says the apostles had success with the 
second and third, and we can assume they were successful with the first as 
well.

Anointing with oil referred to applying olive oil to the body. People 
anointed the sick and injured with olive oil as a medication. But they also 
used it ceremonially. Olive oil was one of the best medicines people had in 
those days, and they used it internally and externally (see Luke 10:34). In 
addition to this, they used it ceremonially, as the Old Testament describes 
anointments of priests and kings for their offices. James 5:14 calls for church 
members to pray for the sick and anoint them with oil in the name of the 
Lord, which suggests a ceremonial function.

Olive oil had no magical power. It was either a medicine or a way of sin-
gling out a person for special prayer.
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This is the high point for the apostles in this gospel as they demonstrated 
great faith and effectiveness. Going forward, they would struggle mightily 
with their faith in Jesus and His mission, as it became more evident, He was 
headed for a cross.

Focusing on the Meaning

Christianity has been a missionary faith from the start. Our text tells how Je-
sus spread the word of the kingdom and His ministry while He was physically 
present on earth, and prepared His apostles for the work they would do after 
He ascended to Heaven.

What does this passage say to us as we seek to continue the apostles’ 
work? First, our mission is to share the good news of Christ with the world. 
The apostles went out two by two to call people to prepare for the coming 
kingdom of God by repenting. Our mission is to do much the same. We are to 
go out into our communities and the broader world, and call people to turn 
from rejection of God to faith in God and in His work through His Son Jesus 
Christ. This is both a responsibility and a joy.

Second, our lifestyles should be consistent with the message we share. 
This doesn’t mean Christ calls us all to travel the countryside as itinerants, 
relying on the kindness of strangers for support (Luke 22:35–36). Instead, 
it means our morals and our ways of life should be consistent with the mes-
sage of the kingdom of God, which is breaking into the world and changing 
everything.

Third, people will not always respond in faith to the call to repentance. In 
fact, oftentimes people will reject the message of Christ, even if we share it in 
love, faith, and the power of the Holy Spirit.

Fourth, when people reject the message, we’re to keep on our mission. 
We’re responsible to be faithful proclaimers. But those who hear our message 
are responsible for their response. We’re always going to be imperfect vessels 
of the gospel. But the fact that people reject the good news is ultimately their 
responsibility.
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When people respond in faith, we rejoice. When they don’t, we keep lov-
ing them and we don’t allow their rejection to discourage us. We forgive any-
one who needs forgiving, including ourselves, and continue with our mission.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Before class, prepare strips of paper with different famous individuals’ 
names. After everyone in your class is there ask for 2–3 volunteers. One 
at a time have them select a piece of paper from a cup/hat and show it 
to the rest of the class without looking at it themselves. From there, 
have them ask yes or no questions until they are able to guess the name 
of the person on the paper. You can repeat this a few times, though you 
will not want to spend a large amount of time on this activity.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Having finished the game, have the individuals who were guessing de-
scribe what it was like to guess. Use the following prompts to help:

		  •	� What was your purpose in this game?

		  •	� Was it difficult or discouraging when your guesses were wrong?

		  •	� Would you have been able to succeed if you gave up after your first 
failure?

	 3.	 Connect this game with the lesson by introducing the Main Idea for the 
lesson. Explain that our past mistakes do not have to define us, and we 
are encouraged to move on when we fail. Say, In fact, Jesus, in speaking to 
His disciples, encouraged them to move on from a failure and to continue on 
in serving their purpose.
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Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Ask someone in the class to read Mark 6:7–13. Then, provide a short 
explanation of the passage, highlighting the purpose for the disciples’ 
journey (to preach repentance) as well as the instruction to move on 
whenever a town rejects them.

	 5.	 Split your class into small groups.

		  •	� Have half of the groups read Matthew 28:18–20 and discuss the way 
in which Jesus’ command to us through the Great Commission is 
similar to the command given to the disciples here. The following 
prompts should be provided:

			   °	 What does Jesus command us to do?

			   °	 How is this similar to the command given to the disciples?

			   °	� What does it look like to face failure while living out this com-
mand? (Hint: Even though someone may not accept the message 
of the gospel, it does not mean we have failed in presenting it.)

		  •	� The other half of the group should read Philippians 3:13–15 and dis-
cuss what it means to move past mistakes and failures. The following 
prompts should be provided:

			   °	 What did Paul have in his life to forget?

			   °	 What was the prize Paul was striving for?

			   °	 What does it look like to stay focused on this prize?

			   °	� How does this outlook on life compare to Jesus’ command to 
shake off the dust?

			   After a few minutes of discussion, have the groups come back and 
share what they have discussed.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Discuss with your group what it means to have a purpose from God. 
Explain that purposes can be general (like the Great Commission) or 
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specific (like this one given to the disciples). Start an open dialogue 
about the different purposes in life that God can give individuals (this 
can look like vocational ministry, volunteering, being a nurse, or being 
a stay-at-home parent). Let this go on for a couple minutes and then 
remind them that our ultimate purpose is to bring glory to God in all we 
do.

	 7.	 Say, While we strive to bring glory to God, we will inevitably fail. However, 
we cannot allow this to keep us from continuing on in God’s purpose for our 
lives. Briefly discuss with your class what it looks like to move past fail-
ures and mistakes.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Have each person write down a specific purpose in their life and have 
them list ways they can follow this. Encourage them not to let their past 
mistakes define them, but to be defined by their God-given mission or 
purpose.

	 9.	 End your time by praying for God to allow each person in your class to 
forget the past and look toward what lies ahead.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Begin your time of discussion by asking your group what Michael Jor-
dan, LeBron James, and Tom Brady all have in common. (Hint: They are 
extremely successful athletes.) After your group answers this question 
explain that it was not always this way. Tell your group that Michael Jor-
dan was cut from his high school basketball team, that LeBron James 
was beaten in his first two NBA Finals appearances, and that Tom Brady 
was the 199th overall pick in his draft.
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	 2.	 Explain to your group that like these athletes we all experience setbacks 
and failures. Let them know that these failures do not have to define 
who we are. Say, These athletes moved on from their shortcomings to be-
come the greatest in their sports. Likewise, when we face spiritual shortcom-
ings and failures, we can move on.

	 3.	 Connect this illustration to the lesson by reading the Main Idea for the 
lesson. Say, The story we are about to read shows us that we do not have to 
be held back by our pasts.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Read Mark 6:7–13 and discuss with your class what the disciples’ pur-
pose was (to preach repentance). Tell your group how Jesus was clear 
that the disciples were not to be discouraged or hung up on a city when 
they did not accept the message the disciples were preaching.

	 5.	 Have someone in your class read Matthew 28:18–20 and then discuss 
the idea of a God-given purpose with your class. The following ques-
tions can be used to further discussion:

		  •	� What does Jesus command us to do?

		  •	� How is this similar to the command given to the disciples?

		  •	� What does it look like to face failure while living out this command? 
(Hint: Even though someone may not accept the message of the gos-
pel, it does not mean we have failed in presenting it.)

	 6.	 Now discuss with your class the different purposes God can give people. 
Explain that God gives general purposes for life, such as glorifying Him 
or preaching the gospel, but He also gives specific purposes to specific 
individuals. These purposes may be vocational ministry, being a school-
teacher, a doctor, or a stay-at-home parent. If possible, have volunteers 
share what they feel God has personally called them to do.
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	 7.	 Have someone in your class read Philippians 3:13–15 and discuss what 
it means to forget the past and press on. Use the following questions to 
help guide discussion:

		  •	� What did Paul have in his life to forget?

		  •	� What was the prize Paul was striving for?

		  •	� What does it look like to stay focused on this prize?

		  •	� How does this outlook on life compare to Jesus’ command to shake 
off the dust.

	 8.	 Now discuss with your class what it means to move on from our past 
mistakes. Say, While we strive to bring glory to God, we will inevitably fail. 
However, we cannot allow this to keep us from continuing on in God’s pur-
pose for our lives.

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Have each person write down what they feel their specific purpose is 
from God. Encourage them to find avenues to fulfill this purpose and to 
pray that God would give them perseverance when it becomes difficult.

	 10.	 End your time by praying that God would give each person in your class 
the strength and faith it takes to press on toward the goal.
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Dying For?

MAIN IDEA

A guilty conscience is a cruel compan-
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Would I be willing to die for my faith? 
And more practically, would I be will-
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that as believers there are things such 
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worth dying for
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The gospel of Mark begins with John the Baptizer. (See 1:1–8.) He was “the 
messenger” of Malachi 3:1 and the “voice calling in the wilderness” of Isa-
iah 40:3, preparing the way for the coming of Jesus. He was a wild-looking 
prophet, who, like Elijah (2 Kings 1:8) wore a garment of camel’s hair and a 
leather belt around his waist and spent most of his time in the wilderness. He 
relied on God’s provision from the land, eating locusts and wild honey. Large 
crowds of people came from Jerusalem and the Judean countryside to hear 
his message of repentance and baptism.

As popular as he was, he was careful to proclaim that he wasn’t the Mes-
siah. The Messiah was yet to come. John said he was unworthy to untie the 
straps of His sandals (John 1:27). John baptized with water. The Coming One 
would baptize them with the Holy Spirit.

The first chapter of Mark continues by saying Jesus left Nazareth in Gal-
ilee and presented himself to John for baptism (verses 9–11). As Jesus was 
coming up out of the water after His baptism, the Holy Spirit descended on 
Him like a dove. God’s voice came from Heaven, saying He was well pleased 
with His Son.

Mark did not tell us anything more about John until we arrive at this 
account of his death. We are not surprised that a fiery prophet like John, 
who wasn’t afraid to speak truth to power, would run afoul of governing au-
thorities.

This story of John’s death is in a strategic place in the gospel of Mark, as 
it foreshadows coming events. John came preaching, was arrested and put 
to death. In future chapters, Jesus would also preach, be arrested, and put 
to death.

As we saw in Lesson 8, this section of Mark, which begins with chapter 
six, seems to be exploring Jesus’ identity. The section culminates in Jesus’ 
question and Peter’s answer in 8:27–30. In our text today, we have a preview 
of that discussion, as people speculate about who Jesus is.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

King Herod (6:14–23)

6:14a. The apostles’ preaching tour made Jesus much more well known, ulti-
mately gaining the attention of King Herod. This was Herod Antipas, tetrarch 
of Galilee and Perea, who ruled from 4 BC to AD 39. Born in 21 BC, he was the 
son of Herod the Great (Matthew 2:1ff) and Malthace.

When Herod the Great died, a dispute arose between his heirs concerning 
who would succeed him. Several of them lobbied Augustus Caesar. According 
to Josephus (Jewish War, 2:20), Antipas tried to inherit his father’s entire 
kingdom. He was disappointed when he received only a portion: Galilee and 
Perea. In addition to being only a portion, it was the second-best portion. He 
was also disappointed to receive the inferior title “tetrarch,” which means 
“ruler of a fourth.” Though he wasn’t an actual king, he used that title for 
himself. Eventually, that would get him in trouble with Roman authorities.

Though Herod Antipas was a relatively minor ruler, he played key roles in 
two great historical events: The death of John the Baptist and the crucifixion 
of Jesus. We learn about his role in John’s death in this week’s text. Luke 
23:6–12 tells us about his part in Jesus’ crucifixion.

6:14b–16. People were speculating about Jesus’ identity. Though the disci-
ples preached about Jesus, they weren’t yet calling Him “Christ” (Messiah). 
Furthermore, Jesus wasn’t yet openly claiming the title. So, people were un-
sure about who He was.

This is the first time in Mark we learn about John’s death. The way Mark 
presents it, it’s almost like a “flashback” in a movie.

Some people were saying Jesus was John the Baptizer raised from the 
dead. They felt this explained why “miraculous powers” were “at work in Him.” 
The Greek word used here for “powers” is the root for our word “energy.” Je-
sus had a miraculous energy that intrigued people. How “miraculous powers” 
connected Jesus with John is unclear because the Gospels don’t say anything 
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about John performing miracles. It could have been that though John didn’t 
perform miracles, people speculated that he might in a resurrected form.

Herod’s declaration in verse 16 seems to suggest he also believed Jesus 
was John raised from the dead. But he may have been saying that John had 
been resurrected in the sense that Jesus was part of John’s prophetic move-
ment, and in that way posed a threat to his rule. His declaration may also 
have reflected a guilty conscience. He knew he had put John to death unjust-
ly.

6:17–20. At this point, the narrative shifts to take us back to what hap-
pened to John. This is the “flashback.” The catalyst for his death was his con-
demnation of Herod for his marriage to Herodias. Herodias was once the wife 
of Herod’s half-brother Philip. Herod fell in love with her, though at the time 
he was married to the daughter of King Aretas IV of Nabataea. He divorced 
her to marry Herodias, offending his former father-in-law and leading to war. 
On top of this, Herod’s actions earned him the ire of his people.

John the Baptizer angered Herod by boldly confronting him with his sin. 
The prophet proclaimed that his marriage to Herodias was a breach of God’s 
law (see Leviticus 18:16; 20:21), making it illicit. The Greek text says Herod 
“held it against him” or “had it in for him,” so he had him thrown in prison. 
Herod wanted John isolated from the people, unable to speak his prophesies 
against him. Herodias wanted John dead. But Herod protected him because 
John was a righteous and holy man. Herod had mixed feelings about John, as 
the text says he liked to hear him, though the things he said disturbed him. 
He found John’s prophesies both compelling and convicting.

6:21–23. Finally, an opportune time came for Herodias. On his birthday, 
Herod gave a banquet for all his high officials, military commanders, and 
leading men of Galilee. Included in the entertainment for the evening was 
Salome, daughter of Herodias. The text is somewhat confusing because some 
manuscripts of Mark identify Salome as Herod’s daughter, while Matthew 
14:6 and Josephus identify her as Herodias’ daughter. The weight of evidence 
is that she was Herodias’ daughter.
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Salome came and danced for the party. Most readers assume her dance 
was sensual. But the text doesn’t say if it was erotic or innocent. At any rate, 
it was so impressive, that it, and probably the wine he consumed, provoked 
Herod to make a rash promise. He said he would give her whatever she want-
ed, up to half his kingdom.

The Death of John the Baptist (6:24–29)

6:24–28. This was a rare opportunity, so Salome took a moment to step 
aside and consult with her mother. The fact that Salome didn’t have an imme-
diate answer suggests that Herodias didn’t anticipate this opportunity would 
present itself at that time. But she had been looking for such an opportunity 
for a long time and was ready to take advantage of it. She instructed her 
daughter to ask for the head of John the Baptist.

Immediately, Salome went to Herod and made her request. Mark’s text 
suggests that she added the gruesome detail of bringing John’s head on a 
platter. It was an awful addition to the banquet.

Herod was greatly distressed and immediately regretted making his vow. 
But in his mind, he would have lost face and been shamed if he went back 
on the word he had given Salome in the presence of this group of high offi-
cials. The peer pressure was too great, even for a man who claimed the title 
of “king.”

Without delay, Herod gave orders to an executioner. The executioner 
went to the prison, beheaded John, and brought his head to the party on a 
platter. He presented it to Salome, who then took it to her mother. Doubtless, 
Herodias was joyful, having dispatched a person who irritated her so much.

6:29. The Gospels mention that John had disciples, but we know little about 
them (see Mark 1:5; 2:18; John 3:22–4:3). In an act of great courage, they 
took John’s body and laid it in a tomb. The fact that John’s disciples appeared 
in Ephesus at least 25 years later (Acts 18:24–19:7) is a testimony to the 
scope, duration, and greatness of John’s ministry.
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Focusing on the Meaning

This account of the death of John the Baptizer brings us important lessons. 
A first is that God calls us to be faithful to confront the powers of this world. 
John was bold and fearless in his proclamation to the people of his communi-
ty that they needed to repent to be ready for the coming of the Messiah. The 
Messiah and judgment day were coming, and they needed to turn from their 
sins and turn to God, no matter who they were, high or low, rich or poor. 
Confronting the powerful can be scary because they can do much to harm us, 
our friends, and our loved ones.

