TO GIVE HIS LIFE

Mark Overview (Part I)

Mark 1:1-16:20

Key Verse: 10:45

“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served,

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”


We will study Mark’s gospel as an overview over the next two weeks. Through the study as an overview, we want to be able to know the gospel as a whole, and to remember the gospel as a whole, even when we study in small pieces later. We also want to learn the unique character of Mark’s gospel, to begin to think like him and see what he saw when he wrote down the words. We will think about Mark’s gospel with the key verse of 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” May God bless us to know his life and have his life, which was given freely for us.
I.  The Beginning of the Gospel (1:1-16)

What is the gospel about? Mark 1:1 says, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” The gospel is about Jesus Christ the Son of God. It is interesting that Jesus is only referred to as the Son of God two more times in all of Mark’s gospel, including the comment by the centurion after he witnessed Jesus’ crucifixion, “Surely this man was the Son of God.” (15:39) In Mark’s gospel Jesus never referred to himself as the Son of God, but as the Son of Man. But the gospel is about Jesus Christ the Son of God. By his coming as the Son of Man, the gospel of God has its beginning. 

Then what is the beginning of the gospel? Unlike other gospels, the beginning in Mark’s gospel was not the birth of Jesus. In verses 2-3, Mark recalls the words of the prophet Isaiah. (2-3) These words saw their fulfillment in John’s ministry. According to verses 4-8, John preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Then in verses 9-13, Jesus came to be baptized himself, followed immediately by his temptation, and Mark tells us that this is the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. How can each of these be considered the beginning of the gospel? First, the gospel begins with prophecy. It isn’t just appearing out of the air, but it appears in the course of human history, as foretold by the prophets, who suffered in ways similar to the Son of Man. It is the word of hope given when there is no visible hope. Similarly, it is fulfilled in John. He preached repentance, and because of the gospel he lived as a lonely figure in the deserts of Judea. He called people’s attention to the one coming after him. Later he was beheaded. Finally, there is Jesus the Son of God. He submitted himself as a man to the baptism by John, then to the temptation by Satan. This is the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. It is an inauspicious beginning if it is the Christ, the Son of God, isn’t it? He is the one who was made subject in every way to this world, even to being tempted by Satan. Sometimes we want to justify this by speaking of his great victory over Satan in the desert, but Mark doesn’t mention that. Perhaps we can learn the beauty that Mark saw as we study the gospel, and as we remember 10:45, the beauty of the Son of God who came and was crucified. 

If this is the beginning of the gospel, how could Jesus proclaim the kingdom of God and the good news when John was put in prison? (15) In fact there were no visible signs that it was “the time,” or that anything had come other than some trouble. It seems there should be a sign to point to that suggests the time, as many people look around to see the fulfillment of the end times in earthly events like tsunamis today. But Jesus proclaimed, “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.” We see John in prison; Jesus sees the kingdom of God. The gospel begins in us when we who always see nothing but John in prison, repent and believe the good news. Jesus’ teaching is given to us so that the gospel may begin in us, that we may begin to see the reality of the kingdom of God. This is what I learn from Mark’s account of the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. I pray that through the study of the Son of Man, who came to serve and to die, the gospel may continually be the beginning for me to experience God and his kingdom.
II.  Jesus’ Early Ministry (1:17-3:35)

There are two main aspects to the early ministry of Jesus. First was his calling of the twelve disciples, who would later be the apostles. Second there was the ministry of Jesus who healed and taught.

