JESUS SENDS OUT THE TWELVE
Mark 6:1-29

Key Verse: 6:4
“Jesus said to them, ‘Only in his hometown, among his relatives

and in his own house is a prophet without honor.’”

In the previous passages, Jesus had traveled to the region of the Gerasenes—the Gentile land—where he met a man possessed by a legion of demons, Jesus went there to drive out the man’s demons. More than that, Jesus went there to meet the man on a first name basis. Even more than that, Jesus created this man in all these things to be a testimony of his eternal glory. Still more than that, Jesus was evicted from the region in order to do this for one man. This Jesus is the Son of God. In the same way, Jesus then healed a woman who had a long term bleeding problem. He became the hope of the hopeless for her, not only healing her physical problem, but also teaching her the power of faith that made her—a woman with a twelve year bleeding problem—a daughter of God. It was no less than the creation power of God that met her in the tender healing of the Lord Jesus. And finally, Jesus went with Jairus, a synagogue ruler. In doing so, he united himself with Jairus to the point where even the power of fear and death couldn’t get in. Jesus raised Jairus’ little daughter who had died. The power of life bonded Jairus to Jesus in the glory of God and held him safe. Meanwhile, to do this Jesus became an object of scorn and ridicule among the people there. But this Jesus is the Son of God. It is the truth of Jesus witnessed in parallel so beautifully in Mark’s gospel, the truth of the Son of God, overflowing with life, and the Son of Man, overflowing with humility, and in such a way the outpouring of God’s life infused this world.

The next few chapters of Mark focus on Jesus’ disciple raising ministry, culminating in Peter’s confession of faith in Mark 8:29, “You are the Christ.” Here we learn that Jesus called disciples, and particularly the Twelve, that they might participate in his life, including his sufferings, with the hope that they may see his glory, testify to his glory, and be made new as his glorious people. It is the process of the creation of life in them, and is no less a powerful explosion of life as the raising of a twelve year old girl from the dead. That is to say it is the more than just a psychological change, or a mental switch in “belief systems,” it is the creation of life before us. This is the hope we have in praying for 120 who can be raised as disciples and Bible teachers, to witness the creation power of God. May God open our eyes and minds to his glory as we continue studying in Mark’s gospel.
I.  A Prophet without Honor (6:1-6a)

Mark 6:1 says, “Jesus left there and went to his hometown, accompanied by his disciples.” The place Jesus was leaving was the place where he had healed the woman with the bleeding problem and the place where he had raised Jairus’ daughter. Jesus set out from the place where he had done extraordinary miracles. He didn’t settle down there, but instead he set out from there. It would seem more rational to stay in the place where the hand of God was working so actively and wonderfully and undeniably. But Jesus set out from there, from that very place, and instead went to his hometown. Here, the hometown Mark refers to is probably the place where he grew up, but any way it is certainly the place where familiarity about Jesus was strongest, for everyone seemed to know Jesus; lineage and upbringing in detail. It was the place where he would not be accepted or treated with honor, but exactly the opposite. But he set out from the place where he raised the dead, and went to the place where he would be dishonored. Finally, he was accompanied by his disciples. He didn’t hide the fact from them, or candy coat it or explain it in any way. He was accompanied there by his disciples. He took them away from the place where he had success in his ministry, where some of them had witnessed him raise a girl who had died, and he went to the place, accompanied by them, where he would receive no special treatment, no honor, and in fact would be treated with contempt.