A second lesson is that when we confront the powers of this world, we can 
expect trouble. People don’t like being confronted with their sins, especially 
the powerful. The powerful want to hold on to their power, and many will do 
whatever they can to hold on to it. History shows us how God’s prophets of-
ten suffer and even lose their lives for their witness. John is one example, and 
the author of Hebrews described the suffering of others in Hebrews 11:36ff.

A third lesson is that we find the power to persevere in trouble through 
faith. We believe in a better world to come beyond this one. The author of 
Hebrews wrote that those in the past who suffered for their stands found 
the power to persevere because they were looking for a country beyond this 
world, a heavenly one (Hebrews 11:16).

The great theologian Karl Barth kept in his study a reproduction of a 
painting of Jesus’ crucifixion by Matthias Grünewald (ca. 1480–1528). In 
the painting, John the Baptizer is standing by the cross with an open book, 
pointing to Jesus. In the background, written in Latin, is a quotation of John 
3:30, in which John said of Jesus, “He must increase, I must decrease.” Barth 
kept that painting as a reminder of his mission as a theologian.

John pointed to Jesus in his life and death. God calls us to do the same. 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Prepare various pictures of individuals who died for their cause. Their 
cause could have been religious, or social. Examples include Martin 
Luther King Jr., Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Malcolm X, and Perpetua. Hang 
these pictures around the room so your class can see them clearly. After 
everyone makes their way into the room, ask them what the people in 
these pictures have in common. The answer is that they are all people 
who died for their cause.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 After you have revealed the commonality between the individuals take 
a minute to discuss what led these people to die for their beliefs. For 
Malcolm X and MLK Jr., they believed so strongly in Civil Rights they 
died for it. For Perpetua, she was so motivated by her new-found faith 
that she died a gruesome death. Bonhoeffer was so convicted over the 
spiritual state of the German people during WWII that he went back to 
Germany and eventually died as a result.

	 3.	 Connect this with the lesson by asking your class the following ques-
tion, What would you be willing to die for? Say, Christianity has a long his-
tory of people dying for their faith, including the one in the passage will be 
discussing today.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Before getting into the main focus of this passage, briefly discuss with 
your class the reason for Herodias’ grudge against John. Explain how 
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easy it is for grudges to lead to impulsive and bad decisions. Have vol-
unteers provide examples of when they have allowed a grudge to dictate 
their life.

	 5.	 Split your class into small groups of 2–3. Have them discuss John and 
his commitment to his faith in this story. Use the following prompts to 
help guide discussion:

		  •	� Was John right to speak out against what Herod and Herodias had 
done?

		  •	� What would have been the easy thing for John to do?

		  •	� How does this story show John’s commitment to Christ?

		  •	� Why was John willing to die?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Having established that John died for a purpose he believed in, briefly 
discuss with your class different causes or purposes they believe in. This 
may be their faith, their family, their freedom, or a social issue. Spend a 
few minutes talking about different causes people are passionate about, 
then ask, Would you be willing to die for this purpose or cause?

	 7.	 Explain to your class that there are issues we should be totally willing to 
die for, such as our faith or family. Say, It is alright to believe in an issue 
and not be willing to die for it.

	 8.	 Split your class into two groups, assigning one group John 15:13 and 
the other 1 Peter 4:12–13. Have these groups discuss these passages 
and what they reveal about our willingness to sacrifice ourselves. Use 
these questions to help:

		  •	� What do these passages show about sacrifice?

		  •	� Who or what are we to sacrifice ourselves for?

		  •	� What does it look like to sacrifice ourselves?

		  •	� Have your groups come back together and share what they have dis-
cussed among themselves.



Lesson 10: What’s Worth Dying For?� 133 

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Introduce a time of application by saying, We have agreed there are cer-
tain things we would be willing to die for, such as our faith and our family. 
The question is, what are you willing to do to live for these things? Explain 
that for us to be totally sold out for something we must live for it day in 
and day out.

	 10.	 Have your class spend a couple minutes sharing ways in which they 
can practically live for their faith and their family every day. Then, have 
them write down what they have committed to.

	 11.	 End your time of discussion with prayer.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 After everyone in your class has arrived, begin by telling them about Pat 
Tillman. Say, Pat Tillman was an NFL player who was so devastated by the 
attacks on 9/11 that he gave up playing football and enlisted in the Army. 
Tillman became an Army Ranger and was a part of several tours in the Mid-
dle East before being killed by friendly fire in 2004. Tillman gave his life for 
what he believed in.

	 2.	 Briefly discuss with your group the idea of believing in a cause. Explain 
that there are many things we can believe in, from our family to our 
faith, and from social causes to our sense of freedom. Connect this with 
the lesson by asking, What would you die for? Say, Christianity has a long 
history of people dying for their faith, including the one in the passage we 
will be discussing today.
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Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Before getting into the main focus of this passage, briefly discuss with 
your class the reason for Herodias’ grudge against John. Explain how 
easily it is for grudges to lead to impulsive and bad decisions. Have vol-
unteers provide examples of when they have allowed a grudge to dictate 
their life.

	 4.	 Now, work through the passage, explaining that it was right for John 
to call out Herod and Herodias for the sin they had committed. You can 
go into detail about how it would have been easier for John to ignore 
this, but his dedication to his faith did not allow that. Say, John’s faith 
in Christ was illustrated by his unwavering commitment even in the face of 
death. End this time by explaining the reason why John was willing to 
die.

	 5.	 Having established that John died for a purpose he believed in, briefly 
discuss with your class different causes or purposes they believe in. This 
may be their faith, their family, their freedom, or a social issue. Spend a 
few minutes talking about different causes people are passionate about, 
then ask, Would you be willing to die for this purpose or cause?

	 6.	 Ask someone in your class to read John 15:13 and then discuss with 
your class the following questions.

		  •	� What does this passage show about sacrifice?

		  •	� Who or what are we to sacrifice ourselves for?

		  •	� What does it look like to sacrifice ourselves?

			   Repeat this process, having a volunteer read 1 Peter 4:12–13 and 
then discussing the same questions.
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Encourage Application

	 7.	 Introduce a time of application by saying, We have agreed there are cer-
tain things we would be willing to die for, such as our faith and our family. 
The question is, what are you willing to do to live for these things? Explain 
that for us to be totally sold out for something we must live for it day in 
and day out.

	 8.	 Have your class spend a couple minutes sharing ways in which they 
can practically live for their faith and their family every day. Then, have 
them write down what they have committed to.

	 9.	 End your time of discussion with prayer. 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Mark 6:30–44 forms the conclusion to the “sending of the Twelve” described 
earlier in chapter 6 and integrates the account of John the Baptist’s execu-
tion into the timeline of the “sending of the Twelve.” Verses 12–13 describe 
a summary of the disciples’ missionary activities—preaching, casting out de-
mons, anointing the sick, and healing the sick. Verse 30 adds the additional 
note informing the reader that the disciples had also participated in teaching. 
The activity of proclaiming the good news (1:14–15) is equivalent to teaching 
(1:21) or speaking the word to people (2:2).

The passage leads the reader from a scene involving a chaotic crowd and 
no time for rest, to a location designed for rest in a secluded place but again 
full of chaos, to a test of one’s faith, and finally to the one miracle of Jesus 
found in all four gospel accounts.

Interpreting the Scriptures

A Mission Trip Debriefing (6:30–32)

•	 Debriefing of the Twelve

6:30. Verse 30 also reunites the twelve with Jesus following their mission 
trip. Luke refers to the twelve as apostoloi “apostles.” This verse contains the 
earliest reading “apostles” in the gospel of Mark, although some manuscripts 
include the word “apostles” in Mark 3:14. The word “apostle” in this verse is 
not the technical term used in Paul’s writings. Here it simply refers to the 
twelve as delegates of Jesus. Luke used the term in the technical sense for 
the Twelve (Luke 9:13).
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•	 Rest and Relaxation

6:31a. Jesus insisted that the disciples rest. The verse begins with the in-
structive interjection “come.” After Jesus heard the report from the disciples, 
He urgently said to them “come.” He addressed the command to the Twelve, 
and not to others who might have been nearby. Jesus wanted His disciples 
to find a “a secluded place,” erēmos topos. The Greek word erēmos refers to a 
place not belonging to someone else—“private,” “deserted,” “quiet,” “deso-
late,” “desert,” “isolated,” or “remote.” Mark 1:35 recounts a story of Jesus 
rising early in the morning and going “to a secluded place” to pray. The Greek 
word topos “place” refers to a specific place or a district or a region. The gospel 
of Mark does not provide the location.

The purpose of going to a secluded place was to “rest.” Revelation 14:13 
used the same word to describe those who rest from their labors. The term 
also applies to the “replenishment” persons enjoy after a meal. The disciples 
reported to Jesus “all that they had done and taught.” They were tired. Their 
energy spent. The activities of preaching, exorcising, and healing had taken 
its toll on the Twelve. As in 1:35, Jesus also had in mind a time of prayer as 
a form of rest.

•	 The Hustle and Bustle

6:31b. The expression “coming and going” is similar to what Jesus experi-
enced after the healing of the leper (1:45) where word began to spread about 
Jesus and the crowds came to Him. Mark 3:20 describes how the crowds 
gathered to such an extent that Jesus and His disciples could not even eat a 
meal.

The term eukairoun (not related to Eucharist) refers to a favorable, relax-
ing setting. The movements of many persons in the close vicinity of Jesus 
and the Twelve made it impossible for the Twelve to relax and to eat a meal. 
People were showing up but slow to leave. This is the occasion for Jesus say-
ing to His disciples, “Come away.” Although Jesus cared for the masses of 
people, He needed to care for the Twelve as well.
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•	 The Great Escape

6:32. Because of the crowds, Jesus and the Twelve climbed into a boat and 
traversed the Sea of Galilee to a “secluded place.”

“The boat” mentioned in verse 32 is not described. Mark 5:21 also refers 
to “the boat.” The reader does not know if “the boat” of verse 32 is the same 
as “the boat” in 5:21. Mark 5:21 refers to the disciples coming to Capernaum 
from the Decapolis. Mark 6:32 describes the disciples as going away from the 
area of Capernaum. It is possible that the phrase “the boat” in 5:21 and in 
6:32 refers to the same boat. The text does not inform the reader of whose 
boat they entered.

The so-called “Jesus Boat” discovered in 1986 at Kibbutz Nof Ginosar on 
the northwestern shore of the Sea of Galilee provides us with an example of 
a first-century CE boat used on the Sea of Galilee. One must be cautious in 
claiming that boat is the same style boat Jesus used.

For “to a secluded place,” see verse 31.
Jesus commanded the Twelve to “come away” (6:31) and verse 32 in-

forms the reader “they went away.”

Commission and Compassion (6:33–34)

6:33a. The crowds persisted. They “saw them going.” The crowd who was 
“coming and going” while Jesus listened to the reports from the Twelve and 
who, by their activity made it difficult for Jesus and the Twelve to share a 
relaxing meal, now noticed that Jesus and the Twelve entered a boat and set 
out on the waters of the Sea of Galilee. The text implies that Jesus and the 
Twelve attempted to leave without drawing attention to themselves.

6:33b. The crowds did not get into boats and follow Jesus. Instead, they 
ran along the shoreline to determine where the boat’s destination was. News 
spread to neighboring villages that Jesus was headed to a particular spot 
known to be “secluded” and unpopulated.

The crowds arrived at the destination before Jesus and the Twelve ar-
rived. This may indicate that Jesus and the Twelve were near the shoreline 
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headed to a “secluded place” rather than crossing the entire lake. If Jesus and 
the Twelve traveled across the entire lake, then the crowds would have been 
at a disadvantage and could not have arrived first.

Notice that Jesus and the Twelve traveled by boat to a “secluded,” unpop-
ulated place. The crowds traveled by foot across the land to the anticipated 
“secluded place” and arrived there before Jesus and His disciples. Therefore, 
the unpopulated place became populated before Jesus and His disciples could 
find rest.

The event reminds the reader of Elijah outrunning the chariot of Ahab to 
reach the city of Jezreel before Ahab (1 Kings 18:44–46).

•	 Compassion

6:34a. The Greek text uses a participle followed by the aorist active indic-
ative to express movement by Jesus—“and going out of” the boat, or “and 
going” ashore, or “and going away from.” What Jesus saw as He was leaving 
the boat was a “large crowd.” Jesus had left the crowds, entered “the boat” 
to travel to “a secluded place” because the crowds were hindering Him and 
the Twelve from enjoying a restful meal. Upon arrival at the secluded loca-
tion, Jesus and the Twelve would have a meal and relax. However, that plan 
changed as soon as Jesus left the boat and “saw a large crowd” awaiting Him.

The text states, “and He felt compassion for them.” The Greek word for 
“compassion” refers to “pity,” or “sympathy.” As a verb, it is used “to describe 
the attitude of Jesus.” When applied to Jesus, the word expresses the charac-
teristic of Jesus as “the Messiah in whom the divine mercy is present.” Mark 
was not making a mere point of the emotion of Jesus upon seeing the “large 
crowd.” He intended to inform the reader of the Messianic character of Jesus 
and not just a statement that Jesus showed the emotion of sympathy. Mark 
1:41 used the same word to describe the “compassion” Jesus had on the leper.

The subsequent clause, “because they were like sheep without a shep-
herd” explains why Jesus “felt compassion for them.” The Messiah shepherds 
the sheep. The word “shepherd” is the same word translated as “pastor” 
(Ephesians 4:11).
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The Scriptures often depict God as a “shepherd.” Human rulers and lead-
ers are also shepherds. The expression “sheep without a shepherd” refers to 
a people without a king (1 Kings 22:17; 2 Chronicles 18:16; Nahum 3:18; . 
Moses asked God to appoint someone to shepherd the people upon Moses’ 
death (Numbers 27:17). Deuteronomy 18:15–18 referred of one to come, an 
eschatological prophet, to succeed Moses. Mark 6:34 interpreted Jesus as 
that eschatological prophet. Therefore, Jesus is both the royal messiah and 
the eschatological prophet.

6:34b. The text says nothing about what “he began to teach.” The only words 
describing what He taught are “many things.” The Greek word construction 
(two accusatives and a present tense infinitive) implies Jesus “kept up the 
teaching.” The excited crowd who followed Jesus to the secluded location 
needed teaching from the Master Teacher; and Jesus did not disappoint. The 
gospels of Matthew and Luke mention both teaching and healing. There may 
not have been many in need of healing among the vigorous crowd of runners.

The event that follows is what is important in Mark’s passage, not the 
details of the teaching.

The Feeding of the Five Thousand (6:35–44)

Some scholars classify verses 35–44 as a nature miracle. Nature miracles of 
Jesus are found in the oldest strata of the gospel tradition. Others categorize 
the story as a “gift miracle” in which extraordinary gifts such as food are 
transformed, increased, and richly available.” The Bible contains numerous 
stories of miraculous provision of food or drink (1 Kings 17; 2 Kings 4:42–44; 
Exodus 16:4).

Mark 6:35–44 presents a teaching-tension between Jesus and the Twelve. 
Success in the passage comes only upon the satisfaction of those fed. The nar-
rative ends with more food at the end of the narrative than at the beginning. 
The text only reveals the impressive number fed at the end of the narrative.

Mark’s recounting of the story reflects the communal meals of the early 
church.
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6:35. Jesus had been teaching for a long time. The hour of the day was get-
ting late, nearing sunset, but with sufficient daylight for the people to walk 
to the nearest village for food. It was certainly after 3 PM and sunset was fast 
approaching.

