“DON’T BE AFRAID; JUST BELIEVE”
Mark 5:21-43

Key Verse: 5:36

“Ignoring what they said, Jesus told the synagogue

ruler, ‘Don’t be afraid; just believe.’”


In this passage, Jesus heals a woman subject to bleeding for twelve years. He helps a man named Jairus to believe. And he raises a little girl from death. In these things, Jesus is revealed in all of his majesty as the ruler of life itself. But he is the ruler who came, who persistently sought out the woman, who patiently bore the man Jairus, who tenderly raised the little girl. I pray I may learn his unique glory through Mark’s gospel.
I.  Jesus Heals a Woman (21-34)

Verse 21 says, “When Jesus had again crossed over by boat to the other side of the lake, a large crowd gathered around him while he was by the lake.” Jesus had been teaching large crowds by the lake near the city of Capernaum. But he had gone across the lake to the region of the Gerasenes on the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee. He went there to heal one man possessed by a legion of demons. However, after healing the man, the people of that town pleaded with him to leave their region. So Jesus now again crossed over by boat to the other side of the lake—the western side, the Capernaum side—from where his trip had begun. When he returned, a large crowd again gathered around him by the lake. In chapters 3 and 4, Mark talks about the public ministry of Jesus, how the crowds came, desperate for healing, and how Jesus preached the word to them. It would seem that Jesus’ ministry was extremely popular on the Capernaum side of the lake. But in chapter 5, Mark reveals another side of Jesus’ ministry. He did not cling to the crowds. He went to the Gentile land to heal one demon possessed man, and he did it in a place where he had no popularity, and in fact was evicted. Now he returned to the side where large crowds gathered. But in this passage, the focus is not on Jesus who taught the many. It is on Jesus who met a man named Jairus and a woman with a medical problem. Jesus did not follow the crowds. But out of the crowds there came those who followed Jesus. Mark shines the spotlight on two of them in today’s passage to reveal Jesus’ care of them.
Then out of this large crowd, who specifically is mentioned who came to see Jesus? Verses 22-23 say, “Then one of the synagogue rulers, named Jairus, came there. Seeing Jesus, he fell at his feet and pleaded earnestly with him, ‘My little daughter is dying. Please come and put your hands on her so that she will be healed and live.’” Who was this man, Jairus? He was one of the synagogue rulers. That means he presided over all of the affairs of the synagogue. In this sense he was a man of position and respect in the traditional religious community as well as the community at large. He was a visible man to the people, including the people in the crowd around Jesus. He might even have been caused some discomfort whenever Jesus healed a person in the synagogue on a Sabbath, or when there was tension between the religious leaders and Jesus. He wasn’t normally a part of the crowds clamoring around Jesus, but on this occasion, verse 22 tells us that he came there. 