What did Jesus do in his hometown? Verse 2a says, “When the Sabbath came, he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were amazed.” Jesus did much the same thing in his hometown as he did in the other places where he went; he taught in the synagogue on the Sabbath. And the initial response he received was also similar. The people who heard him were amazed. This is the power of Jesus’ word. It is so clearly different, so clearly superior, so clearly the word of God, that it has the power to amaze people, to awaken people to God who speaks his word to his people. The response of the people in Jesus’ hometown continues in verse 2b. “Where did this man get these things?” they asked. “What’s this wisdom that has been given him, that he even does miracles!” The people in Jesus’ hometown were no different than others. What they witnessed and heard, with their own eyes and ears, was the wisdom of God in his words, and the power of God in his miracles, what those from the beginning of Mark’s gospel referred to as his authority. (1:22,27; 2:10a) 

Now look at verse 3. “‘Isn’t this the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon? Aren’t his sisters here with us?’ And they took offense at him.” This seems like a surprising conclusion. They witnessed and were amazed at Jesus’ teaching and power, but they drew their conclusion based not on the authority of Jesus they saw with their eyes, or the word of Jesus they heard with their ears. Instead, they drew their conclusion about Jesus from the relationship they had with him, their intimate knowledge of his family, the profession he assumed among them prior to his ministry, in other words, everything else. They took offense at Jesus. They took offense at the one who they knew to speak with God’s authority and heal with God’s power. What does it mean that they took offense at him? It is more than just a wrong opinion. It is the absolute rejection of Jesus. (Lk 4:29) It is the unreasonable hatred of Jesus to the point of killing him. (Jn 15:25) 

What would Jesus do with the ones who despised him like this? Verse 4 says, “Jesus said to them, ‘Only in his hometown, among his relatives and in his own house is a prophet without honor.’” Here is the grace of Jesus as powerfully witnessed as anywhere else. To those who rejected him without reason, Jesus had a humble explanation, even excuse, for such behavior: he is a prophet, but without honor. But contained there is the testimony of the amazing grace of Jesus. To those who would see the authority of his healing and word, yet could despise him, Jesus bore their contempt. He did more than just bear it, he met it with the truth of God about him. He is a prophet without honor who suffers the dishonor in great weakness. At the same time, this word of Jesus would call those from among his household and relatives to truly honor him, the rejected one, as the Son of God. The testimony of Jesus the Son is not complete in the power of his word or in the miraculous healing of the sick and lame. It is only made perfect in the testimony of the suffering of the Son of Man, who is the prophet without honor. What can Jesus’ people expect in the course of following him? They can expect to see their Lord suffer dishonor in weakness. Jesus came to suffer such dishonor at the hands of the ones closest to him. He is a prophet without honor.

What was the result in that place? Verse 5 says, “He could not do any miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sick people and heal them.” The Son of God, and the power of God, were before the people. They witnessed it and testified to it. It was no less than the power of God revealed in the healing of the woman or the raising of Jairus’ daughter. But in this case, there was no abundant healing ministry. If the power of faith is that connection to the life giving power of Jesus, then the opposite of the truth is equally evident here. In their midst was the power of life, the power to heal with the authority of God, and yet the contempt of Jesus was like a dam preventing the surge of the new creation from breaking out in their midst. What was Jesus’ comment on seeing this? Verse 6 says, “And he was amazed at their lack of faith.” Jesus was amazed. As amazed as he was when he saw the Gentiles, who knew nothing of God and his history, being saved, Jesus was amazed to see the ones who knew the history and the word, who saw the miracles and heard his teaching, now reject him and treat him with such contempt. Jesus saw their lack of faith and was amazed. Such a lack of faith happened in the community of those called to be the people of God, who had his word and the history, who saw the Son himself. Jesus is the Son of God, but never imposes himself. He is the Son who endures the rejection of his own, who comes to us as a prophet without honor, who never demands to be treated with honor. Jesus is the one worthy of our worship. But he is the one who made himself so familiar to us, that we may treat him with something less than honor. He is our prophet without honor.
II.  He sent them out (6b-13)


What did Jesus do after he received ill treatment in his own hometown? Verse 6b says, “Then Jesus went around teaching from village to village.” Jesus did not respond to their contempt, nor did he try to convince the people there, but he went from village to village teaching. Jesus was not driven by the response of people one way or the other.