The disciples took the initiative according to the gospel of Mark. The gos-
pel of John attributes the initiative to purchase bread for the crowd to Jesus 
(John 6:5–6).

The disciples approached Jesus thinking He might continue teaching for 
a longer period. His disciples reminded Him that they were in a “desolate” 
place, which implies they were a long way from the nearest village. The text 
indicates at the beginning of the verse the day was late, yet the disciples felt 
the need to remind Jesus of what was clearly obvious.

[When I am in my study working on a translation of a text or writing, I 
easily lose track of the time. Before long, it is dark and past our normal time 
for dinner. My wife will remind me that it is time to eat.]

6:36. Although the disciples were aware of the time of day, they did not 
consider that Jesus also knew the day was ending. In an act of urgency, the 
disciples politely commanded (Greek imperative, “send them away”) that Je-
sus dismiss the large crowd of people.

The reason for the insistence on the dismissal of the crowd was to allow 
the people to go into the nearby farms and nearby small villages to purchase 
food to eat. Many of these people were the same ones who had been with 
Jesus and the disciples earlier in the day (if Mark’s chronology of chapter 
6 is consecutive) and who had traveled by foot to catch up with Jesus when 
Jesus and His disciples disembarked from the small boat along the shoreline 
of the Sea of Galilee. Many had not eaten since breakfast. It was getting too 
late to travel back to their own towns and homes to eat. Therefore, the disci-
ples believed it was important for the large crowd to seek out nearby farms 
and small villages and to purchase their own food. The disciples did not have 
the money to purchase food for the crowd, nor did the disciples have enough 
food themselves to feed the people.
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The disciples’ successes experienced in their recent missionary activity 
(6:12–13) did not lead them to the conclusion that they or Jesus could feed 
the crowd.

The variation of the story contained in the gospel of John is to make a 
theological statement. John 6:4–6 sets the story near the beginning of Pass-
over, and it was Jesus who asked Philip how they were to purchase food for 
the large crowd. According to the gospel of John, Jesus knew what He was 
about to do, which is why He chose a “secluded place.”

The Synoptic Gospels describe the disciples telling Jesus to send the 
crowd away. The gospel of John presents Jesus asking Philip “Where are we 
to buy bread so that these people may eat?” (John 6:5) .

•	 Jesus Presented a Solution, and the Disciples Pushed Back

6:37a. Jesus rebuked the disciples. The literal response was “You give them 
something to eat.” Jesus’ answer was due to their lack of faith. (See Mark 
4:40.) In the current passage, the author first described a successful mission-
ary journey of the disciples only to pivot to their continued lack of faith.

6:37b. The disciples confirmed their lack of faith. The disciples did not antic-
ipate any miracle. They thought only on the most basic level. The reference to 
“two hundred denarii” represented the equivalent of 200-days of wages, not a 
small amount. A denarius was a Roman silver coin worth a typical daily wage.

The question raised by the disciples may indicate their unwillingness to 
use funds from their own coffers to feed the crowd. John 12:5–6 recounts 
Judas’ disingenuous care for the poor and his desire to hoard their funds. It 
may indicate they were asking Jesus’ permission to spend the money from 
their coffers. However, would one denarius be enough to feed twenty-five 
hungry men (plus women and children)? Philip knew the denarii held by the 
disciples was not sufficient to purchase enough food to feed the entire crowd 
(John 6:7).
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6:38a. Jesus asked the disciples a simple question but quickly pivoted to 
issuing two commands, imperatives—“Go” and “Look.” This simply under-
scores the disciples were still not understanding the concept of faith.

6:38b. The disciples obeyed. The disciples returned to Jesus after doing as 
He had asked. After inquiring from the crowd, they only were able to dis-
cover “five [loaves] and two fish.” The gospel of John attributes to Andrew 
the discovery of a young boy who had in his possession five barley loaves of 
bread and two fish (John 6:8–9). Their report must have been disappointing, 
although Mark’s text does not record their reaction. John 6:9 does indicate 
the disappointment of the disciples.

6:39. Jesus took command. He asserted His authority by commanding the 
crowd to sit in an orderly manner. The Greek word epetaxen, means to “com-
mand with authority.”

The phrase “to sit down” means to recline as a guest at a meal.
The phrase “by groups” is the repetition of symposia symposia that often 

occurs in the context of a banquet meal, such as a party with people eating 
together. What was about to happen was more than just a regular meal. The 
terms indicate it was Jesus who hosted the meal. There is an intended con-
trast to the banquet held by Herod Antipas (6:21) in which Herod ordered the 
execution of John the Baptist and the banquet now held by Jesus.

The statement “on the green grass” is unique to the gospel of Mark. The 
phrase described the banquet table as an outdoor carpet of grass upon which 
Jesus hosted a simple banquet.

6:40. The crowd obeyed and “sat down,” which means reclined. The pictur-
esque phrase “in groups” prasia prasia is unique to the gospel of Mark and de-
scribes the orderliness of the crowd obeying Jesus. The large crowd wearing 
a variety of colored cloaks reclining in orderly groups and rows against the 
“green grass” must have looked like a flower garden (the literal meaning of 
prasia). Peter was there. He saw it and never forgot the natural canvas of the 
feeding of the five thousand. Peter passed along the vivid image to Mark who 
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included the details in his gospel. Within weeks the grass would begin to turn 
brown for the summer months.

They sat in groups of hundreds and in groups of fifties. The text did not 
explain why or how the grouping occurred. They may have lined up as at a 
long rectangular banquet table open at one end or they may have sat in closed 
squares or rectangles as depicted on the mosaic floor in the banquet hall ex-
cavated at Sepphoris/Zippori.

The Damascus Document may provide insight that Mark may have viewed 
the crowd as an anticipation of the eschatological community. The Damascus 
Document contains similarities with the Mark 6 passage—organization in 
groups, teaching, compassion, and shepherd.

6:41. The mystery of the miracle begins to unfold. First, the Greek text be-
gins with two participles to describe the actions of Jesus—“taking” the bread 
and the fish and “looking” into the heavens.

Second, Jesus blessed, divided, and gave. The Synoptic Gospels use the 
expression eulogēsen “he praised” (Matthew 14:19; Mark 6:41; and Luke 
9:16). The parallel account in the gospel of John uses eucharistēsas “he gave 
thanks.” The root of the Greek word, “he gave thanks” is the term often used 
to refer to the Eucharist. The gospel of Luke 22:17 and 19 uses the same root 
word with the Last Supper for both the bread and the wine. Matthew 26:27 
and Mark 14:23 use the word only in reference to the wine. However, both 
Matthew 26:26 and Mark 14:22 use the Greek word eulogēsen “he praised” 
when referring to the bread.

Third, Jesus gave the bread and fish back to the disciples. Why? He did 
this so the disciples who had demonstrated small faith, might distribute the 
bread and fish to the crowd. This is reminiscent of the story of Elisha ask-
ing his servant to distribute the twenty barley loaves to the people (2 Kings 
4:42). In the gospel of Mark, one greater than Elisha has arrived. Jesus “kept 
giving” the bread and fish to the disciples and they in turn kept giving to the 
crowd until Jesus gave them no more bread or fish.

Jesus fulfilled Psalm 23:5 as He prepared the table (i.e., “green grass”) for 
His guests, He entertained them lavishly with His teachings, and He served 
(“kept giving”) them even though they were His servants.
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The Results (6:42–44)

The two groups—the crowds and the disciples—were impressed. Verses 42–
44 form the climactic moment in the miracle.

Scholars point out that the actual miracle is neither explained nor de-
scribed. The evangelist expected the reader to infer the miracle from the nar-
rative.

6:42. The crowd ate and all “were satisfied” or full. Both Psalm 78:29 and 
Mark 6:42 refer to feeding and satisfaction in a miraculous manner. The use 
of “all” emphasizes the greatness of the miracle. Jesus met the need for ev-
eryone to eat.

“The use of the word chortazō ‘to satisfy’ rather than empi(m)plēmi ‘to fill 
quite full,’ indicates the unassuming nature of the banquet hosted by Jesus.” 
This stands in contrast to the feast Herod Antipas gave for himself in which 
only “his lords and military commanders and the leading men of Galilee” 
(Mark 6:21) were invited and ate to excess. It is no coincidence that Mark 
placed the two meals next to one another for contrast.

•	 Herod thought of himself (Mark 6:21). // Jesus had compassion on 
the simple masses (Mark 6:34).

•	 Herod’s banquet was in one of his palaces. // The banquet hall and 
table of Jesus was the “green grass” in a remote location (Mark 6:39).

•	 Herod provided a variety of entertainment, including a dance perfor-
mance by the daughter of Herodias (Mark 6:22). // Jesus spent time 
teaching His guests about the Father (Mark 6:34, 45b).

•	 Herod made foolish statements at his banquet (Mark 6:22–26). // Je-
sus looked to Heaven and blessed the food He fed to the crowd (Mark 
6:41).

6:43. The disciples gathered twelve baskets of leftover, broken, uneaten 
pieces of bread and fish. The leftovers were not scraps gathered from upon 
the ground. These were the pieces broken and blessed by Jesus. The twelve 
baskets stand in stark contrast to the five loaves and two fish mentioned in 
verses 38 and 41.
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All four of the Gospels use the same word for baskets kophinos, “wicker 
basket.” Apparently, each of the disciples received a basketful of leftovers. 
The text does not reveal where the disciples got the twelve baskets. One 
would hope that the boy (John 6:9) who had the five loaves and two fish also 
received a basketful to take home.

The mention of the leftovers enhances the miracle and power of Jesus, 
and it supports the statement that the crowds “all ate and were satisfied.”

6:44. Until the reader reaches verse 44, all that is known of those who ate 
is that it was a large crowd. Now the reader discovers that those who ate 
from the food blessed, divided, and distributed by Jesus were five thousand 
men. Revealing the total number who ate and were satisfied underscores the 
potency of the miracle and the power of Jesus. The Greek text only men-
tions the total number of males who ate and does not mention the number 
of women or children present. Why were only men counted? The author does 
not explain. However, Israelite tradition often counted only males and ex-
cluded women and children in headcounts (Numbers 1:2, 20). The gospel of 
Matthew 14:21 provides the information that the total was five thousand 
men “besides women and children.”

Attempts to explain the miracle all fail. This was a nature miracle that 
only God worked. Three written eyewitness reports support the miracle—
Matthew’s gospel, John’s gospel, and Peter’s account through Mark. No oth-
er miracle of Jesus other than His resurrection is found in all four Gospel 
accounts.

Focusing on the Meaning

The disciples had returned from a missionary trip in which they witnessed 
the power of God in ways they never imagined. Yet, while they were doing the 
will of God, John the Baptist died a miserable death on the orders of Herod 
Antipas. Upon their return from their travels, they also observed how Jesus 
interacted with the crowds constantly demanding His attention. His compas-
sion and concern for the masses impressed them.
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However, when it came time for practical action to meet the physical 
needs of the people, the disciples reverted to their pre-missionary trip the-
ology. They had forgotten that in Christ, all things are possible, even when 
it came to feeding over five-thousand persons when there seemed to be a 
scarcity of food.

Jesus had led the disciples and the crowd to a remote, unpopulated lo-
cation where there were no food sources in the immediate vicinity. He knew 
everyone would eventually need to eat. But would His disciples draw upon 
the successful experience of their own recent mission and rise to answer the 
imperative of Jesus, “You give them (the hungry crowd) something to eat”?

The twelve, like us, failed to grasp the power of Jesus. They, like us, turned 
to their own resources “two hundred denarii,” only to discover that what they 
had was insufficient.

But what is exciting, the disciples eventually listened to and obeyed the 
instructions of Jesus. The result was they witnessed a miracle so great, that 
it is the only miracle of Jesus contained in all four Gospels. It makes you 
wonder, what can Jesus do in and through my life if I listen to and obey His 
instructions.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 As class begins, use a computer, monitor, or TV to display pictures of 
long lines of people waiting to be served at food trucks or restaurants. 
Invite group members to share details about their longest wait for a 
meal. Then ask, When was the last time you were truly hungry? After sev-
eral responses, point out that in today’s familiar passage we find 5,000 
men, plus women and children, who were hungry, both physically and 
spiritually.

	 2.	 Introduce a previously enlisted child (or class member) who will tell or 
read the focal passage from the perspective of a little boy. A suggested 
script, entitled A Little Lad’s Story, is included in the teaching resources 
for this lesson. You will want to note that a few minor details in the 
suggested script are speculative and not found in the Scripture passage.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resources Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Direct class members to the sidebar “Why Are the Four Gospels So Dif-
ferent?” in the Study Guide. Ask a volunteer to read it aloud, and then 
invite members to share thoughts and examples of varying gospel ac-
counts of Bible stories and events.

	 4.	 Call attention to Mark 6:30–32. Remind your group of the apostles’ 
mission (6:7) and the difficulty of John’s death (6:28) in recent days. 
Note that Jesus’ noticed the apostle’s need for respite.



152	 THE reMARKable JOURNEY CONTINUES: The Gospel of Urgency

	 5.	 Encourage class members to use their phones, tablets, or laptops to 
search for online information to give detail about the following ques-
tions:

		  •	 In what other gospels does this story take place?

		  •	 Where did the feeding of the 5,000 take place?

		  •	 What time of year was it when the feeding took place?

		  •	 Was this the only time Jesus fed a large multitude?

			   Ask class members to share their details with the group.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Invite the class to form pairs or triads. Ask them to scan verses 33–44 
and develop a sermon outline for the passage. Share the following sim-
ple example if needed to get groups started:

		  •	 A Desolate Shore With No Restaurants (6:30–36)

		  •	 A Boy Who Was Willing to Share (6:37–38)

		  •	 A Savior Who Was Willing to Bless (6:39–41)

		  •	 A Satisfied Group (6:42–44)

			   Allow time for groups to share their outlines with the class. Be sure 
to call attention to the points in common, and any thoughts that were 
unique to a pair or triad.

	 7.	 Point out that Mark informed his readers that there were 12 full bas-
kets of the broken pieces of bread and fish left over (verse 43). Note that 
one of the gospel themes we notice is Jesus going a little beyond. If time 
allows, you might want to encourage class members to search for this 
theme in the book of Mark. Note that this theme culminates in Mark 
14:35 when Jesus “went a little beyond them” to pray that if it were 
possible, the hour might pass Him by. Say, Going a little beyond seems to 
be God’s specialty. Seldom does God do only what is asked or expected, often 
His undeserved blessing exceeds our hopes and dreams. Invite members to 
share experiences as time permits.
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Encourage Application

	 8.	 Ask pairs or triads to gather one more time. Ask, Considering your 
sermon outlines and other particulars shared during the lesson, what con-
clusions from this passage might you suggest? Allow the entire group to 
brainstorm and discuss truths from the passage.

	 9.	 Ask the following discussion questions for consideration and discus-
sion:

		  •	 What is the significance of leftovers in this passage?

		  •	 How has God provided for you in your time of need?

		  •	� How is one’s willingness to share a requirement for God’s willingness 
to bless? Is that always the case? Why or why not? Share examples.

		  •	 Do I really believe that where God guides, He provides?

	 10.	 Close by reading the benediction found in Ephesians 3:20–21 that so 
eloquently expresses a truth of our focal passage: “Now to Him who is 
able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, accord-
ing to the power that works within us, to Him be the glory in the church 
and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. Amen.”