How did he approach Jesus? Look at verses 22b-23 again. “Seeing Jesus, he fell at his feet and pleaded earnestly with him, ‘My little daughter is dying. Please come and put your hands on her so that she will be healed and live.’” Jairus came to where Jesus taught. Maybe he had never been there before. He had to fight his way through the crowds to just get a good glimpse of Jesus. But when he saw him, he fixed his gaze and came directly to Jesus. When he got there he fell at Jesus’ feet and pleaded with him. He came with no pretense. He came without his synagogue ruler’s hat on. He came out of the desperation that his little daughter, the love of his life and the apple of his eye, just twelve years old, was now dying. The Greek word here means that she was near her last breath, so she was not just ill, she was at the last extremity of life. The situation was beyond urgent. While Jairus was not a regular attendant when Jesus taught, he was prompted now by the imminent death of his beautiful daughter to fall at Jesus’ feet. What did he believe about Jesus? It was simple: if Jesus just put his hands on the girl whose life was ebbing away, what would happen? That girl would be healed and live. Jairus had been a man of respect and position, what men seek in this thing we call life. But they were not life to Jairus, not any more. When his daughter met the time of her death, those things became worthless. All that mattered now was Jesus, in whose hands lay healing and life. By coming to Jesus, this man Jairus did a remarkable thing: he confessed that in Jesus alone was life. He denied himself, his position, even his history, and he came to Jesus, pouring everything, right in front of the crowd, at Jesus’ feet. At that moment he was completely vulnerable, at the same time completely dependent, on Jesus. We may say that in such a seemingly unorthodox way, Jairus came and worshiped the Lord there.
So what did Jesus do? Look at verse 24a. “So Jesus went with him.” Jesus went with Jairus. In some sense he left the crowd that had come to him out of their own desperation, the crowd that he was preaching the word to, maybe at that instant. Jesus went with Jairus. He didn’t consider the position of Jairus, or the fact that he may not have been a regular attendant at Jesus’ meetings. In other words, he didn’t question the motive of Jairus, a synagogue ruler, in coming before him now. Mark simply says, “So Jesus went with him.” Jesus went with the one who poured out his life so fully. When Jesus saw Jairus at his feet in full surrender, he saw the work of God in him. When Jesus saw Jairus completely helpless before the specter of death that shrouded him, he would go with Jairus. Jesus came to meet the challenge of the power of fear and the power of death over which even a synagogue ruler in this world can never rule. Jesus went with him. Jesus made Jairus his own, where the power of death itself could not threaten to get in. The words, “So Jesus went with him,” testify to Jesus who intended to bear Jairus to life, who intended to raise the little girl to life, who testifies in these things that he himself is life.
But Jesus and Jairus weren’t transported to heaven just yet. Look at verse 24b. “A large crowd followed and pressed around him.” This is the truth of following Jesus in this life. Nothing changed when Jesus embraced Jairus. It was so personal, yet look around. There is the crowd, always pressing, always following, from our point of view we may even say always threatening to hinder this life giving work of the Lord Jesus, for they were running out of time to save a little girl from dying. In fact, the insertion of the next story here is also very surprising. If the passage skips from verse 24 to 35 it still flows very well in the healing of a little girl. But there is the interruption, if we can say so, of yet one more story.
Now out of this large crowd, one more person is specifically mentioned by Mark. “And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years.” This woman had a chronic condition. It was not the type of bleeding where she would bleed to death. Probably it was a medical condition, perhaps gynecological, in which she had bleeding beyond anything normal. But it had now been twelve years. Twelve years with an issuance of blood with no healing. According to verse 26 she had tried desperately for relief from her condition. “She had suffered a great deal under the care of many doctors and had spent all she had, yet instead of getting better she grew worse.” To be healed she had spent all of her money. She had seen the best doctors, but to no avail. In fact, instead of being healed, or even getting better, she suffered all the more and her condition only worsened. After twelve years, it was clear that her condition would continue to be chronic, and her prospects of healing were hopeless. But for this woman there was more than just the medical concern. If this condition were public, the woman herself would be considered unclean as long as the bleeding continued according to Jewish law. Likewise anything or anyone she touched would be considered unclean as well. (Lev 15:25-30) Besides her physical suffering, this woman had to endure the spiritual suffering of being unclean, and even a source of uncleanness to others, every day for twelve years.
What did this woman do when she heard about Jesus? Verses 27-28 say, “When she heard about Jesus, she came up behind him in the crowd and touched his cloak, because she thought, ‘If I just touch his clothes, I will be healed.’” This woman heard about Jesus. It does not even say that she heard Jesus herself, only that she heard about him. But when she heard about Jesus, she was activated. The woman who had no reason to have any hope was now motivated to get up, to get dressed, to come to the gathering, to fight her way through the crowds and come to Jesus. Somehow hearing about Jesus kindled in her a new spirit and a new hope of healing that should have been dormant. Somehow hearing about Jesus activated life in her. She would try out a new plan, a plan to sneak up behind Jesus, hidden in a crowd of people, to just touch his cloak. Why? Because she thought, “If I just touch his clothes, I will be healed.” There is no history of this happening before in Mark’s gospel. There is no other passage of someone trying to “steal” a healing touch from Jesus. There is no reason whatsoever to explain the woman’s faith. But when she heard about Jesus, this woman went to such a length to get a touch of Jesus’ cloak, assured of healing based on no evidence other than what she thought. Such was the truth of the woman’s faith that Mark describes, which came into being when she heard about Jesus. And what was the result? Verse 29 says, “Immediately her bleeding stopped and she felt in her body that she was freed from her suffering.” Jesus healed this woman. He healed her immediately, and he freed her from her suffering immediately. He made her bleeding stop. More than that he made her whole and he made her clean. immediately. She just wanted a touch of his cloak; she just wanted the bleeding to stop. Jesus immediately gave her healing, freedom and life. It was the fruition of the life that had been kindled in her when she first heard about Jesus.
Again, this story could seemingly end right here. But instead, Jesus stopped everything he was doing. He stopped moving his feet to Jairus’ house. He stopped right in front of the crowd, and the momentum of the crowd stopped. Why? Verse 30 says, “At once Jesus realized that power had gone out from him. He turned around in the crowd and asked, ‘Who touched my clothes?’” At that moment everything changed. The focus of Jesus completely shifted away from the urgent request of Jairus to the obsessive remark about who touched his clothes. What a strange question to become fixated on. For instance, his own disciples were pointing out, “You see the people crowding against you, and yet you can ask, ‘Who touched me?’” (31) Of course someone touched Jesus. The crowd was so large and pressing that many could have touched him and indeed most certainly did touch him. But Jesus kept looking around to see who had done it. (32) He was so persistent to find the one who had done it. Not just anyone, but this woman who had taken power from him. Jesus had to find her. He had to meet her. He would not take one more step even to raise a little girl until he found the woman who had touched him. From the woman’s point of view, she came to clandestinely steal a pinch of the power of Jesus—just enough to heal her bleeding—and then just go on. But from Jesus’ point of view, this was the power of life that just went from him to someone, and in fact this woman. From Jesus’ point of view, Jesus had to meet the woman who would steal life from God, because Jesus came to give her life. Not just the healing of a chronic health issue, but life. She didn’t know the value of what she took. Jesus must let her know.