First, calling disciples. What did Jesus do after proclaiming the kingdom of God? Right after this he began calling the first disciples. (17,20) Who were the first disciples Jesus called? Surprisingly Jesus called a few fishermen from the relatively remote region of Galilee to be his disciples. Later the disciples Jesus called are referred to as those he wanted. It is amazing to see the ones that Jesus wanted were fishermen. But they had the quality that when Jesus called them to “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men,” they did. It is also interesting that they had no prior demonstrated ability that would make them preferable to Jesus. They had no degree or education. In fact, some that Jesus called might be considered a burden to his ministry. For instance, who else did Jesus call in 2:13-17? In these verses Jesus called a tax collector named Levi. Because of his calling of this one man, Jesus would be accused by the leaders at the time of being friends of tax collectors and sinners, and his ministry would begin to be despised. But Jesus called Levi. What can we learn from the ones Jesus chose about his calling? From 2:17-22 we can learn that Jesus did not come to call the healthy, but the sick. More specifically, he did not come to call the righteous, but sinners. Why did Jesus call sinners, who could never be a benefit, but only a burden to his ministry? According to 2:18-22, Jesus came to call new wineskins. His calling, his ministry, and those he calls are the new ones. It is the creation of life—God’s life—that is produced in the new ministry of Jesus and his disciples. It is the creation of new people, forgiven sinners, out of uneducated fishermen, tax collectors, anyone who follows Jesus. From the perspective of 1:1, it is the beginning, from the perspective of 10:45, created when the Son of Man gave his life.
We see the evidence of this emphasized in chapter 3. Look at 3:7-12. In these verses we see the popularity of Jesus at its peak. The size of the crowds drove Jesus to ingenious ways of teaching them. It would appear the best opportunity to start a Billy Graham style and size crusade to sweep many nations. But what did Jesus do? Verse 3:13 says, “Jesus went up on a mountainside and called to him those he wanted, and they came to him.” What Jesus wanted was a ministry of Twelve disciples. Why did Jesus choose just twelve disciples when so many crowds were following him? (3:13-19) Jesus is different. He did not follow the pragmatic sense of this world. He called those he wanted, to be with him, to be sent by him, to be his apostles, and to have his spiritual authority. Included in this intimate group of twelve apostles was also Judas Iscariot, mentioned directly by name in Mark 3:19 as the one who betrayed him. Jesus created God’s people out of these individuals, and God’s ministry—God’s church—out of this fellowship, which included, and even must include, Judas Iscariot. How did Jesus consider “whoever does God’s will?” We know from 3:31-35 that he considered them closer than his own flesh and blood family. They were his own, God’s own, created newly. What can you learn about Jesus through his early discipleship ministry? He came to create new people, forgiven sinners, out of those in this world. He did this at the cost of being accused as a friend of tax collectors, at the cost of being betrayed by one of the twelve that he called. 
Second, preaching the gospel. How did Jesus’ ministry begin? The first mention of his teaching is in 1:21-28. There Jesus teaches in the synagogue in Capernaum. The common theme in Jesus’ early ministry is that he had authority. Mark repeats several times in chapters 2 and 3 about the authority of Jesus. Then what was the authority of his teaching? Look at verses 22 and 27. In these verses, the authority of Jesus is described in two ways. First it is compared with the teachers of the law. They had more knowledge than anyone about the word of God. But Jesus’ teaching was different. His teaching was not like theirs, because it had authority. Second, in verse 27 we see the authority. More than just words, when Jesus spoke, even the evil spirits and demons obeyed and were driven out. It was truly a new teaching. It was the authority of the Son of God.

If Jesus’ authority is that of the Son of God, then how did he exercise his authority? In verses 29-34 we see the example of how Jesus exercised the authority. He healed Simon’s mother-in-law by taking her hand and helping her up. He healed the infirm in the whole town one by one, though to do so he had to stay up long after sunset. Though he had the authority to so a mass healing, or healing from afar, or something else, Jesus, with all of the authority of the Son of God, healed in a sometimes intimate, always personal way. He is truly the Son of Man, who bore the burden of the sick and demon possessed on himself in order to heal them.