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display various pictures of fast-food restaurants as you ask, How much 
time to do you and your family spend in the car deciding where to eat out? 
Point out that in today’s lesson we see a very large crowd of hungry 
people, with no food options available.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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	 2.	 Invite members to share the name and what they like about their fa-
vorite television chef. Ask them to share details about a delicious meal 
their chef prepared recently. Then ask, What do you think your favorite 
chef could prepare from a couple of small fish and several little loaves of 
bread? How many people could the meal feed? Comment that the lesson 
passage today might call to mind a failed old-fashioned pot-luck dinner 
where everyone showed up without a dish hoping others would bring 
enough food!

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Call attention to the early verses in the passage (30–32) by asking the 
following questions:

		  •	� What does the term apostle mean? (Note: The twelve were called 
apostles by Mark only this one time.)

		  •	 Where had the apostles been, and what was their mission?

		  •	 How do you think John’s untimely death troubled the apostles?

		  •	� What was the significance of Jesus’ remedy for their physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual fatigue?

	 4.	 After enlisting a volunteer or two to read the focal passage aloud to the 
group, invite several previous enlisted members to read the parallel pas-
sages of this story from Matthew 14:13–21, Luke 9:12–17, and John 
6:5–13. Comment that this is the only miracle that occurs in all four 
Gospels, except for the resurrection.

	 5.	 Present the following outline from the Study Guide for today’s study.

		  •	 We All Need Rest (6:30–34)

		  •	 Jesus Saw the Need (6:34–38)

		  •	� Jesus Invites Us to Experience the Father’s Abundant Provision 
(6:39–44)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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	 6.	 Point out that some misguided scholars suggest that Jesus may have 
had food hidden close by that was eventually available to the crowd. 
Other scholars, likewise misguided, propose that Jesus’ prayer (bless-
ing) inspired each in the crowd to share his or her own lunch with the 
entire group.

	 7.	 Call attention to the first point in the lesson outline—We All Need Rest. 
Read verses 30–34 aloud again to the group, and ask the following ques-
tions for response:

		  •	� Why would Jesus take time out from His important work to lead His 
disciples to a remote place to rest?

		  •	 Is rest an appropriate spiritual activity? If so, when?

		  •	� For God to use us most effectively, what should a time of rest in-
clude?

		  •	 How do these verses speak to you?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 8.	 Ask a volunteer to read verses 34–38 as you call attention to the second 
part of today’s outline—Jesus Saw the Need. Comment that the bibli-
cal text indicates that as important as rest was for the disciples, Jesus 
was overcome with compassion for the crowd; He saw their need. Invite 
members to brainstorm additional Bible passages and stories where 
Jesus observed a need (including illness, demon-possession, salvation, 
etc.). Ask, How did Jesus always attend to the needs He observed?

	 9.	 Invite a member to read aloud the third point of today’s outline—Jesus 
Invites Us to Experience the Father’s Abundant Provision. Encourage 
volunteers to consider and respond aloud to the following questions:

		  •	 How was God’s provision for these people a miracle?

		  •	 Do you think the disciples and people expected a miracle that day?

		  •	 How does God still miraculously provide for people today?

		  •	 What can we learn about the kingdom of God from this passage?
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Encourage Application

	 10.	 Ask, What is the significance of verse 42? Could the phrase “all ate and were 
satisfied” have spiritual significance? If so, how?

	 11.	 Invite each participant to select one of the Questions from the Study 
Guide to read aloud and share his or her response with the group.

	 12.	 Share the following statement for consideration:

			   Here’s what Jesus does when you surrender everything you have and 
are to Him. He blesses what you give Him, He multiplies what you give 
Him, and then He gives it back to you attached with His power in it.

			   Invite members to share aloud their perspectives of the statement, 
and then point out that it is a good take-home summary of the truth 
from today’s lesson passage. Read it aloud one more time.

	 13.	 Close with prayer, asking God to enable your class members to be will-
ing to surrender, and then to open their eyes to the ways He multiplies 
their gifts and empowers their souls.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The story of Jesus walking on the water contravenes known science. Humans 
do not walk on water. Nor do mere mortals heal the sick (Mark 1:29–31), 
exercise power over nature (Mark 4:35–41), or feed five thousand people 
with only five loaves of bread and two fish (Mark 6:44). If Jesus can do these 
things, then He is Lord even over the waters on the Sea of Galilee. (See Job 
9:8.)

The story is doctrinal in purpose. There is no existential threat faced by 
anyone in need of a miracle, i.e., hunger, sickness-healing, a rescue at sea. 
The miracle appears “useless” on the surface because the disciples are not in 
danger.

The miracle is really an epiphany, not a rescue operation. Jesus did not 
come to rescue the disciples as they struggled against nature. They were 
there to witness the epiphany. The narrative proclaims that Jesus is the one, 
who like God Himself, draws near. Unbelief threatened the disciples, not the 
winds of nature. As the wind and waves stirred concern for the disciples in 
the boat, the presence Jesus overcame what engulfed their unbelief.

The gospels of Mark (6:45–53), Matthew (14:24–33), and John (6:16–
21) recount the events of Jesus walking on the sea.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Evening Activities (6:45–46)

6:45. “Immediately” indicates the urgency of Jesus’ actions. This was not an 
“eat and run” scenario most modern readers might think. More is going on.

The phrase “Jesus had His disciples” indicates Jesus “compelled” or 
“strongly urged” the disciples. This was not a simple request.
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The expression “get into the boat” means to “embark,” not just board the 
boat. Jesus compelled them not only to get into the boat, but to leave imme-
diately. The “boat” is probably the same boat referenced throughout chapters 
4–6.

The expression “go ahead of Him” indicates that Jesus not only compelled 
the disciples to get into the boat, but they were to leave without Him.

The gospel of Mark provides two motivations and implies a third for Je-
sus sending away the disciples in this manner.

First, He wanted to dismiss the crowds Himself (6:45). Second, He want-
ed time to be alone in prayer (6:46). Jesus had missed His chance to rest due 
to the crowd and listening to the report from the twelve. Third, Jesus need-
ed the disciples out of the toxic political and theological atmosphere. The 
crowds thought Jesus would usher in a messianic kingdom to overthrow the 
Romans. The Pharisees saw Jesus as a threat to their theological teachings, 
which held sway over the masses. The disciples were in danger of falling prey 
to one or the other. No one understood Jesus, including His disciples.

The destination for the disciples was “Bethsaida,” which is a combination 
of two Hebrew words, beith tsaydah, meaning “house of fishing.” Scholars 
continue to debate the location of Bethsaida. Some scholars place it on the 
western side of the upper Jordan River and with a separate Bethsaida Julias 
on the northeastern side. However, the Bethsaida in the gospel of Mark was 
located on the north-northeast side of the Sea of Galilee just to the east of 
where the Jordan River flows into the Sea of Galilee.

Although the destination for the disciples was Bethsaida (6:45), they 
landed in the region of Gennesaret (6:53). Jesus and His disciples eventually 
arrived in Bethsaida according to Mark 8:22. Gennesaret was a densely pop-
ulated plain on the northwest side of the sea, between Tiberias and Caper-
naum. People traveling from Nazareth to the Sea of Galilee regularly came 
through this plain.

When the disciple departed in the boat, Jesus remained behind and per-
sonally engaged in persuading the crowds to go away.
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6:46. Jesus did not simply walk away from the multitude. The term “saying 
goodbye” pictures a formal goodbye, similar to Paul’s farewell in Acts 18:18, 
21.

Jesus needed time alone. He had spent the day with His disciples, with 
crowds of people who had their own agendas, and teaching several thousand 
persons without the aid of modern amplification. He had to project His voice 
(not scream) for the crowd to hear Him. He needed time alone with the Fa-
ther, which was the way Jesus replenished Himself.

Evening Plans Interrupted (6:47–48)

6:47. “When it was evening” refers to sometime after sunset. John 6:17 in-
forms the reader that it was dark.

While “the boat was in the middle of the sea” with the disciples in it, 
Jesus “was alone on the land.” This indicates that Jesus had come down from 
the mountain where He had been praying after dismissing the crowd and He 
was now near the shoreline of the lake.

6:48. At some point, either on the mountain or along the shoreline, Jesus 
saw His disciples struggling as they rowed against the wind. They were in no 
danger, just struggling. Jesus’ ability to see the disciples “straining” to ad-
vance the boat in the Sea of Galilee is extraordinary. Even if Jesus were on a 
hill when He saw them, it would be remarkable because it was dark.

The term “straining” emphasizes the severe distress the disciples faced 
in the boat as the wind blew from the opposite direction. They rowed against 
the wind but were not in any immediate danger, though the disciples may 
have thought otherwise.

The reference to the fourth watch reflected the Roman custom of dividing 
the night into four equal periods of time in which guards stood watch. The 
period between 6:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m. was the “night.” The fourth watch 
was the period between 3:00 a.m. to 6:00 a.m. The exact time is not import-
ant, as indicated by the Greek word meaning “at about” or “around.” It was 
night and it was dark. Jesus had stayed for an undisclosed time along the 
shoreline after His time in prayer.
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The wind blew across the lake and into the faces of the disciples making it 
difficult for even skilled fishermen to row the boat. They should have reached 
Bethsaida by the fourth watch.

The “fourth watch” presents an underlying eschatological element in the 
story because it is the time just before the dawn, an essential element in es-
chatology. (See Matthew 24:43; Luke 12:37f; and Mark 13:33–37.) The Old 
Testament used the expression “day of the Lord” in an eschatological man-
ner. (See Amos 5:18; Obadiah 15; Zephaniah 1:7; Malachi 4:5; and Joel 1:15.) 
The “day of the Lord” is the day in which God comes to the people. It is in the 
“fourth watch” that Jesus appears.

The story described Jesus “walking on the sea.” (See Psalm 29:3; 89:9; and 
Job 9:8.)

The text states Jesus “came to them,” meaning He came near. His goal 
was not to enter the boat but to pass by the boat. Only the gospel of Mark 
includes this detail. The miracle was not to rescue.

The wind and the waves of the sea continued to present a challenge to the 
disciples in the boat. Mark 4:39 recounts the story of Jesus “rebuking” the 
winds and the sea. (See also Matthew 8:26 and Luke 8:24.) The disciples had 
already witnessed His power over nature. All Jesus needed to do on this night 
was to walk by the boat and all would be calm.

A Miracle and a Misunderstanding (6:49–52)

6:49–50a. The Greek word translated as “ghost” means an apparition. Luke 
24:37 used the same word to describe Jesus’ appearance to the disciples fol-
lowing His resurrection. The disciples were unclear what it was they saw.

They naturally “cried out” or literally “cried up,” which describes the cries 
of frightened individuals.

The disciples “were terrified” at the sight of a man walking around on the 
sea amid the strong winds and waves. They had never seen Jesus do this. The 
New Testament often includes the motif of fear when confronted with the 
Divine epiphany.
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6:50b. “Immediately” Jesus responded to the cries of fear from the disci-
ples. Jesus spoke “with them.” This phrase illustrates the compassion of Je-
sus for His frightened disciples.

The Greek word “take courage” or “be courageous in the face of danger” 
is in the imperative and was not a suggestion. Jesus was firm, but compas-
sionate.

The expression “it is I’” is the Greek phrase egō eimi, literally “I, I am.” This 
construction related to Jesus in the New Testament derives from the theo-
logical meaning of “I am he” in the Old Testament and stands firmly on the 
tradition of “I AM WHO I AM” in Exodus 3:14. Deuteronomy 32:39 has “I, I 
am He, And there is no god besides Me.” Although Jesus used the expression 
several times in the Gospel accounts to refer to Himself, He never explained 
its predicate. As religious Jews, the disciples understood the significance of 
the expression. The egō eimi in Jesus’ speech required from the disciples the 
“Yes” of belief or the “No” of unbelief.

The prohibition “do not be afraid” (not a permanent prohibition against 
fear) came only after the announcement of egō eimi “I, I am” and the choice of 
belief over unbelief. Fear can only subside when one chooses belief.

The disciples must “take courage” (e.g. Joshua 1:6–7, 9, 18) in the face 
of the danger before them and in the proclamation of Jesus that He is the 
“I Am.” The rejection of Jesus as the “I Am” would have left the disciples on 
their own, struggling against the strong wind and terrible waves of the sea.

6:51. Mark’s gospel painted a picture of Jesus climbing up and into the boat. 
The Greek text states, “he climbed to them into the boat.” Just as Jesus spoke 
“with” them (6:50), He climbed to where they were, in a boat and struggling 
against the strong wind and high waves. This is another act of compassion 
by Jesus. Again, Jesus comes to where we are and steps into our shoes, our 
struggles.

As soon as Jesus was in the boat with them, “the wind stopped,” came to 
a rest. The sea became calm.

The expression “they were utterly astonished” only occurs in the gospel 
of Mark. The Greek structure presents a group of excited disciples. This re-
action by the disciples was itself astonishing. They had recently witnessed 
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Jesus calming the storm (Mark 4:39) and feeding over five thousand persons 
(Mark 6:44). They were “astonished” as though nothing had happened previ-
ously, rather than realizing this is who Jesus is.

Mark omited in his narrative Peter’s failed attempt to walk on the wa-
ter (Matthew 14:28–31). Since Peter was a primary source for the gospel of 
Mark, perhaps Peter preferred that Mark not share that part of the story.

6:52a. The disciples failed to grasp the significance of the nature miracle of 
the loaves and fish. One of the Markan themes is the continual misunder-
standing of the disciples.

6:52b. Mark referred twice to the heart of the disciples being “hardened” 
(Mark 6:52; 8:17). Applied to the disciples, “hardened” meant the relapse of 
the disciples into misunderstanding Jesus in a similar fashion as the unbe-
lieving Jews’ views of Jesus. The individual cannot escape the sovereignty of 
the deity, and the individual cannot escape personal responsibility. Scripture 
contains numerous admonitions against hardening oneself (Psalm 95:8; He-
brews 3:8, 15; 4:7), even the believer. The disciples were not immune to the 
danger of developing a similar attitude as those who did not recognize Je-
sus as the Messiah and who rejected Jesus. Throughout history, people have 
seized upon intellectual hardness or denseness and cannot believe that God 
can or would work miracles, least of all, nature miracles.

A Wrong Turn That Turned Out Positive (6:53)

Most commentaries end the narrative with verse 52 and view verse 53 as 
beginning a new section. However, one may read verse 53 as the conclusion 
of the previous narrative.

Although the disciples had not reached their original location, Bethsaida, 
they reached the place Jesus intended. The area of Gennesaret was several 
miles south of Bethsaida. The word “land” simply means “dry land” as op-
posed to the lake. Gennesaret was a vast plain between Tiberias and Caper-
naum through which Jesus traveled from Nazareth to the Sea of Galilee.
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The phrase “moored at the shore” indicates they cast anchor or lashed the 
boat to a post on the shore. They were safe after a night of struggles against 
the wind and waves.

Focusing on the Meaning

There are times the Lord leads us in directions we do not understand. The dis-
ciples probably wondered why Jesus “compelled” them to leave quickly and 
row toward Bethsaida on the northeastern shoreline of the lake only to land 
on the northwestern region of Gennesaret.

There are times when we feel as though we are struggling alone and get-
ting nowhere.

There are times when we feel alone and think the Lord is not with us. We 
fail to see Him watching us from the “shoreline” and waiting for the right 
moment to engage with us.

It can be frightening when the Lord comes to us in unexpected ways. 
However, the Lord is always watching over us and sees us in our struggles. 
The disciples had fought the wind and waves all night while Jesus was on the 
shoreline watching.

As strange as it may sound, it is OK if the Lord does not always get into 
the boat with us. Just to know that He is near should bring comfort. But do 
not be surprised when He does climb aboard to join us in our struggles.

The disciples struggled against the wind blowing in their faces and whip-
ping up the waves as they fought to row in a particular direction. The picture 
of Jesus walking on the water amid the strong wind and high waves that the 
disciples feared was a lesson that Jesus is stronger than any problem we may 
face today or tomorrow.