What happened as Jesus persisted? Verse 33 says, “Then the woman, knowing what had happened to her, came and fell at his feet and, trembling with fear, told him the whole truth.” Finally the woman came forward. But she knew she was found out. She knew what had happened to her was more than just a secret healing. The woman came and fell at Jesus’ feet, trembling with fear, confessing what she had done. For the first time she came, not behind, but before the author of her health and her life, in full submission, in full reverence, at the same time in full fear, at the feet of Jesus. Jesus persisted until he brought the woman to the feet of Jesus.
What did Jesus say to the woman? He said to her, “Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace and be freed from your suffering.” First, Jesus called her, “Daughter.” If this woman had a bleeding problem for twelve years, then chronologically speaking, she cannot be Jesus’ daughter. But Jesus called her with the tenderness and authority of the voice of the Son of Man, “Daughter.” Jesus accepted this woman, who would dare to steal the power of the Son of God, as God’s very own daughter. Second he told her, “your faith has healed you.” Did her faith heal her? Certainly it was the power of the Son that healed her. The Bible says that Jesus himself realized the instant this happened, because power had gone out from him. (30) Jesus’ power healed this woman. But what is the other side of this truth? “Daughter, your faith has healed you.” Her faith was as much the evidence of the power of Jesus as this. Jesus recognized her faith so preciously. He blessed it here as the power of God. In fact, faith was the link between her and the power of Jesus. Jesus wanted her to know what compelled her—a proven hopelessly incurable woman—to sneak up behind Jesus with the illogical thought that touching his cloak would heal her. What was that? Jesus calls it as faith, that invisible inexplicable compulsion to come to Jesus. It seems like an ignorable thing, but Jesus made sure she knew the power of faith, the power of God for the healing of a woman in misery to be a daughter of God. What wonderful grace. Jesus healed this woman by his power and his grace, and says, “Daughter, your faith has healed you.” Next, Jesus said, “Go in peace.” Unless Jesus pressed the issue to meet the woman and speak personally with her, what would she go away with? She would have healing of the medical issue, but she would always have a guilty conscience. She would have the constant encumbrance that this healing was illegitimate, because it was stolen. She would face the constant question of whether it would last even one more day. In other words, she would have no peace even in the healing. Jesus would not let God’s dear child go without his peace. Jesus came to give peace. He persisted to find this woman so she would not live in daily fear, but go in peace. Finally, Jesus commanded that she be freed from her suffering. Her bleeding would not come back for sure, but the truth to be freed from her suffering went beyond the medical issue. Jesus gave her the complete freedom to live as a daughter of God, to live at peace with God, to live as a woman freed into the glorious freedom of the children of God. Someday the woman may have another medical issue. Someday she will in fact die. But ill health and even death would never interfere with the freedom she had because of Jesus. Jesus freed this woman from the power of fear and death that had been compelling her every day until she heard the word of Jesus. From that moment she was certainly compelled by something else. Jesus now proclaimed the truth that she is God’s, and by the power of Jesus’ healing, she is freed from her suffering.
II.  Jesus Raises a Little Girl (35-43)