At this time, Jesus became very popular in the town. Why did he not stay in the place where he was becoming popular? (35-39) Jesus prayed. He never functioned independently of the Father. He was never carried away by the popularity. Instead, he sought to live according to why he had come. “That is why I have come.” (39b) From the beginning of his ministry he was guided by the compass of Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” Mark 1:41-45 gives the most beautiful contrast of the ministry of numbers and popularity that Jesus did not follow, with the ministry of willing service and compassion for one man that Jesus practiced—the ministry of the Son of Man. In these verses Jesus healed one leper by touching him. Jesus was willing, and he was filled with compassion. What was the result? (45) According to Mark, Jesus could no longer be a private person. He had to become a lonely person, and still he was followed constantly by crowds. Jesus had the authority to heal leprosy, and the willingness to suffer the loss of his privacy, and ultimately his life, in order to heal one man—one man who frankly would never be a benefit, but actually a detriment to his ministry. When we consider Jesus, we see that his prayer to be guided by the compass of Mark 10:45 was effective even for us, because through his ministry we are guided to see the glory of God through the Son of Man.

Look at 2:1-12. How did Jesus heal the paralytic? Here several of the man’s friends went to the trouble of bringing him, of cutting a hole in the roof, just to bring him before Jesus. Why? Certainly because they saw the authority of Jesus to heal, they brought their friend so that he could be healed. But in verse 5 Jesus said, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” What does Jesus want to teach about his authority? Verse 10 tells us that Jesus wanted us to know, in all of the healing and driving out of demons, that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins. He wants us to live under his authority not so we can just be healed physically, but so that we may live spiritually. Later Jesus taught the truth that he is the Lord of the Sabbath. He did this also through healing a man with a shriveled hand. (2:23-3:6) To say that he is the Lord of the Sabbath was no less than declaring himself to be their God and their authority. By saying this, he brought them to the point where they had to live under his authority or reject him completely. This may be the other side of the truth that Jesus has authority to forgive sins, for here he had authority to expose the sins of the religious leaders. He is the Lord of the Sabbath. In this case, he openly healed a man on the Sabbath, in the synagogue. With his authority, he offered his life (3:6) in order to heal a man with a shriveled hand. In light of the key verse, even from this point, and even to the religious leaders who would conspire to kill him, he was the Son of Man with authority. What did Jesus teach about his authority in 3:20-30? This is the final and fearful truth for those who reject Jesus’ authority. Jesus came driving out demons and overcoming evil spirits in order to free men from the authority of those things into the authority of the Son of Man. In light of this, who are those who accuse Jesus who does such things of being evil himself? They live apart from God. They live apart from Jesus’ authority to forgive sins. They remain at enmity with the Holy Spirit on the one thing that matters—whether or not to submit to the authority of the Son of Man. Apart from the Son of Man there is no forgiveness of sin and no life.
In Jesus’ early ministry we already learn that he has authority to forgive sins and to create life in a man. We also learn that he did so at the cost of being betrayed by his own, and rejected by the leaders. In his earliest ministry Jesus is revealed as the Son of Man who gave his life as a ransom for many.

III.  The Teaching About the Kingdom of God (4:1-5:43)
In chapters 4 and 5 we can think about the truth of the kingdom of God. In 1:15, Jesus proclaimed the nearness of the kingdom of God, which never appears to be near. Then what is the kingdom of God. And how can it be more real than conceptual for us today? 

First, Jesus’ teaching. Mark 4:1-34 is the teaching about the kingdom of God. If Jesus spoke with authority, he spoke about the kingdom of God. If he had authority, it was as the Son of God, Who better to speak of the kingdom of God than the Son? What did Jesus teach in the parable of the sower? According to 4:11, what Jesus was teaching in this parable, and in general in his teaching in parables, was no less than the secrets of the kingdom of God. The story of the sower teaches us the power of the word of God to give fruitful life to those who hear the word and accept it. The parable of the lamp on the stand teaches us that the kingdom of God is being disclosed in the ministry of Jesus. And the parables of the seeds teach us that the kingdom of God that appears so negligible to our eyes is actually growing to the eventual harvest. They also teach us that Jesus is the Son of God. He is for us the nearness of the kingdom of God, for he speaks and teaches of what he knows. He will disclose the kingdom as much as we come to him. The kingdom will grow in us and make us fruitful to God as much as we hear the word from Jesus and accept it, although our reality always looks different, and demands us to believe it.
Second, the kingdom comes. From this perspective, 4:35-5:43 may be considered as examples of the kingdom of God, or the rule of Jesus, over the reality of this world. The example in 4:35-41 shows us how Jesus ruled the wind and the waves when the storm threatened the disciples and their boat. Jesus calmed the storm with his word. Next, 5:1-20 shows how Jesus calmed a different kind of storm, a man who was possessed by a legion of demons. Again, Jesus healed the man with his word. He reveals in these two events the authority of the Son, who rules the wind and the waves and the demons of this world. 