NOTES

	 1	Craig Evans, “Mark,” in Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible, eds James D. 
G. Dunn and John W. Rogerson (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2003), 1080.
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	 2	 “In the story of walking on the sea (Mk. 6:45 ff. and par.; Jn. 6:16 ff.) 
the coming of Jesus on the sea declares Him to be the One who like God 
Himself draws near to help His own, while Peter’s going to meet Him ἐπὶ τὰ 
ὕδατα ‘on the waters’ declares what faith is (only Mt. 14:28 ff.; cf. Jn. 21:7): 
Faith walks over the flood of evil which engulfs unbelief → 319, 15 ff.; II, 
461, 38 ff.” Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey William Bromiley, and Gerhard Frie-
drich, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament: Volume 8, ed. Geoffrey 
William Bromiley (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964), 323.

	 3	A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (Nashville, TN: Broad-
man, 1980), Mark 6:45.

	 4	 Ibid.
	 5	David E. Garland, Mark, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996).
	 6	Ibid.
	 7	Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 6:45.
	 8	Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary on the Gospel of Mark, ed. Harold 

W. Attridge, Hermeneia—a Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 333.

	 9	Occurs 8 times in the gospel of Mark; 6 times in Matthew; 10 times in the 
gospel of Luke; Acts 2:43; 5:5, 11; 19:17.

	 10	Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, Mark 6:51.
	 11	Ibid.
	 12	Ibid., Mark 6:52.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Ask class members to brainstorm the top ten things people fear the 
most. Responses might include spiders, flying, closed spaces, etc. Use 
sentence strips or a markerboard to list the following terms and defini-
tions and see if the class can match them correctly.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resources Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

			   Answer Key: 1=d, 2=c, 3=g, 4=h, 5=a, 6=f, 7=e, 8=b

		  1.	 Acrophobia	 a.	 Fear of Spiders

		  2.	 Aquaphobia	 b.	 Fear of Public Speaking

		  3.	 Claustrophobia	 c.	 Fear of Water

		  4.	 Hemophobia	 d.	 Fear of Heights

		  5.	 Arachnophobia	 e.	 Fear of the Dentist

		  6.	 Zoophobia	 f.	 Fear of Animals

		  7.	 Dentophobia	 g.	 Fear of Close Spaces

		  8.	 Glossophobia	 h.	 Fear of Blood

	 2.	 Ask the group, How does fear change us? Allow time for response, and 
then comment that today’s study will encourage us with Jesus’ words in 
verse 50, “Take courage; it is I, do not be afraid.”

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 To look in-depth at the focal passage, present the following outline from 
the Study Guide for today’s lesson:

		  •	 Stuck in Our Faith (6:45–48a)
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		  •	 The Power of Fear (6:48b–50a)

		  •	 Jesus Is the Bread of Life (6:50b–53)

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 4.	 To consider verses 45–48a, comment that the crowd was dissipating, 
dinner was over, and the disciples were heading across the water to the 
other side. Ask, How do verses 45–48a compare to your life experience after 
seeing Jesus do something really great? Someone might comment that we 
can get stuck in a repeating cycle of faith, where we experience great 
victory, then life goes back to normal, and then we are in the middle of 
a storm again, wondering who Jesus really is and whether He can help 
us. Note that this same pattern was, perhaps, the perspective of the 
disciples.

	 5.	 Invite class members to follow along as you read Mark 6:48b–50a aloud. 
Form two teams within your class. One team will use this passage, along 
with other Bible passages, to list and consider some reasons God’s peo-
ple experience fear. The second team will use these verses, along with 
additional Bible passages to consider antidotes for fear. Allow teams 
plenty of time to search Bible stories and passages, and then present 
their findings to the entire class. If you have a large class, you might 
consider forming multiple teams.

	 6.	 Ask a volunteer to read verses 50b–53 to the group. Comment that as 
observed in the second group’s presentation (step 5), the presence of 
Jesus brings peace in the midst of fear. Share the following questions 
for discussion:

		  •	� What is the significance of Jesus getting into the boat with the disci-
ples?

		  •	 What is your impression of the disciple’s faith?

		  •	 How is your faith similar or different from the disciples’ faith?

	 7.	 To recap the lesson, encourage each member to scan the focal passage 
once again to formulate one question to pose to the group for discus-
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sion. Allow time as available for people to share questions and respons-
es.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Share the following statements for consideration and response:

		  •	 Fear is a normal, God-given response to a perceived threat.

		  •	 Since we are human, our fear is uncontrollable.

		  •	 We experience fear most when we are not in control.

		  •	 If we have enough faith, we will not experience fear.

		  •	 If we truly trust in God, feeling fear is a sin.

	 9.	 Invite a class member to read the sidebar “I Am, A Divine Revelation 
Formula” from the Study Guide. Note that the disciples still had not put 
things together regarding Jesus’ identity and purpose. Then ask, How 
does knowing that Jesus is God made flesh who lived among His people, and 
that we have the very presence of God with us now through the Holy Spirit, 
help us cope with fear?

	 10.	 Comment that Jesus walked on water during a raging storm but the 
most dangerous storm that night was not the weather but the storm 
raging in the minds of the disciples. Fear can be a powerful and destruc-
tive force. Close in prayer, thanking God for His presence, peace, and 
comfort in the midst of difficult storms.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Invite members to share details about intense storms they have with-
stood. Point out that even with all mankind’s inventions and accom-
plishments, we still cannot conquer the threat of a storm.
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	 2.	 Note that storms are common on the Sea of Galilee. Invite a previously 
enlisted member to share geographic details with the group that help 
explain weather conditions in that area. Be sure to include the following 
details (Gerry Avant, Deseret News, February 16, 1991, deseret.com):

		  •	 The Sea of Galilee is 12 miles long and 7 miles wide.

		  •	� The Jordan river flows through the Sea of Galilee on its way to the 
Dead Sea.

		  •	� The Sea of Galilee is 680 feet below sea level, so the water becomes 
quite warm at certain times.

		  •	� Cold air rushing down from the sharply rising hills meets the warm 
air rising from the water. The result can be a sudden and violent 
storm.

			   Point out that it was, perhaps, this kind of storm that took the disci-
ples by surprise.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Ask a volunteer to read the following verses from Mark: 3:7; 4:1, 35; 5:1, 
18. Comment that these verses give us a reference for one of Jesus’ fa-
vorite places for ministry. Much of His activity (teaching, healing, cast-
ing our demons, etc.) was accomplished by the seashore. In our passage 
today, Jesus was once again achieving His purpose while on the water.

	 4.	 Read the focal passage aloud. Note that the word immediately is used 
twice in the passage (45, 50), signifying Jesus’ instructions and actions 
were decisive and purposeful.

	 5.	 Share the following questions for discussion:

		  •	� Why might Jesus have sent His disciples on across to the other side 
of the sea while He stayed to dismiss the crowd?

		  •	� Where did Jesus go and what did He do after the crowd was dis-
persed? Why is this significant for us?
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		  •	� Verse 48 says that “He intended to pass by them.” Do you think Jesus 
understood the depth of the struggle of His disciples? Why would He 
plan to pass by them?

		  •	 How did Jesus calm the disciples? How does Jesus calm us?

		  •	� What is the significance of Jesus getting into the boat with the disci-
ples?

		  •	� How does Mark describe the response and the hearts of the disci-
ples?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Invite members to scan the passage individually, and then invite them 
to share aloud how it speaks personally to them and what truths God is 
revealing.

Encourage Application

	 7.	 Ask, What were the disciples afraid of? The storm? A ghost? Being secluded 
away from Jesus? Then ask, What causes your fears? Allow time for discus-
sion.

	 8.	 Point out that Jesus’ taking leave up the mountain to pray was not an 
accident. Prayer was a purposeful part of Jesus’ ministry. Even the Son 
of God needed to spend time in prayer! Should we?

	 9.	 Ask, Have you found your place for ministry like Jesus did? Do you get to live 
out much of your witness in a place where God seems to use you most? Note 
that it may not be by the seashore, but it may be in an office, a classroom, the 
halls of your church, a hospital, or wherever God may send you!

	 10.	 Call attention to the Questions in the Study Guide. Invite members to 
read them aloud and share responses. Give particular attention to the 
question that asks, What has seeing and following Jesus cost you?

	 11.	 Close in prayer.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Immediately prior to Mark 7, Mark provided two miracle stories (Mark 6:30–
44, 45–52) and a summation of miraculous healing activities by Jesus (Mark 
6:53–56). Following Mark 7:1–23, three miracle stories occur in the text. 
Sandwiched between these miracles Mark placed a lengthy teaching by Jesus 
on religious tradition and God’s expectation. Religious traditions of the Jews 
sought to protect the Torah but grew into a complex system that concealed 
the true intent of God’s instructions.

Mark 7:1–23 contains the second extensive speech of Jesus in the gospel 
of Mark. This speech provides a foundation for the ministry of Jesus in Gen-
tile territory presented in Mark 7:24. Jewish leaders frowned upon ministry 
to Gentiles. The current teachings helped the disciples to understand the gos-
pel is for all people.

The passage involves a controversy-dialogue between Jesus and Jewish 
religious leaders caused by the actions of Jesus’ disciples.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Ritual Washing (7:1–13)

Washing plays a significant role in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Each 
of the three religions utilizes water in ritual cleansing. Each of the three has 
developed its own set of rules and regulations that complicate the practice. 
The following story also applies to the modern church.

•	 Manufactured Religion (7:1–2)

7:1. Pharisees and scribes comprised two of the three most prominent Jew-
ish legal sects in first-century Judaism (Pharisees, scribes, and Sadducees). 
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Members were knowledgeable in matters of the written and Oral Torah. The 
written Torah are the five books of Moses (Old Testament within Christian-
ity) or Hebrew Bible (within Judaism). The Oral Torah contained traditions 
passed along generation after generation, which Jewish leaders eventually 
committed to writing. Pharisees had concerns about corruption within the 
Temple in Jerusalem and were especially strict in daily observance of the To-
rah. They viewed meals in their homes around the table to be meals shared 
in the presence of God. Therefore, one must always maintain ritual purity to 
share in any meal in the presence of God.

As Jesus’ fame spread in Jerusalem, religious leaders from Jerusalem 
were curious about Him. A contingent of Pharisees and scribes came to in-
vestigate Jesus, not to follow Him.

7:2. The text does not tell how many of Jesus’ disciples ate bread with “un-
washed” hands before eating. The Pharisees possibly observed the disciples 
eating the remainder of the bread from the feeding of the five thousand. The 
Pharisees only noticed “some.” Therefore, it is reasonable to speculate that 
“some” of the disciples of Jesus did “wash” before eating the bread. Or it is 
also reasonable that the word “some” means that the Pharisees only observed 
“some” but not all the disciples eating. Either way, the Pharisees were offend-
ed.

The Pharisees’ objection related to ceremonial impurity, “unwashed” 
hands, prior to eating rather than based on sanitary grounds.

The root word for “impure” is koinos and means “common,” i.e., what is 
common to everyone. Koiné Greek in which the New Testament was writ-
ten means the common Greek used by anyone, as opposed to Classical Greek 
used by the elite.

When Peter stated, “I have never eaten anything unholy and unclean” 
(Acts 10:14), the word translated as “unholy” is from the word koinos. The 
opposite of holy is “common” or “unclean” in the Torah.

Mark 7 uses some form of the noun koinos “common” or the verb koinoō 
“to make common” six times.
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•	 Rules for Purity (7:3–5)

7:3. The expression “wash their hands” refers to the hand up to the elbow by 
rubbing one hand and arm against the other with hands clenched into a “fist” 
pygmē. This could have been a “dry wash” by rubbing together the hands and 
elbows in a ritual act without water. The text makes clear that each person 
washed their own hands.

7:4. Engaging others in the marketplace agora always involved ceremonial 
defilement. The agora was a public forum in which people gathered. The disci-
ples’ presence in an agora made them ceremonially defiled in the eyes of the 
Pharisees.

The phrase referring to the Pharisees, “they do not eat unless they com-
pletely cleanse themselves” refers to dipping or immersing themselves, bap-
tizō. Before eating, Pharisees washed their hands either with water or using 
the “dry wash.” When they returned home from the market agora, they took a 
bath before eating. According to the Pharisees, only by bathing could anyone 
sit at the table in their homes and eat a sacred meal in the presence of God as 
though they were in the Jerusalem Temple.

7:5. The religious leaders assumed Jesus was the typical Jewish religious 
teacher and should follow custom. They had not observed the twelve or Jesus 
using either water or the “dry rub” prior to eating the bread.

•	 Jesus Gets Personal (7:6–8)

7:6. The expression “Rightly” kalōs is appropriate here because Jesus viewed 
Isaiah’s prophecy (Isaiah 29:13; also Ezekiel 33:31) as applicable to the atti-
tude of the Pharisees. The NASB translates kalōs as “You are experts at set-
ting aside” in verse 9 because it is used as ironic sarcasm.

The phrase “concerning you hypocrites” is interesting The Greek term hy-
pokritēs “hypocrites” is a term from the Greek theater in which a male actor 
wore or held a mask of the character portrayed; therefore, a hypocrite. The 
word hypokritēs is neither Hebrew nor Aramaic and was foreign to most Jews. 
Jesus may have had an encounter with a theater. He grew up in Nazareth and 
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probably worked in the nearby town of Sepphoris/Zippori, which was under 
construction and included the construction of a theater.

7:7. The word translated “vain” means “to no end” or “to no purpose.” Hu-
man teaching or opinion cannot substitute for divine instruction under any 
circumstance.

7:8. Jesus restated the phrase “neglecting the commandment of God” in con-
trast with “you hold to the tradition of men.” Jesus drove a wedge between 
the practice of the Pharisees and their teachings. They had substituted the 
Word of God with their oral tradition. Jesus accused the Pharisees of caring 
more for the Oral Torah of the Jewish elders than for the written Torah of 
God. The Talmud (the Oral Torah in writing) gives abundant confirmation of 
the truthfulness of this indictment.

•	 Religious Travesty (7:9–13)

Verses 9–13 represent a polemic by Jesus and not a response to the attack by 
the Pharisees.

7:9. The Pharisees viewed themselves as “experts” in interpreting the in-
structions of God. In a twist of biting, ironic sarcasm that cut to the bone, 
Jesus used the same word that the Pharisees applied to themselves, kalōs, 
which means “meeting high standards of excellence, appropriately, in the 
right way.” Verse 6 includes kalōs positively from Isaiah’s prophecy. Jesus in-
tended no commendation of the Pharisees with His sarcastic use of the word 
kalōs.

Jesus accused the Pharisees of “setting aside” God’s instructions. The 
Greek word atheteite means to “invalidate,” “ignore,” “nullify.” They placed 
tradition over divine instruction.

7:10–13. As an illustration of His point, Jesus used the fifth commandment 
(Exodus 20:12; 21:17) concerning honoring one’s parents.

The Pharisees’ relied on a concept called “corban” as a workaround for not 
keeping the fifth commandment. The word “corban” means “consecrated,” 
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“gift,” or “offering” reserved for God. The gospel of Mark used the actual He-
brew word qārbān. The gospel of Matthew used korbanan meaning “treasury.”

The teachers of the law allowed the mere saying of the word “corban” to 
justify an unfaithful son’s failure to use needed money for the support of his 
elderly father or mother. The Pharisees not only justified this trickery, but 
ruled the son was prohibited from using anything “corban” for his elderly 
parents. However, the son might use the funds for himself.

The commandment to honor one’s parents did not only apply to minor 
children living at home but to adult children who had elderly parents. An-
cient Israel viewed the punishment of elder abuse by grown children to be 
the same as for the act of murder. (See also Exodus 21:17 and Leviticus 20:9.)