“Be freed from your suffering.” What happened while Jesus was still speaking these very words? Verse 35 says, “While Jesus was still speaking, some men came from the house of Jairus, the synagogue ruler. ‘Your daughter is dead,’ they said. ‘Why bother the teacher any more?’” We could get lost in the beauty of Jesus’ very personal interaction with the woman. But before he could even finish the sentence with the woman, there came another urgent interruption. It was intended no doubt to be a private matter between some men from the house of Jairus and Jairus himself. It was not intended to be a matter for Jesus. It was perhaps spoken in hushed tones. “Your daughter is dead. Why bother the teacher anymore?”

What is implied in their question? The first implication is that this is no longer a matter for Jesus. It is now between Jairus and these men. While Jesus went with Jairus, thereby establishing an inseparable kind of relationship with him revolving around his dying daughter, the men came as an intervention to that holy relationship. The second implication is that Jesus can and will do nothing in the instant that the girl is dead. He is the teacher, for sure, but why bother a teacher with the matter of life and death. Even if the teacher is a healer, the daughter is dead. Period. So as Jesus spoke with the woman, here come the men with such news, right in front of Jairus. Who can resist the temptation to be sucked into the question? No man can. So came the power of death in the matter of Jesus and Jairus.

What did Jesus do? Verse 36 says, “Ignoring what they said, Jesus told the synagogue ruler, ‘Don’t be afraid; just believe.’” Death came to get between Jairus and Jesus in the matter of his daughter. Now Jesus came to stand between Jairus and the power of death in the same matter. That is what it means that Jesus ignored what they said. They did not exist in the matter of Jairus and Jesus. Jesus made himself the object of Jairus in every way. How marvelous is the majestic love of Jesus, that brings all things including Jairus under his gentle yet sovereign rule. Did Jesus argue with the comment of the men from Jairus’ house? No, be cause he was not obedient to them. He didn’t argue with them, denounce them, attempt to persuade Jairus or convince him—none of that. He ignored what they said, and they were no more. Now there was a completely restored man, Jairus, before Jesus in an absolute sense.