Now who was Jairus, and why did he come to Jesus? (5:21-24,35-43) Jairus was a synagogue ruler with an urgent problem. It is unlikely that he would have ever come to Jesus except for his desperate problem—his little daughter was dying. But in this way he came and submitted himself to Jesus, who had demonstrated the power to heal. What happened while Jesus went with Jairus? Verses 25-34 tell us a woman came secretly because she thought if she touched the edge of Jesus’ cloak, then she could be healed of her long term bleeding problem. Jesus taught each of these a precious truth. He taught the woman, “Daughter, your faith has healed you.” At this very moment some men came from Jairus’ house with bad news, “Your daughter is dead. Why bother the teacher any more?” And at the next moment Jesus told Jairus, “Don’t be afraid; just believe.” This is the audio visual of how a person ever lives in the nearness of the kingdom of God while experiencing the harsh reality of this world. This world screams, hopeless! It is story after story of twelve years of bleeding, and your daughter is dead. It is never the testimony of the kingdom of God. But in those things the word of Jesus came, “Daughter, your faith has healed you,” and, “Don’t be afraid; just believe.” Was Jairus’ daughter dead? Then why bother the teacher? But Jesus calls us out of the endless rule of hopelessness, pragmatism, this world, into the kingdom of God. It is not visible with our eyes. We only experience as much as we hear the word and accept it. When? When our daughter is alive? Surprisingly the kingdom of God was given to Jairus when his daughter was dead. Faith was the access to dwell in the kingdom of God. We learn in these verses that the kingdom of God comes to us in the word of Jesus, the Son of God. The kingdom of God is never what we can perceive of, but it is the sure reality at the same time. Thank God. May God bless us with this desperate quest for the kingdom of God.
IV.  Jesus Raises Disciples (6:1-8:30)
Mark 6:1-8:30 focuses on Jesus who raised disciples. The point of his disciple raising ministry may be considered Peter’s confession, “You are the Christ.” This is the hinge on which all of Mark’s gospel turns, the point where the direction of Jesus’ ministry shifts and the focus is ever more clearly Jerusalem and the cross. 