The Pharisees had permitted human tradition or doctrine to override the 
instructions of God.

The Greek word akurountes means to “invalidate” or “make void.” Mark 
7:13 used the word as a participle, “making void.” The parallel passage in 
Matthew 15:6 used the same word but with more intensity, ēkurōsate “you 
invalidated.” The verb in verse 13 is much stronger than the word atheteite, 
“setting aside” used in verse 9. By verse 13, the verbal attack by Jesus on the 
Pharisees had intensified. Verse 9 stated the Pharisees “set aside.” Verse 13 
accused the Pharisees of making God’s instructions “void” and “invalid.”

Christians, religious leaders, pastors, and professors today need carefully 
to hear the words of Jesus addressed to the Pharisees.

The Nature of Real Defilement (7:14–23)

•	 Religious Reality (7:14–16)

Jesus delivered a parable on holy and unclean, and then He provided the in-
terpretation.

The Pharisees had attacked the disciples of Jesus for eating the bread 
without first washing their hands in the prescribed ceremonial ritual (verse 
2). Jesus now turned the tables on the Pharisees. He laid bare their empty, 
pompous hypocrisy.
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The text states “He called the crowd to Him again.” He began speaking 
to the crowd who had gathered around Him. The first words He uttered were 
in the imperative, “Listen to Me, all of you.” He had accused the Pharisees of 
invalidating the Word of God. Now, the Word of God Incarnate (John 1:1) 
issued a command to “listen to me” and not to the Pharisees. He placed Him-
self above the traditions of the Oral Law followed by the Pharisees.

7:15a. Verse 15 contains a parable (see verse 17). The verse is easily misinter-
preted. The reader must look beyond the issue of eating bread with unwashed 
hands, the concern of the Pharisees. They believed that the unwashed, com-
mon, profane (i.e., ritually impure) hand touching the bread transmitted rit-
ual impurity to the bread, and the person eating the ritually impure bread 
would become ritually unclean as a result. Jesus rejected this interpretation 
of clean and unclean. He proclaimed that there is no “thing” that makes a 
person “unclean” or “defiled” in the eyes of God—(Jesus did not say there is 
“nothing”). The Pharisees spent their days seeking to avoid contact with any 
“thing” that might make them ritually unclean and thus prevent them from 
coming before a holy God at mealtime.

7:15b. Moral uncleanness makes individuals common, unclean before God, 
and this is what should be dreaded. Jesus took the Levitical distinction of 
clean and unclean, and then elevated the concept to a higher level. The Phar-
isees, as religious charlatans, must have shriveled up under Jesus’ teaching.

Old Testament prophets taught that only moral considerations (includ-
ing idolatry as a part of morality in this context) moved God, not one’s defi-
nition of “religious uncleanness.”

7:16. The expression “If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear” ties this sec-
ond speech of Jesus to the first speech in Mark 4:9 concerning the parable of 
the sower. Verse 14 included a command to “Listen to me, all of you.” A sim-
ilar structure is used in Mark 4:3, 9. Some ancient manuscripts omit Mark 
7:16.
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•	 The Parable Explained (7:17–23)

7:17. Verse 17 is unique to the gospel of Mark. Whose house is not stated. It 
may have been the house of Peter in Capernaum.

Jesus’ closest friends had not understood the parable of “corban” that He 
had spoken to the crowd, probably in the presence of the Pharisees. (See also 
Mark 4:10–13, 33–34.) Matthew 15:15 adds that it was Peter who raised the 
question on behalf of the disciples. According to Matthew 15:12, the disci-
ples noticed the Pharisees “were offended” by what Jesus said.

7:18a. Jesus charged His disciples with “intellectual dullness and spiritu-
al stupidity.” The discouragement in Jesus’ voice is evident. His own cho-
sen disciples may have continued to think like the Pharisees. What Jesus 
said seemed like a riddle to the twelve. They were raised in the teachings of 
first-century Judaism, and most religious Jews respected the Pharisees.

7:18b–19b. The disciples’ lack of understanding and failure to comprehend 
what He had said to the crowd astonished Jesus. Their ingrained traditional 
religious theology made it difficult for them to use their intelligence in trying 
to comprehend what Jesus had just said.

7:19c. The parenthetical phrase “He declared all foods clean” is literally “de-
claring all foods clean.” The phrase represents a later interpretation and ap-
plication by Mark of what Jesus had said. These words were not spoken by 
Jesus. However, the masculine participle “declaring” agrees with Jesus as the 
subject of the participle and the one who laid the foundation for the instruc-
tion. The disciples of Jesus, including Peter, did not understand this teaching 
for many years after the resurrection of Jesus. Mark probably learned this 
concept from Peter, who had encountered a rooftop vision confirming this 
teaching (Acts 10:14–16).

7:20. The phrase “And He was saying” does not introduce a new saying but 
continues the explanation of the second part.
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Jesus captured the words of the prophets when He stated, “That which 
comes out of the person, that is what defiles the person.” (See Jeremiah 17:9 
and Ezekiel 36:26.)

7:21–22. The list reads like an indictment read aloud in a modern court-
room. The items included are not intended to be exhaustive but highlight 
some of what makes a person “unclean,” “defiled” before God. The New Tes-
tament contains several similar lists (Romans 1:29–31) as does Greek litera-
ture. Notice in the list that not one “deed” is forced upon a person. The indi-
vidual chooses to commit the individual acts that brings ritual uncleanness 
and defilement. Several items in the list are in the plural, indicating repeated, 
ongoing behavior.

The term porneia, “sexual immorality” or “fornications” refers to unlaw-
ful sexual intercourse, prostitution, unchastity, sexual unfaithfulness of ei-
ther a married or unmarried individual. Demosthenes of Athens (384–322 
BCE) used porneia to refer to homosexual acts. The term is used in ancient 
Jewish texts for incest, sodomy, and bigamy. Philo used the word for effemi-
nate behavior in sexual contexts.

“Thefts” refers to theft and stealing.
“Murders” refers to premeditated killing of another human being.
“Adulteries” refers to any form of sexual misconduct, specifically within 

a marriage.
“Deeds of greed” refers to a desire to have more than one’s due, greedi-

ness, insatiableness, and avarice.
“Wickedness” refers to the state or condition of a lack of moral or social 

values, baseness, maliciousness, sinfulness, wickedness that ruins the lives 
of people, and one who is evil minded.

“Deceit” refers to taking advantage through craft and underhanded 
methods, deceit, cunning, treachery, speaking deceitfully, and cunning with 
stealth.

“Indecent behavior” refers to a lack of self-constraint that involves con-
duct that violates all bounds of what is socially acceptable and one’s self-aban-
donment.
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“Envy” is a combination of two Greek words (used as metonymy for envy 
and malice) and refers to an evil eye, one who looks with envy or jealousy 
upon other people, stinginess, love for one’s own possessions.

“Slander” is the Greek word blasphēmia and refers to speech that deni-
grates or defames, reviling, disrespect, slander, and any kind of speech that 
is defamatory or abusive.

“Pride” refers to a state of undue sense of one’s importance, bordering on 
insolence, arrogance, and haughtiness.

“Foolishness” refers to a lack of prudence or good judgment, and a lack of 
moral or intellectual sense.

7:23. Verse 23 provides a summary of the examples that make persons un-
clean, defiled before God. Each example demonstrates uncleanness, defile-
ment proceeds first from within a person and is not simply an external act. 
The Greek word koinoi “defile” occurs four times in Mark 7—verses 15, 18, 
20, and 23. It occurs 4 times in Matthew 15:11, 18, 20.

The above list of what “defiles” a person might lead to a verdict of guilty 
on one or more of the indictments. Although Jesus emphasized the radi-
cal demands for righteousness, the message of Jesus is unconditional for-
giveness for all who turn from their previous lifestyles, including deed and 
thought. Continual engagement in the sins that “defile” a person, however, is 
evidence of unbelief in God. The decision belongs to each individual.

Focusing on the Meaning

Religious practices or keeping religious traditions will never make anyone 
acceptable to God. If we attempt to find God’s approval by keeping a set of 
regulations, we will fail (Romans 3:19–20). Jesus taught His followers that 
divine acceptance is an internal matter, not an external observance of a set 
of human regulations. Every external behavior begins in the heart and then 
we perform what is in the heart. The human condition is not good. Jeremiah 
described our hearts as “sick” (Jeremiah 17:9). Divine approval starts with a 
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new heart. Only God through Jesus can perform a spiritual heart transplant 
giving you a new heart (Ezekiel 36:26).

The donor of a heart must die for the recipient of the heart to live. A per-
son cannot donate part of a heart in the same manner as a donor can donate 
one kidney and keep the second kidney. The donor of the kidney can still live. 
However, the believer’s new heart comes from Jesus who died that we might 
live. Every person is on the heart transplant list, and no one has to wait for a 
donor. Are you in need of a heart transplant, a new heart?

NOTES

	 1	Syrophoenician woman (Mark 7:14–30); healing of a deaf man (Mark 
7:31–37); feeding of the four thousand (Mark 8:1–9).

	 2	Morna D. Hooker, “The Gospel According to Saint Mark,” Black’s New Tes-
tament Commentary (London, England: Continuum, 1991), 174.

	 3	Mark 4:1–34 was the first extensive speech of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark. 
See Rudolf von Pesch, Das Markusevangelium I. Teil: Einleitung und Kom-
mentar zu Kap. 1,1–8,26, 5th ed., Herder’s Theologischer Kommentar Zum 
Neuen Testament 2.1 (Freiburg: Herder, 1989), 367.

	 4	The Mishna was completed ca. 200 CE. The Palestinian/Jerusalem Talmud 
was completed ca. 400 CE. The Babylonian/Bavli Talumud was completed 
ca. 600 CE. However, Orthodox Judaism continues the revelatory process 
through rabbis.

	 5	κοιναῖς in the text.
	 6	κοινὸν in the text.
	 7	As a noun Mark 7:2, 5 and as a verb Mark 7:15, 18, 20, 23.
	 8	A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (Nashville, TN: Broad-

man, 1980), Mark 7:3.
	 9	Ibid., Mark 7:4.
	 10	Ibid., Mark 7:8.
	 11	Ibid., Mark 7:11.
	 12	A.T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (Nashville, TN: Broad-

man Press, 1933), Matthew 15:11.
	 13	Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary on the Gospel of Mark, ed. Harold 
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W. Attridge, Hermeneia—a Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 354.

	 14	Robertson, Mark 7:18.
	 15	Ibid., Mark 7:19.
	 16	Ibid.
	 17	Hooker, “Mark,” 180.
	 18	William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature: A Translation and Adapta-
tion of Walter Bauer’s Griechisch-Deutsches Worterbuch zu Den Schriften Des 
Nuen Testaments und der Übrigen Urchristlichen Literatur (Chicago, IL: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1957), 854.

	 19	Demosthenes, Demosthenes With an English Translation by C. A. Vince, M. 
A. and J. H. Vince, M.A., Speeches (English) (Medford, MA; Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd., 1926). 
Speech 19, 200.

	 20	Testament of Reuben 1:6.
	 21	Testament of Benjamin 9:1; Jubilees 16:5; 20:5.
	 22	Damascus Document 4:20; 7:1.
	 23	Charles Duke Yonge with Philo of Alexandria, The Works of Philo: Complete 

and Unabridged (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995), 597–598.
	 24	Arndt and Gingrich, Greek-English Lexicon, 851.
	 25	Ibid., 256.
	 26	Ibid., 141.
	 27	Ibid., 744.
	 28	Ibid., 178.
	 29	Ibid., 1033.
	 30	Ibid., 159.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Inform the class that it is time to make a list of class rules. Invite them 
to brainstorm rules, such as arrive on time, do your homework (study 
your lesson), participate in discussion, bring a guest, etc. Record the 
rules on a markerboard for later use. Comment that rules are often used 
to dictate the direction of a group, usually for the better.

	 2.	 Next, invite the class to list some societal and etiquette rules that have 
been around for a long time. Their list might include standing when be-
ing introduced, looking someone in the eye, removing caps in the sanc-
tuary, etc. Then ask members to list rules that may now seem outdated 
and obsolete, such as wearing white after Labor Day, men walking on 
the women’s left side, elbows on the table, dueling to settle an argu-
ment, etc.

	 3.	 Comment that the conflict in our focal passage today arose when some 
of Jesus’ disciples neglected to observe one of the Jewish rules of that 
day; they did not conform to the tradition of the elders (7:3).

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Read aloud Mark 7:1–5 to the group. Note that in these verses, an ob-
servation (verses 1–2) leads to a concern (verses 3–4), and the concern 
culminates in a question. Reread aloud verse 5. Point out that this ques-
tion centers around one of many Jewish laws derived from the Old Tes-
tament. Call upon a previously enlisted class member to share a 5-min-
ute recap of these 613 laws, giving some general descriptions, as well 
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as numerous examples. Then ask the class, How were these laws helpful? 
How could they have become destructive or hurtful?

	 5.	 Invite the group to brainstorm ways that Jesus could have answered the 
question from the Pharisees and scribes. For example, He could have 
responded that His disciples should have washed their hands and must 
seek forgiveness and restoration. Or, He could have said they usually 
follow this custom, but this time they merely forgot and needed to be 
reminded. After several ideas are presented, ask a class member to read 
aloud verses 6–13. Notice that Jesus’ response was not at all like the 
examples above. Rather than focusing on the behavior of His disciples, 
Jesus moved directly to the heart of the matter—worshiping tradition 
rather than worshiping God.

	 6.	 Present a mini-lecture from verses 6–13. Feel free to assign this lesson 
component to a previously enlisted class member. Be sure to focus on 
Isaiah’s prophecy and Moses’ commands included in the passage. An-
swer the question, How did the Pharisees and scribes invalidate the Word 
of God by their traditions?

	 7.	 Comment that the narrative in verses 14–23 demonstrates that neither 
the crowd, nor the disciples had understood Jesus’ sayings. Ask a volun-
teer to read aloud the passage as half the group listens for Jesus’ sayings 
about what goes into a person, and the other half listens for what Jesus 
said proceeds out of a person. Invite the two groups to compare notes. 
Ask, What did Mark intend to convey in verse 19 when he said, “He declared 
all foods clean?” Allow time for discussion.

	 8.	 Read aloud verses 20–23 to the group one more time. Comment that 
all of the evil things one may display on the outside of his or her life 
actually come from within—from the heart. Enlist a volunteer to read 
aloud the last two paragraphs in the Study Guide section entitled “The 
Stain Runs Deep.” (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teach-
ing Resources Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.) Call upon a 
pre-enlisted member to help the group visualize these paragraphs with 



Lesson 13: The Heart of the Matter� 187 

a markerboard or poster drawing of the scriptural concepts. The draw-
ing could be prepared ahead of time and shown to the group, or actually 
done in concert with the reading of the Scripture passage (similar to a 
chalk talk).

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Refer back to the list of class rules established in Connect With Life. 
Ask, What is our motivation to follow and observe these rules? Does inspira-
tion to follow them come from within or without? What is our motivation to 
follow God’s rules?

	 10.	 Ask members to silently consider the following questions as you close:

		  •	 To what degree am I a rule follower?

		  •	 Which is more important to me: people or policies?

		  •	 What does it mean to be clean?

		  •	 Am I the same person on the inside as I am on the outside?

		  •	 What indications are there in my life that I have a new heart?

	 11.	 Close in prayer, asking God to reveal to class members, individual-
ly, ways they might tend to follow tradition rather than the leading 
of God’s Spirit, and to expose any evil tendencies in their hearts they 
might need to deal with.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Place a poster or sign outside your classroom door saying, “Please Wash 
Your Hands!” As you begin, ask how many people actually washed their 
hands before entering. Point out that clean hands will be very import-
ant in today’s lesson.
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			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Share the following clean hands facts with the class.