What else did Jesus do at this time? Verse 7 says, “Calling the Twelve to him, he sent them out two by two and gave them authority over evil spirits.” This was the time, according to Mark’s gospel, when Jesus called the Twelve to him and sent them out. It is the fulfillment of the calling of the Twelve in Mark 3:13-15. At that time, Mark testified to the desperate need of people. Here Mark testifies to Jesus the prophet without honor. The disciples were sent out when Jesus himself was rejected. They were representing the one who bore such rejection, and would ultimately be crucified. He is the one who was sending them out. From Jesus’ perspective, he would send them out to learn his truth and his glory as the prophet without honor.


How did Jesus send them out? He sent them out two by two. He didn’t send them out solo, but two by two, so that they may be with each other, strengthen each other. It is not good for the man to be alone, so Jesus sent each of them out with a suitable helper in the task. Finally, he gave them authority over evil spirits. This was the one thing they had when they left on their journey: the authority, given by Jesus, over evil spirits. Their journey had a very limited scope and specific purpose: to drive out evil spirits.

To this end, how were the disciples equipped for their journey? What instructions did he give? Look at verses 8-10. “These were his instructions: ‘Take nothing for the journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money in your belts. Wear sandals but not an extra tunic. Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you leave that town.’” According to these verses, the disciples received seemingly nothing of practical benefit to take with them. There is a purposeful accent on the negative—nothing for the journey, no bread, no bag, no money, no extra tunic. They were not allowed to look for better lodging. It seems too harsh. They were being sent out by the one who was not even honored in his hometown. And they were sent out with nothing to help them other than authority over evil spirits. What can we learn here?  Jesus wanted to teach them, as a basic training, the complete dependence on him in the matter of their mission. This is not for them the mature result of their life of following Jesus, but it is the basic sense of commitment to Jesus and the gospel with which they could begin their life as Jesus’ disciples. It was the life that would participate in the humility of the Lord, who is the prophet without honor.

Next, Jesus taught them that they would experience not being welcome. Verse 11 says, “And if any place will not welcome you or listen to you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave, as a testimony against them.” It would be a common enough experience for those Jesus commissioned to be rejected themselves, to be unwelcome, to have their message not listened to, that Jesus gave them specific instructions on what to do in the event they were not welcome. They were not to consider it a personal matter at all, but were to shake the dust off of their feet as a testimony against those people. In doing so, they were giving the matter of their own rejection into God’s hand. As much as they were prohibited from taking things for their journey, they were prohibited from being sympathetic or angry or sorry for or judgmental against those who rejected the message. The message was God’s, the authority given by Jesus. As messengers, they were commissioned to deliver it, and the shaking of the dust can be the personal testimony of the holiness and the power of the message—God’s message—not a human thing, but a heavenly thing, and a message not only of salvation and healing, but of judgment as well for those who do not welcome it.

How did the disciples fulfill their task? Verses 12-13 say, “They went out and preached that people should repent. They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.” We note two things here. First, the simplicity of their message. The disciples were not great theologians at this time. But their message was simple and powerful. They went out and preached that people should repent. There is almost a void of the personal here. It doesn’t even sound like, “You should repent,” rather that people should repent. Their message testifies to the basic responsibility of God’s people to live as God’s people. This means that people should repent. It is simple, but at the same time the absolute truth of all men who are created by God. They should repent. Before all of the embellishment of this truth, and before all of the personal application of this truth, there needs to be a basic commitment to this message as the foundation of the life as Jesus’ disciple: people should repent. When we serve this message as Jesus’ apostles, we won’t compromise with ourselves or others; we will repent. When we receive this message personally, we won’t behave better; we will repent.

Second, the authority of their ministry. What accompanied the simple teaching of the disciples? It was the powerful work of the Lord. It was the healing work that was no less than Jesus’ work. The disciples drove out demons and healed the sick. When Jesus gave them authority over evil spirits, the work of God was done through these disciples. This was the evidence that Jesus’ ministry encompassed these Twelve.