What happened in Jesus’ own hometown, and what was the result? Verses 1-6 tell of the rejection of Jesus in his own hometown. He was rejected because he was, humanly speaking, a carpenter’s son, and just a hometown boy. Then what did Jesus do right after this event? According to 7-13 this was the very time he sent out the Twelve. Finally, what happened to John? Again, verses 14-29 show how he was arrested and then beheaded while in prison, by Herod. The fact that the sending out is sandwiched in the middle of the rejection of Jesus and the beheading of John, though it is not necessarily the chronological order, shows us how Mark saw Jesus who sent out disciples. He sent them out in essence to be rejected, to participate in the life of the Son of Man and the servants of God who would never be accepted by this world. It seems early, for they were so young and frankly somewhat ignorant themselves. But it was the right time for them to go out.
What did Jesus do after the Twelve came back? (6:30-44) After the exhausting trip, Jesus wanted to take his disciples away by themselves to get some rest. Instead they were inundated by crowds. Did Jesus rebuke the crowds? No, he told his disciples, “You give them something to eat.” What did he want them to learn? Jesus wanted them to get out of their sense of possibility and impossibility, which they could never live as disciples with, and to go and see what they had, to bring it to Jesus. He wanted to open the kingdom of God to them, who feeds five thousand with the leftover bread and fish. Next, why did Jesus walk on the water? (6:45-56; 50b-52) In these verses Jesus rebuked the fear of his disciples and also their lack of understanding about the loaves. And what did Jesus teach about clean and unclean? (7:1-23) He taught that it isn’t what goes into a man that makes him unclean, but what comes out of a man. It is the evil inside of men that make them unclean. Right after this, Jesus went into the Gentile lands and healed. The example given of the woman from Syrian Phoenicia shows the truth. Jesus basically called her a dog and not a child. He refused her request to heal her daughter. She pleaded not based on her comparative cleanliness before God, for the children weren’t so clean either, but she petitioned him based on his willingness to feed even the dogs with a few crumbs. Her reply moved Jesus, who said, “For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter.” In this way, Jesus taught his disciples the quality of the kingdom of God that he healed with. Lastly, Jesus repeated the feeding of the multitudes in chapter 8. The growth of the disciples is not so evident, but Jesus fed the crowd out of his overflowing compassion. It was his compassion which fed the disciples continually, though they never understood. When Jesus tried to warn them of the yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod, they could only think of bread, feel guilty about forgetting bread, wonder if they had enough bread. This right after Jesus fed the multitudes with nothing twice. In raising disciples we see that Jesus bore all of their ignorance so patiently. It reminds us of the long suffering patience of God from the time of Noah, to the time of Israel in the Exodus, to the time of the prophets. Jesus is revealed to be the one who bears the ignorance in order to give life. He is truly the Son of God, this time revealed in how he created disciples and God’s people from these very disciples.
After this Jesus continued his healing ministry in the region of Bethsaida. At that time Jesus asked his disciples two questions: the first, “Who do people say I am?” and the second, “Who do you say I am?” These verses show that Jesus’ focus in his discipleship ministry ultimately was that they would know who he is. Jesus shared all of these things—the miracles, the teaching, the common life—so that they would see his glory as the Son of Man, that they would dwell in the kingdom of God today. “But what about you, who do you say I am?” 
Up until now Jesus had been asking different kinds of questions (4:13; 4:40; 7:18; 8:17-21) In these verses Jesus asked repeatedly, whenever he taught them the kingdom of God, saved them in a miracle, or performed some sign right in front of them, “Do you still not understand? Are your hearts hardened? Are you so dull? Do you still have no faith?” This was right up until 8:21. How did Peter answer this question? Verse 29 says that Peter answered very simply, “You are the Christ.” We know that Jesus took this confession preciously, and in Matthew’s gospel for instance, much emphasis is placed on this confession as even the foundation of the church of Jesus Christ itself. But in Mark’s gospel the emphasis is different. Through the overview study, it is clear that these disciples did not understand, and they would not understand until Jesus is crucified. Then why did Jesus just blindly accept this comment here, when a few verses later he calls the one who made such a confession, “Satan?” Here I can learn from Mark. If we think Peter’s confession is the production of what he understood or comprehended from being with Jesus, we miss the point. In chapters 6-8 we have enough evidence that these disciples were so hard hearted, so lacking in understanding. Then what can be the eternal value of this confession, as Jesus seems to have taken it? We can only understand through Mark 10:45. The confession, “You are the Christ,” is the confession to Jesus the Son of Man, who gives his life for a man. It is the confession of Peter, whose heart was hard, who wouldn’t understand, that, “You are the Christ,” for such as me, who can never and will never be anything but dull, but has been called by the Son of Man, given the secrets of the kingdom of God and the word of God again and again. This confession is the hinge upon which Mark’s gospel progresses. From here the Son of Man will go to Jerusalem. He is the Christ. He is the Christ for Peter, who will never understand. He is the Son of Man who gave his life as a ransom for many, and who gives his life for us.