		  •	� According to the Centers for Disease Control, there are typically be-
tween 10,000 and 10 million bacteria on each of your hands.

		  •	 Washing your hands removes about 90% of these bacteria (CDC).

		  •	 Most hand germs can survive for three hours (CDC).

		  •	 You should wash your hands for at least 20 seconds (OSHA).

		  •	� If everyone around the world washed their hands, over a million 
deaths could be prevented each year (Campbell County Health).

			   Comment, No wonder the Pharisees and scribes were so upset that 
Jesus’ disciples didn’t wash hands before eating!

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Call attention to the following lesson outline taken from the Study 
Guide for today’s study:

		  •	 Traditions of the Elders (7:1–8)

		  •	 Garbage Out, Garbage In (7:9–15)

		  •	 The Stain Runs Deep (7:16–23)

	 4.	 To explore “Traditions of the Elders,” ask a volunteer to read verses 1–8. 
Point out that religious leaders in that day were charged with keeping 
numerous rules and laws (see step 4 in the Discovery Plan). Keeping 
tradition was probably the single most important element of their prac-
tice and worship. Engage learners in discussion based on the following 
questions:

		  •	� Who were the Pharisees and scribes? What were their religious roles 
and duties?

		  •	� Why was it so easy for these religious leaders to notice the actions of 
the disciples?
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		  •	 What was the leaders’ intent as they quizzed Jesus?

		  •	� How did Jesus respond? How do you think the Pharisees and scribes 
reacted to Jesus’ reply?

		  •	� According to verse 8, which is more important: The commandment 
of God or the tradition of men?

		  •	� How could a religious leader get God’s priority confused in his life 
and ministry? How can we?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 5.	 Point out that Jesus continued His conversation in verses 9–15. Share 
a mini-lecture from these verses entitled “Garbage Out, Garbage In.” 
From these verses, demonstrate how the Jews, who were steeped in tra-
dition, justified using God’s law to escape living out God’s command.

	 6.	 Invite a volunteer to read aloud verses 16–23. Ask class members to lis-
ten for something from the Scripture passage that seems to grab their 
interest. For example, one class member may be interested that the dis-
ciples didn’t understand what Jesus had said. Another person might be 
interested to hear that all the evil activities we tend to think are exter-
nal actually begin inside our hearts. Encourage class members to give 
feedback with each member as he or she shares.

	 7.	 Ask, How can we combat the evil notions, ideas, thoughts, and actions that 
seem to capture us at times? Is it possible to deal with them in our hearts so 
we do not act upon them? If so, how?

	 8.	 Read this sentence from the Study Guide: “The problem with legal loop-
holes is they just don’t lead us to holiness.” Encourage class members to 
share their thoughts about this sentence. How is it true? How is it false?

			   (A copy of this sentence, in large print, is available in “Teaching Re-
source Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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Encourage Application

	 9.	 Ask, What truths did Jesus teach in this passage? Encourage the class to 
identify several. Then ask, Why was it so difficult for the crowd and the 
disciples to understand His teaching?

	 10.	 Invite responses to these questions from the Study Guide: What are 
some traditional lines that you see as a slippery slope? How can you 
welcome others in yet remain faithful to God’s call?

	 11.	 Close the lesson by reminding class members that Jesus changed the 
question from How clean are your hands? to How clean is your heart? 
Ask, How will you demonstrate your response to Jesus’ question this week?
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The promises of God to Israel throughout the Old Testament find their ulti-
mate fulfillment in the birth of a child to an insignificant young lady, mar-
ried to an obscure man, in the most unlikely setting, and first announced 
by heavenly beings to those whom society often treated as outcasts. Add to 
these events the setting of the story during the reign of the most powerful 
man living, and the reader of Luke 2 cannot help but marvel. The author 
of the birth narrative took pride in investigating the events he recounted 
(Luke 1:1). Although Luke did not have access to detailed historical records, 
he approximated to the best of his ability that Jesus came to Israel, to us, in 
history. God became incarnate.

Not until more than thirty years after the birth of Jesus did most people 
understand the significance of that night. Who would have remembered the 
place where it happened, other than the name of a town? Who would have 
recorded the date of the child’s birth other than the time of year shepherds 
were out in the fields during the night? Even the reference to a census or 
registration is vague.

At an unknown site somewhere in an ancient village, on an unknown 
night, and during the time Caesar Augustus ruled the world, God became 
flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14).

Interpreting the Scriptures

Jesus Comes to Us in History (2:1–5)

The time was perfect for the birth of Jesus, which occurred in a historical and 
common setting.

History has not been so kind to the historical event of Jesus birth. In the 
last 250 years, some scholars set forth views that Jesus did not exist at all. 
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Individuals who make such statements had to discount much of the evidence, 
including Scripture, early Christian writings, and especially the non-Chris-
tian evidence that refers to Jesus.

Adolf von Harnack reacted against this denial by speaking about “the 
Jesus of history” and “the Christ of faith.” He claimed that we must go to 
or seek out the “Jesus of history.” He argued that the “Christ of faith” is the 
result of the preaching of the early church and represents various degrees 
of understanding the reality of Jesus. Although Harnack’s views had moved 
the church in the direction of knowing the historical Jesus, he did not go far 
enough.

In 1910, Albert Schweitzer, published a book entitled Quest for the His-
torical Jesus This book struck a severe blow against liberal theology, which 
denied that Jesus was a historical figure. Yet even his views are terribly inad-
equate for he only saw Jesus as a visionary who was convinced that He was 
the Messiah.

Luke explained how Mary whose house was in Nazareth gave birth to 
Jesus in Bethlehem of Judea at a point in time in history.

•	 Historical setting (2:1–3)

Scholars have debated the matter of the “census” for over 225 years. Josephus 
referred to a census following the Roman Emperor’s removal of Archelaus, 
Herod’s son, as ruler of Judea. The Emperor entrusted the administration of 
Judea and Syria to an officer of the province subordinate to the governor and 
bearing the title praefectus. Only after Rome annexed Judea into the Roman 
Empire did the Emperor issue a decree for a census.

Some propose there were two different censuses conducted, the census 
in the gospel of Luke and the census mentioned by Josephus. Others suggest 
that the census to which Luke refers is indeed correct. Luke’s vindication may 
remain buried awaiting discovery. Until then, caution is advised on claiming 
Luke was right or wrong.

2:1. The phrase “now in those days” indicates that Luke intentionally did not 
provide a precise date for the birth of Jesus because he himself did not know.
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“Caesar Augustus” was born Gaius Octavius. The Roman senate bestowed 
the title “Augustus” on him. He ruled from 27 BC to AD 14. The divine pur-
pose occurred with the agency of a pagan ruler, as with Sennacherib, Nebu-
chadnezzar, and Cyrus, all of whom God used.

The word “register” does not mean “to tax.” Although, taxing normal-
ly followed and was based on a prior census. Also, the verb can be read as 
“should be enrolled.” This allows one to interpret the registration as a local 
rather than universal enrollment.

The phrase “all the inhabited earth” is a hyperbole and simply refers to 
territories under direct Roman rule. A form of “all” or “entire” occurs 23 times 
in chapters 1–2. Herod’s kingdom was a client or vassal territory within the 
Roman Empire. Herod ruled only because of Senate decree.

Luke does not state that Caesar Augustus ordered a “single,” immediate 
census for the entire inhabited world.

2:2. The phrase “the first census” alludes to a series of censuses instituted by 
Roman officials. Acts 5:37 mentions a census dated around AD 6 following 
the Roman Emperor’s removal of Archelaus, Herod’s son, as ruler of Judea. 
Egyptian papyri indicate that around AD 20 a routine fourteen-year Roman 
census occurred in Egypt.

Luke’s statement “Quirinius was governor of Syria” is a crux interpretum 
due to historical problems concerning Quirinius. Space does not permit a full 
discussion of the issues. We know the Romans appointed Quirinius as gover-
nor of Syria about AD 6, well after the birth of Jesus. That appointment may 
have been his second appointment as a governor in the area.

2:3. The reference to “own city” means one’s ancestral village. According to 
Luke 2:39, Nazareth was Joseph’s hometown. Hyperbole explains Luke using 
both Bethlehem and Nazareth as Joseph’s “own city.”

•	 The Perfect Place (2:4–5)

2:4. Although Joseph and Mary traveled south to Bethlehem of Judea, they 
”went up” because Bethlehem is approximately 2564 feet above sea level 
compared to Nazareth at about 1830 feet above sea level.
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The distance from Nazareth to Bethlehem of Judea is approximately 85 
to 90 miles if one traveled the direct route through Samaria.

There were two cities named Bethlehem in ancient Israel: (1) Bethlehem 
in Galilee (tribal region of Zebulon) about seven miles northeast of Nazareth 
and (2) Bethlehem of Judea about six miles south of Jerusalem. Both Luke 
and John place the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem of Judea. (See Matthew 2:6; 
John 7:41–42; and Micah 5:2.)

The expression “because he was of the house and family of David” con-
nects Jesus to the Davidic lineage and to the Messianic hope. Both Jerusalem 
and Bethlehem of Judea held the title “city of David.” David’s personal army 
captured Jerusalem and Bethlehem was the ancestral home of David. (See 1 
Samuel 16:1ff.; 17:12, 15, 58; Psalm 78:70.)

2:5. It is unclear why Mary, in her late stage of pregnancy, went with Joseph 
to Bethlehem. Women were not required to report for most censuses. Micah 
5:2 provides a theological answer. Her journey fulfilled God’s promise. The 
Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem, not Nazareth.

The expression “was betrothed to him, and was pregnant” is awkward. 
They had been living together as husband and wife but had not consummated 
the marriage while she was still pregnant.

The Perfect Method (2:6–7)

2:6–7a. Jesus came to us through trauma. The phrase her “firstborn son” 
does not mean that Mary and Joseph did not have children of their own after 
the birth of Jesus. (See Luke 8:19–21; Acts 1:14; cf. Mark 6:3.) Mary and Jo-
seph lived in a normal marital relationship following Jesus’ birth.

2:7b–c. Jesus came to us in humility. The reader should not lose sight of the 
irony of one of the most important events in history taking place in a man-
ger. The “manger” reveals how God elevates the lowly and humble and rejects 
the proud and mighty of this world.



196	 THE reMARKable JOURNEY CONTINUES: The Gospel of Urgency

The expression “she wrapped Him in cloths” simply means she swaddled 
the baby, a common procedure with newborn babies. Strips of material were 
used in place of a modern, single baby blanket.

The phrase “laid Him in a manger” informs the reader that the most im-
portant event in history took place in an animal barn or stable with a feeding 
trough as the bassinet. Paul beautifully captured the event—“He already ex-
isted in the form of God, did not consider equality with God something to be 
grasped, but emptied Himself by taking the form of a bond-servant and being 
made in the likeness of men” (Philippians 2:6–7; see also 2 Corinthians 8:9).

2:7d. The place was perfect. Jesus came to us despite the rejection of Him 
by others.

The phrase “there was no room for them in the inn” simply means there 
was not a suitable place available for Mary to give birth to her child. The inn 
was probably a simple overnight place to lodge for people in caravans or even 
possibly a typical first century family dwelling. Luke makes no reference to 
animals or to the Magi (Matthew 2:1–12).

The Shepherds (2:8–12)

2:8. The “humble” mentioned in Luke 1:52 come to the forefront. (See also 
Luke 7:22.) Shepherds did not have the best reputation. As a group, people 
viewed shepherds as dishonest. Religious leaders viewed them as necessary 
but also unclean both physically and ritually. Often viewed as outcasts and 
grouped with sinners, these were the first to receive the good news. Even an-
cient Near Eastern kings bred sheep (2 Kings 3:4). God chose the shepherds, 
not Herod the Great or Caesar Augustus to announce the single most import-
ant event in human history.

Since the shepherds were “out in the fields,” the birth of Jesus might 
have occurred in the period between March and November. There are no firm 
dates for the birth of Jesus in the biblical record. The western church chose 
December 25 as the day to celebrate the occasion.
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•	 The Angelic Appearance Contains Five Elements (2:9–12)

2:9a. (1) The angel’s appearance—Luke does not identify the angel as he did 
in Luke 1. There was a manifestation of God’s presence. (Compare Exodus 
16:7, 10; 24:17; 40:34; Psalm 63:2.)

2:9b. (2) A response of fear—The shepherds were naturally frightened.

2:10–11. Jesus removes fear.

2:10. (3) A word of reassurance—“Do not be afraid” is a standard form of 
God’s reassurance because God is present.

(4) The divine message—The phrase “good news” translates the Greek 
word euangelizō, a verb found 11 times in the gospel of Luke. The noun eu-
angelion translates as “gospel.”

The expression “great joy” refers to the arrival of the messianic age rather 
than to a personal feeling of happiness.

The phrase “which will be for all the people” alludes first to the people of 
Israel but also includes all Gentiles (Acts 15:1–29). Elsewhere in the gospel of 
Luke, “people” refer to the people of Israel.

2:11. The word “today” marks the beginning of the messianic era of salva-
tion. The messianic era is not only future, but present.

The theological expression “a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” means that 
Jesus was no ordinary person. The term “Savior” is the role of Jesus. Both 
“Christ” and “Lord” are titles. This is the gospel message: Jesus is Savior who 
embodies the titles of Christ (Messiah) and Lord. Luke applied the term “Sav-
ior” to God in Luke 1:47. The title “Christ” identifies Jesus. At His birth, Je-
sus is both “Christ” (Messiah) and “Lord.” Philippians 3:20 uses all three: “For 
our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for a Savior, the 
Lord Jesus Christ.”

The phrase “in the city of David” associates the child with the birth of an 
anticipated Messiah (Micah 5:2).
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2:12. (5) The giving of a sign—The odds of the shepherds finding another 
newborn lying in a manger would be remote.

The Angels’ Song of Praise (2:13–14)

Zecharias marked the announcement of the birth of his son, John the Bap-
tist, with a prophetic Benedictus. An angelic chorus marked the birth of Jesus.

2:13. Jesus offers peace to all who receive Him. The armies of heaven ap-
peared with the angel. This implies that nothing is impossible for God who is 
the commander-in-chief. The biblical role of God’s armies is to praise God. All 
creation praises God (Psalm 148:1–4). Luke used the word “praise” six times 
in Luke–Acts.

2:14. Verse 14 informs the reader what the armies of God proclaimed. No-
tice the three parallelisms: (1) “glory” // “peace”; (2) “highest” // “on earth”; 
and (3) “God” // “among people.”

The word “peace” in the context refers to the fullness of blessings, i.e., 
salvation, from God through this child called Savior–Christ–Lord.

The phrase “peace among people with whom He is pleased” has created 
theological confusion as seen in the various translations. The Greek text has 
“in men of good will.” This has been translated as “among men characterized 
by good will,” “goodwill to men” (KJV); “to men of good will” (Douay); “among 
people with whom he is pleased” (NASB). How one answers the question of 
“To whom does the good will belong, man or God?” is critical to the interpre-
tation of the verse. Elsewhere in the gospel of Luke, it is God’s good pleasure 
that is intended. Paul used the word in Philippians 2:13 and 2 Thessalonians 
1:11 in reference to God’s work in the believer.

The Visit of the Shepherds (2:15–20)

2:15. The verb “go straight” implies going on a specific mission to a specific 
place. The shepherds were not going to Bethlehem to wander around looking 
for a child. They focused on finding the child.
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The antecedent to “this thing” refers not to the newborn child but to the 
word given by the angel. The shepherds rushed to confirm the message of the 
angel. When the Lord speaks to us, we must act upon that word.