Jesus told Jairus, “Don’t be afraid.” Jesus was concerned, of all things, about fear at this moment. The words, “Don’t be afraid,” are more than just a childlike term in this case. The words here indicate the power of fear that can ever step between a person and Jesus, which apart from Jesus means the abyss where there is no life, no Jesus, no anchor—just nothing. Jesus said, “Don’t be afraid.” It was a command of the Son of God to the one who worshiped him at this moment. It was not an option given to Jairus as an alternative. It was the absolute command of the Son to his own, “Don’t be afraid.” As it is written, “Perfect love drives out fear.” (1Jn 4:18) With his command, “Don’t be afraid,” Jesus cast fear aside and bore Jairus to himself.
Finally, Jesus said, “Just believe.” Just believe what? We can hardly understand the words to just believe, because there should be a point to believing, or an outcome. “Believe God…and your daughter will live.” Imagine the power of Jesus who commanded, “Just believe.” He himself becomes our all in all. He takes everything on himself, whether the truth of our ability to believe, or this power of fear or even death itself, he takes all of those burdens of ours on himself and says, “Just believe.” Jesus made himself everything to Jairus in these words. It is the completeness, the salvation, the redemption of one man Jairus by the power of the word of the Son of God. In verse 36—“Ignoring what they said, Jesus told the synagogue ruler, ‘Don’t be afraid; just believe,’”—Jesus is revealed like this, as the Son of God, yet the one who came to meet Jairus and bear him in this way to God. We see the unique glory of Jesus in the truth of his healing ministry here, that it was none other than the creation work of God beginning anew, the power to drive out everything else and make this man Jairus alive.
What did Jesus do after this? Verse 37 says, “He did not let anyone follow him except Peter, James and John the brother of James.” This too is amazing. Jesus could have healed the girl, or even raised the girl, from afar. He could have assured the synagogue ruler of the outcome ahead of time by saying, “Don’t worry, I’m going to raise your daughter.” Instead he went with Jairus continually, to meet the ever present challenges in the matter of his daughter, to guide him through each step, one by one. It was the time for Jairus to practice what Jesus commanded, “Just believe.” To that end, it was prohibited that anyone other than the top disciples of Jesus come along. You can’t allow a pig into the kingdom of God. This was a holy place suddenly; there is no tolerance for the unclean things.
What did Jesus find when he arrived at the home of the synagogue ruler? Verse 38 says, “When they came to the home of the synagogue ruler, Jesus saw a commotion, with people crying and wailing loudly.” They met the truth of death in humanity. The reality of death was so accepted and so widespread, it had spawned a cottage industry of mourners and wailers, who very loudly trumpeted the power of death. Such is the world where death reigns. What did Jesus say to them? He went in and said to them, “Why all this commotion and wailing? The child is not dead but asleep.” (39) Was the child dead? The child was dead—as dead as others who die in this world. Jesus wasn’t deluded about the girl’s reality in this world. Jesus denied death itself. He could, because there is no death in Jesus. By his arrival, Jesus could declare that the girl was “not dead,” because before Jesus she could not be dead. 

What was their response? Verse 40a says that they laughed at him. Why? Because the girl was dead. It is ridiculous to say that something dead is asleep. Did anything dead ever become alive again? But Jesus put them all out. Why? Because outside is where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. (Mt 8:12) Verse 40b says, “After he put them all out, he took the child’s father and mother and the disciples who were with him, and went in where the child was.” Jesus was bringing the three as well as the girls’ parents before the throne of God. In him all are alive. Jesus was creating more than just an environment where a person could believe as opposed to not believing. Jesus was bringing his own before God to receive the gift of life. Jesus bore the ridicule of this world and death itself so that a little girl, a father and mother, and a few disciples may experience life. Now he would present them as they were before God as ones acceptable to him. 
What did Jesus do with the little girl? Verse 41 says, “He took her by the hand and said to her, ‘Talitha koum!’ (which means, ‘Little girl, I say to you, get up!’).” How gentle is the Lord, the Son of God and the Son of Man. Jesus is revealed in these simple words as the ruler over all things, including the power of death. As he rebuked the winds and the waves, here he completely ignores and denies whatever we call death. Before Jesus there is life, eternal life. At the same time, this majestic Lord is revealed to us with such tenderness as in the words, “Little girl, I say to you, ‘Get up!’” The prophet Isaiah accurately testified to his beauty, “A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.” (Isa 8:12) What was the result? Verse 42 says, “Immediately the girl stood up and walked around (she was twelve years old). At this they were completely astonished.” The word of Jesus raised the girl. The word of Jesus created life—new life—in the girl who was dead. Such is the power of Jesus in his word, even if it is, “Talitha koum.” The complete astonishment of those present is not surprising. Certainly they were astonished that dead girl rose to get up and to eat. But the complete astonishment is from seeing Jesus, the man in whose words are the power of life. The complete astonishment is the recognition that he is the Son of God.

Next Jesus gave strict orders not to let anyone know about this. Why was he so strict? It may be that testifying the glory of God to those like the mourners is like throwing pearls before a pig. It may be that even if they saw the dead come to life, they would never believe, as Jesus once testified. But in Jesus’ strict order is the truth that this is more than just a dead girl becoming alive again. It is the testimony of God in this world. It is the testimony that the Son of Man—the one who made one woman his daughter, who bore Jairus to the throne of God, who raised a little girl from the dead with the words, “Talitha Koum,”—this Son of Man is the Son of God, the ruler of life itself, who creates a person before God in all these things. In the gospel this truth is given. It is a strict thing. May God bless us to search him out with reverence until we know the full glory of the Son of Man.