What do we learn from Jesus who sent out the Twelve at this time? Jesus sent them out with his authority and his word and nothing else. He sent them out to share in the difficulties, the suffering, the rejection, and in all of these things, the complete dependence on him. In this sense, this beautiful first mission journey was a holy pilgrimage. They were Jesus’ people, dependent only on him and his authority, with a simple message, and with literally nothing else. In this way, Jesus began raising those who could do God’s work. Who could look at these guys and see the work of God? Jesus could. For that purpose, to create these guys as God’s own, Jesus came as the Son of Man, as the prophet without honor, to be despised, rejected and ultimately crucified. May God give us Jesus’ vision and hope as much as we serve him in these times.

III.  John is Beheaded (14-29)


What happened as Jesus’ ministry began to grow and the disciples were being sent out? Verse 14a says that King Herod heard about this, for Jesus’ name had become well known. This seems like a great sign for the work of Jesus, that he was becoming well known. But what did King Herod and others think about Jesus? Verses 14b-16 says, “Some were saying, ‘John the Baptist has been raised from the dead, and that is why miraculous powers are at work in him.’ Others said, ‘He is Elijah.’ And still others claimed, ‘He is a prophet, like one of the prophets of long ago.’ But when Herod heard this, he said, ‘John, the man I beheaded, has been raised from the dead!’” Here we see what began to happen as Jesus’ name became well known. People began to have all kinds of ideas about him, but none were more spectacular than King Herod’s.

What can we learn from the story of Herod? He was the King at the time, but he was ruled by everything, instead of him being a ruler. Verses 17-29 describe how John the Baptist, a man Herod himself liked to listen to, was beheaded by Herod. Verses 17-20 say, “For Herod himself had given orders to have John arrested, and he had him bound and put in prison. He did this because of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, whom he had married. For John had been saying to Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.’ So Herodias nursed a grudge against John and wanted to kill him. But she was not able to, because Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him.” So Herod had John arrested and bound and imprisoned not because he wanted to, but because of his wife/sister-in-law. Although John had been rebuking Herod for marrying his brother’s wife, Herod actually respected John as a righteous and holy man, and liked to listen to him, and even protected him. Still, he gave in and compromised with his sister-in-law/wife who wanted to kill Herod, and he had Herod put in prison.


So what happened? Herodias found a way to trick Herod into beheading John. She used her daughter’s dancing ability to win over Herod, then used her own persuasiveness to get her way. And what of John, the great servant of God? What of the one who Jesus praised as the greatest among the prophets? This same John was beheaded. He was beheaded because of the plot of Herodias, the weakness of the king, and the pernicious sin of the times. He appears to us as a victim of the times and the wiles and the sinfulness of the people of those times. And there is no explanation or justification given for it. Verse 29 says, “On hearing of this, John’s disciples came and took his body and laid it in a tomb.”


In light of the passage and the gospel of Mark, Jesus called his disciples and sent them out into such a world. In fact, Jesus himself would be crucified, and his disciples would endure all manners of persecution among them. They would be called to preach to the people of God who were suffering unbearable persecutions. Jesus, the prophet without honor, was calling disciples and raising apostles who would themselves be subject to the apparent whims of people like Herodias. They would be called on to preach before kings who could not even rule their own decisions, much less a nation. They would be subject to suffering at the hands of this world to death, and there is no earthly rationale or justification given for it. Then what is Mark testifying here? We learn that this is how the gospel of Jesus proceeds. This is the evidence in a world where even kings can not rule themselves, that God is ruling to bring his gospel there and beyond. In the process of John being beheaded, there is at the same time the creation of Jesus’ people, sent out as his holy ones. It is testified most clearly in Jesus himself, who lived in this world as a prophet without honor, subject to the ridicule and contempt of this world and ultimately crucified. He is truly the Son of Man. At the same time, the prophet without honor is the one who, in the midst of his suffering, is creating God’s people and sending them into the world. It is the unseen hope that is testified to us here. May God bless us as we study the gospel of Mark to learn God’s vision given in the gospel of Jesus, and to pray for the creation of Jesus’ disciples, even 120, in our ministry.