2:16. The expression “came in a hurry” refers to obedience, not speed. Be-
cause they did not delay acting upon the message from the angel, the shep-
herds were among the first to see God Incarnate. What the shepherds found 
were two people and a newborn infant who was lying in a feeding trough. 
They found exactly what the angel had told them.

2:17. The shepherds whom many did not notice in society, went and told 
others. They could not withhold such good news, even from people outside 
of the community.

2:18. The term “amazed” or to be “extraordinarily impressed” occurs 18 
times in Luke–Acts. Verse 18 used it positively. The gospel of Mark used the 
term 4 times and Matthew used it 7 times.

2:19. Mary did not fully comprehend the implications of “all these things,” 
i.e., the virginal conception, the birth of Jesus, and His name and titles (Sav-
ior, Christ, Lord). She continued to reflect on the events throughout her life. 
It would have been remarkable if Mary had not been confused by the events. 
She understood to some degree Jesus’ divine calling and destiny, but not ful-
ly. Like John the Baptist (Matthew 11:3) and the disciples Luke 9:18–20, she 
too probably had questions. Both the audience of the shepherds (2:18) and 
Mary attempted to process “these things.”

The verbs “treasured” and “pondering” both belong to keeping them “in 
her heart.” Like Mary, Luke intended for the reader to reflect also on “all 
these things.”

Many scholars believe that Mary was the source for Luke’s account in 
Luke 1–2.

2:20. What the angelic host had done at the announcement to the shep-
herds, the shepherds continued as they shared the good news. That which 
they heard, saw, and experienced, they now shared.
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Focusing on the Meaning

By today’s standards, Jesus’ birth was not a royal birth. Yet it was indeed the 
grandest birth ever. It was so royal and kingly that many have not recognized 
it as such. Some even deny it happened.

Jesus entered this world the same as us, through the trauma of child-
birth. Jesus came to humanity in a manner that would not exclude anyone. 
His birth opened the way for all people to accept him.

As with the shepherds we do not need to hunt for Him. All we need to do 
is accept the announcement from God of salvation and, like the shepherds, 
rush to confirm God’s promise. He will be found.

Jesus came to you. How do you come to Him? And, what keeps you from 
coming to the child, the Son of God?

NOTES

	 1	Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus a Critical Study of Its 
Progress From Reimarus to Wrede. (London, England: A. & C. Black, 1954).

	 2	See the discussion by Edward Dąbrowa, “The Date of the Census of Quir-
inius and the Chronology of the Governors of the Province of Syria” 
Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 2011, Bd. 178 (2011), 137-142.

	 3	Robert H. Stein, Luke, The New American Commentary (Nashville, TN: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1992), 104.

	 4	A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (Nashville, TN: Broad-
man, 1980), Luke 2:1.

	 5	A. T. Robertson, Luke the Historian, in the Light of Research (New York, NY: 
C. Scribner’s sons, 1920), 121.

	 6	Robertson, Luke the Historian, 121.
	 7	Robertson, Word Pictures, Luke 2:2.
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	10	 Stein, Luke, 104.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display blank invitation cards in various places around the room. Place 
a poster or sign on the focal wall that says, You Are Invited! After class 
members have arrived and are settled, ask them to share about a special 
invitation they have received (National Honor Society, wedding, grad-
uation of a friend or relative, 50th anniversary celebration, community 
event, retirement celebration, etc.). Then ask, Why do we treasure special 
invitations? Responses might include that invitations indicate our im-
portance, signify close relationships, and much more.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Invite a member to read aloud Luke 2:8–15. Point out that an invitation 
to come to Jesus was, and still is, the most important invitation of a 
lifetime. The shepherds were invited to the birth of Jesus, and later the 
wise men were invited to the baby shower where they presented their 
gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh (Matthew 2:11). Comment, God 
still invites people to experience the birth of His Son!

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Provide Bibles as needed, and ask class members to read the focal pas-
sage individually. When they finish, distribute the Christmas acrostic 
page and ask them to work alone or in pairs to find a word or phrase 
that represents a fact or truth from the Bible passage for each letter. 
Share the following example if needed:
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		  •	 C — Caesar sent out a decree

		  •	 H — haste

		  •	 R — registered

		  •	 I — inn was not available

		  •	 S — shepherds were the first to know

		  •	 T — town of Bethlehem

		  •	 M — Mary gave birth to Emmanuel

		  •	 A — angels told the shepherds the good news

		  •	 S — swaddling clothes

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 4.	 After class members have shared their findings, comment that the cel-
ebration of Christmas has become something other than what it was 
intended, at least in the culture around us. Call attention to a blank 
copy of the acrostic page and ask the entire class to work together to 
identify a word or phrase for each letter, but this time from the perspec-
tive of culture rather than the Scripture passage. For example, the letter 
C might stand for candy cane rather than Caesar (from the example 
above). Ask, How has culture changed the meaning and message of Christ-
mas? How can we counter the direction of culture in our observance of the 
Christmas story?

	 5.	 Share the following statements for discussion:

		  •	� Joseph and Mary traveled to Bethlehem for Jesus to be born because 
they knew the Old Testament prophecy and wanted it to be fulfilled.

		  •	� The angel appeared to shepherds first because they had a prominent 
place in the culture of that day.

		  •	� The good news for all people was understood to be primarily for the 
Jews.

		  •	� The shepherds utilized a star to guide them to the birthplace of Je-
sus.
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		  •	 Mary fully understood God’s plan and purpose.

		  •	 The shepherds became the very first evangelists.

	 6.	 Invite members to scan the focal passage one more time, and then share 
with the group the portion of the Christmas story that seems to touch 
their hearts the most.

	 7.	 Read aloud the sidebar “Jesus Messiah Is No Secret” in the Study Guide 
to the group. Invite members to gather in pairs to scan the books of 
Luke and Acts to see how many passages they can find that display Je-
sus as the Messiah. Ask them to read several of their passages aloud 
to the large group. Then ask, If Luke was so resolute to show Jesus as the 
Messiah, why did Jesus Himself try to keep His identity secret from time to 
time? After discussion, suggest that God’s invitation to the shepherds, 
rather than a king, might give us a clue to His intentions.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Invite the group to consider the following questions for contemplation:

		  •	� As I consider the real meaning of Christmas, do I know God person-
ally?

		  •	� If so, how am I different from the culture around me?

		  •	� Am I faithful to go and tell (to share the story of Christ) like the shep-
herds did so long ago?

	 9.	 Call attention once again to the You Are Invited poster or sign. Hand 
each participant one of the blank invitation cards displayed earlier in 
step 1. Comment that most often, an invitation anticipates a response 
(RSVP). Call on members to paraphrase God’s invitation to us at Christ-
mas on one side of the card, and then to write a personal response to 
God on the other side of the card.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Display pictures of famous vacation destinations. You may want to pro-
vide copies of travel magazines or even place some travel destination 
posters in your classroom. After members have had a moment to take 
in the display, ask, Where would you go for your trip of a lifetime? What do 
you want to see and experience? Encourage discussion.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Comment that Luke’s account of Christmas informs us that shepherds 
were the first people to know of Jesus’ birth! After their encounter with 
an angel, they made the trip of a lifetime over to Bethlehem to see the 
Savior.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Invite a class member to share biblical details surrounding the birth of 
Jesus as they were foretold in Luke 1:26–38.

	 4.	 Next ask a previously enlisted class member to share information about 
who shepherds were and what they did in biblical times. Resources are 
available in Bible handbooks, commentaries, and through an online 
search (gotquestions.org; etc.).

	 5.	 Share the following lesson outline from the Study Guide:

		  •	 Unexpected Travel Plans (2:1–8)

		  •	 A Sign Shines in the Night (2:9–14)

		  •	 Outcasts and Evangelists (2:15–20)
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			   To explore the first part of the outline, present a brief discourse from 
verses 1–8. Be sure to include details about the tax decree, Joseph’s 
family and heritage, and Jesus’ birthplace.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Ask a volunteer to read aloud verse 9–14, and then ask the following 
questions for discussion:

		  •	� Does an angel of the Lord always invoke fear when seen by humans? 
If so, why?

		  •	� Do you think the shepherds were aware of the Old Testament biblical 
prophecies concerning Jesus’ birth? Why or why not?

		  •	� Why do you think Jesus was born as a baby in a manger, rather than 
coming to earth as a king in His glory?

		  •	� Do you think we do an adequate job at Christmas praising God for 
the gift of His Son? Why or why not?

		  •	� To what degree does our culture understand the significance of the 
Christmas story?

	 7.	 To explore the last segment of the lesson outline, “Outcasts and Evan-
gelists,” read aloud each verse, pausing between each verse to ask, What 
is the significance of this verse to the Christmas story? After the final verse 
is read and discussed, invite members to select the verse from this pas-
sage that is most meaningful to him or her. Allow time for members to 
share why they chose the verse they did.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Call attention to the conversation from the beginning of the lesson 
about the trip of a lifetime. Ask, Do you think the shepherds’ experience 
qualifies as a trip of a lifetime? Why or why not?
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	 9.	 Invite members to consider the Questions at the end of the lesson in 
the Study Guide in this order: 1, 3, 4, 2, 5.

	 10.	 Ask members the meaning of the word, Emmanuel (God with us!). Then 
ask, As we consider our Scripture passage for this lesson, how can we see that 
God was with those who experienced the birth of Jesus in Luke 2? How can 
we see that God is with us as we celebrate Christmas now?

	 11.	 Say, God’s grace interrupts, often unexpected and uninvited. How will you 
answer? Allow a few moments for response.

	 12.	 Close in prayer, thanking God for the gift of His Son, and asking for 
His power for us to emulate the good work of the shepherds in telling 
others the story of Christmas.
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Fear Not

“When I am afraid, I put my trust in you” (Psalm 56:3, ESV).

Father,

I humbly approach You with a heart of worship, reverence, and in-
expressible joy. May my eyes be continually before You, Oh God, the 
One who is sovereign over all things in Heaven and on the earth. 
Your Holy Word says, “The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in 
it, the world, and all who live in it; for he founded it on the seas and 
established it on the waters” (Psalm 24:1–2, NIV). I thank You for 
Your guiding hand in my life and for growing my faith and trust in 
You as I daily surrender to You.

I pour out my praise to You, Oh God, for Jesus, Your Son, who holds 
all things in His hands and has divine authority and control over 
all of creation. I read in Your Holy Word how Jesus displayed His 
great power over nature as He spoke, “Peace! Be still!” and calmed 
the wind and the waves, as the disciples feared for their lives on the 
Sea of Galilee when a great storm arose (Mark 4:35–41). I pray that 
when I am afraid, I will put my trust in Jesus, knowing He sustains 
all things, and nothing can stand against Him.

Lord, I admit that just like the disciples, storms of life sometimes 
surprise me, come out of nowhere and grip my heart with fear and 
doubt. Thank You that just as Jesus calmed the turbulent sea, He 
also calms my raging heart, giving me assurance and peace, showing 
me His grace and love. Cultivate in me a heart that focuses on Jesus 
and not the circumstances that surround me. Your Word says, “For 
God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-con-
trol” (2 Timothy 1:7, ESV). Thank You, Lord, that You continue to 
prime and grow my trust in You day by day and moment by mo-
ment. Deliver me from the overwhelming power of fear and make 
me vastly aware that Jesus sits on the throne of my heart, empow-
ering me with boldness and courage.
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Lord, just like fire refines gold and silver, removing their impurities, 
You often use the trials and storms in my life to prune and cut away 
those things that deprive me of spiritual growth. You teach me to 
have a posture of humility before You, as You transform me, making 
me more like Jesus. Lord, when I encounter trials give me steadfast-
ness to cling to You and Your Word, trusting in Your sovereignty, 
even when You seem to be silent. May I retreat deeper in prayer, 
praying with intensity and without ceasing. Give me courage and joy 
within my heart, knowing that You are growing my faith as I learn 
to trust You more.

Lord, may I never forget the question the disciples asked, “Who 
then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?” (Mark 4:41b, 
ESV). I bow my heart to You as I worship and dwell richly on Jesus 
my Savior, the name above all names, the great I Am, the One who 
has no beginning and no end, the promised King, Your only Son, the 
Messiah, who left His home in glory and willingly died on a cruel 
cross to redeem me from the penalty of my sin, the perfect sacri-
fice, a Lamb without blemish or defect. I give praise to the Bread of 
Life, the Light of the World, my Good Shepherd, the True Vine, the 
Way, the Door, the only One who secures my salvation by His righ-
teousness, and reconciles me to You, a holy, just, and merciful God. 
My heart is eternally grateful that Jesus is the Resurrection and the 
Life, the One who rose in victory on the third day, conquering sin 
and death, once and for all, and gives abundant and eternal life to all 
who put their faith in Him. All praise, glory, and honor to the King 
of kings and Lord of lords, the Lion of Judah, the root of David, the 
Bright Morning Star, the One who is coming again and when He 
appears, every knee will bow, and tongue confess that, He is Lord. 
I raise my hands as my heart sings hallelujah, hallelujah, worthy is 
the Lamb!

In the strong name of Jesus,

Amen

DLB
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Our Next New Study
(Available to use beginning March 2025)

Kingdom Assignment
The Relentless Pursuit of Obedience

A Study of Nehemiah

In the first year of his reign (seventy years after the prophecy of Jeremiah) 
Cyrus, king of Persia,  sent out a decree throughout the land allowing He-
brews to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the Temple. Zerubbabel led a group 
of 42,360, almost eight hundred miles back to Jerusalem for this task.

Decades later, Ezra, the priest, led a remnant back to Jerusalem to call for 
a reconciliation with God. Thirteen years later, Nehemiah led a third team to 
rebuild the walls. Jerusalem was still desolate; the walls and the gates of the 
city remained as they were when the armies of Babylon’s King Nebuchadnez-
zar destroyed the city. 

Nehemiah was an unlikely choice. He was cupbearer of King Artaxerxes, 
living in the Persian capitol of Susa. He had a prestigious place of influence 
serving the king. Why would he jeopardize the security of his position for a 
risky and dangerous task? Yet, Nehemiah never forgot Jerusalem, nor the 
God of Israel.

Nehemiah is a historical book including lessons on leadership and depen-
dence on prayer. He was the one who relentlessly pursued the will of God. His 
unlikely journey included cupbearer, rebuilder of walls, and finally governor 
of the people.

The Apostle Paul wrote, “I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which 
also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:12). In Kingdom As-
signment, we are reminded that just as God had a plan for Nehemiah’s life, 
He also has a plan for us. May our lives be devoted to seeking the Kingdom 
Assignments God has already planned for us. 
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Lesson 1	 Discovering Our Kingdom	 Nehemiah 1:1–3, 11
	 Assignment
Lesson 2	 The Humble Prayer of a Leader	 Nehemiah 1:4–11

Lesson 3	 Arise and Build! 	 Nehemiah 2:11–20

Lesson 4	 Mobilizing the People 	 Nehemiah 3:1–5

Lesson 5	 Overcoming the Enemy	 Nehemiah 4:1–8

Lesson 6	 Confronting Injustice	 Nehemiah 5:6–13

Lesson 7	 Don’t Be Fooled! 	 Nehemiah 6:10–14

Lesson 8	 Finish the Task 	 Nehemiah 6:15–19

Lesson 9	 The Joy of the Lord Is Your	 Nehemiah 8:9–12
	 Strength

Lesson 10	 True Confession	 Nehemiah 9:1–3

Lesson 11	 Leading By Example	 Nehemiah 10:28–30

Lesson 12	 Time to Celebrate	 Nehemiah 12:40–47

Lesson 13	 Remember the Sabbath	 Nehemiah 13:15–22

Easter	 What If Christ Had Not	 1 Corinthians 15:1–20
	 Been Raised?
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