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      “Doug O’Donnell’s expository labors provide preachers and teachers with a sure-footed guide to and through the wonders of Mark’s Gospel. His work rests on his having systematically marinated his thought in the carefully wrought literary and theological contours of Mark’s account, so that his homiletical divisions are true to Mark’s mounting argument and a boon to expositors. O’Donnell’s exegesis and homiletical wisdom rest not only on the shoulders of past preachers but also on his having mined the refreshing Marcan exegesis available in today’s journals and superb new commentaries—resulting in increased precision and homiletical clarity. In this respect, O’Donnell has long been a notable wordsmith. The shepherding, pastoral tone that permeates this commentary is evident on nearly every page, with astute applications that can come only from a sensitive preacher in touch with life and contemporary culture, as well as with illustrations that actually do serve the sacred text. Confidently recommended.”

      R. Kent Hughes, Senior Pastor Emeritus, College Church, Wheaton, Illinois

      “Sound theological exegesis. Engaging exposition. Helpful subtitles for sermon outlines. Ready-made illustrations ripe for the picking. Personal stories that nudge your own memory. Practical takeaways. Just an all-around enjoyable read. What more does a preacher need when preparing for Sunday? Doug O’Donnell has not replaced your quality time with God in sermon preparation; he has enriched it. Keep his reflections handy. You and God’s people will be the better for it.”

      S. Jonathan Murphy, Department Chair and Professor of Pastoral Ministries, Dallas Theological Seminary

      “There is no more reliable guide to teaching or preaching the Gospels effectively than Doug O’Donnell. In these pages, readers will find fresh insights and ideas for communicating the heart of the biblical text in a way that puts the person and work of Christ at the center and connects to the hearts of real people.”

      Nancy Guthrie, Bible teacher; author

      “This learned, profound, utterly practical commentary is a great model for preachers of the Gospel of Mark. It will help them to practice faithful biblical exegesis, goad them to keep their teaching focused on Jesus, and thereby encourage those who listen to their sermons to ‘arise and follow the Son.’ O’Donnell here reminds you why you answered God’s call to be a minister of the Word and supports you in your efforts to unpack this precious book.”

      Douglas A. Sweeney, Dean and Professor of Divinity, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

      “The most obvious virtue of this commentary is its thoroughness. It is a triumph of scholarship—a one-volume library of the best that has been written on the Gospel of Mark. But it is more than that—a blend of head and heart, with the author’s intermittent sharing of his life experiences lending both human interest and a testimony to the reality of the good news.”

      Leland Ryken, Emeritus Professor of English, Wheaton College

      “With seamless synergy between exegesis and the everyday, Doug O’Donnell masterfully dissects and demystifies the Gospel of Mark to aid preachers in feeding their flocks. Having once preached through Mark myself, I wish this resource had been available then. Thankfully, it exists now, and it will be of tremendous benefit to clear preachers and engaged hearers as well as zigzagging preachers and meandering listeners.”

      Matthew D. Kim, Professor of Practical Theology and Raborn Chair of Pastoral Leadership, Truett Theological Seminary, Baylor University; author, A Little Book for New Preachers

      “The church has long been nourished by pastor-theologians who have the intellectual gifts and pastoral sensibilities to understand God’s Word and apply it to God’s world. Doug O’Donnell is a modern-day representative who serves in this historic office. In his Expository Reflections on the Gospels: Mark, O’Donnell conducts a symphony involving a critical (in the good sense!) interpretation of the biblical text in its historical context, a confessional understanding of the theological subject matter of Scripture, and a contextual integration that applies the message of the Gospel of Mark to the lives and realities of the reader. This is a top-tier resource for every pastor and preacher.”

      Edward W. Klink III, Senior Pastor, Hope Evangelical Free Church, Roscoe, Illinois; Professor, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School; author, John (Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament)

      “Following some of the best Protestant expository traditions, Doug O’Donnell’s lucid expositions of Mark remind us how to read the Gospels as the anchor of the New Testament and the centerpiece of the story of Jesus the Messiah! Lovers of the second Gospel should have this volume before them regularly. Each sermonic chapter faithfully explains the significance of Mark’s portrayal of redemption in the promised Son for us. My joy in reading Mark deepened with the turn of every page of this work.”

      Eric C. Redmond, Professor of Bible, Moody Bible Institute; Associate Pastor of Preaching and Teaching, Calvary Memorial Church, Oak Park, Illinois

      “Doug O’Donnell’s commentary on Mark’s Gospel is a remarkable piece of work. Grounded in a meticulous study of the text and sensitive to its theological contours, he offers fresh insight that is readily accessible to the preacher and layperson alike. O’Donnell’s poetic turns of phrase, engaging wit, and pastoral sensibility make it a resource that every Christian will want to have on the shelf.”

      Chris Castaldo, Senior Pastor, New Covenant Church, Naperville, Illinois; author, The Upside Down Kingdom: Wisdom for Life from the Beatitudes

      “Readers who want an in-depth understanding of the Gospels yet also want to be fed spiritually will often turn to commentaries, only to realize that the gap between critical interpretation and exposition—between historical-theological analysis and everyday life—can be hard to cross. It’s difficult to find either a lively exposition of the text that is responsive to cutting-edge scholarship or an erudite commentary that comes alive. Thankfully, in reading the Gospel of Mark alongside us, Doug O’Donnell has provided us with both—in one book.”

      Nicholas Perrin, President, Trinity International University

      “Doug O’Donnell’s expository reflections on Mark do for us what the Gospel itself does: they focus us on Jesus, the saving Son of God, and call us to ‘arise and follow the Son.’ Informed by sound scholarship yet easily accessible, grounded in a close reading of the text yet applied to real life, these reflections lead us again and again to Christ—to his words and his works, his cross and his resurrection, his rule and his return. Read, mark, and learn!”

      Murray Smith, Lecturer in Biblical Theology and Exegesis, Christ College, Sydney

      “Doug O’Donnell has given us a thorough exposition that is wonderfully refreshing. What particularly struck me is that there is a model here for today’s preacher: arresting and accessible teaching for the ignorant new generations, and yet serious nourishment for the mature believer and the Bible student. And that sounds something like an echo of the master teacher in the Gospel records.”

      Dick Lucas, Former Rector, St. Helen’s Bishopsgate, London; Founder, The Proclamation Trust

      “With the mind of a scholar and the heart of a pastor, O’Donnell has provided an exegetically rich and practically applicable exposition of this shortest Gospel account. This commentary takes us into the heart of the text and reveals with clarity how to apply the text to our own hearts. Highly recommended!”

      Matthew Newkirk, President and Professor of Old Testament, Christ Bible Seminary, Nagoya, Japan
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      Preface

      to the Expository Reflections on the Gospels

      Throughout history every major branch of the Christian church—Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestant—has preached through the Four Gospels more than any other section of Scripture. This is due to (1) liturgical traditions in which the Gospel reading is the final Scripture reading and the preacher’s sermon or homily is typically on that reading and (2) the fact that the Gospels have rightly been viewed by pastors as directly evangelistic and essential for discipleship.

      A few times throughout church history pastor-theologians have written commentaries on the Four Gospels. The ESV Expository Reflections on the Gospels follows in this tradition, especially that of J. C. Ryle’s Expository Thoughts on the Gospels, with his accessible and applicable exegesis. The writing style is homiletic (in the best sense!), seeking to be carefully structured, exegetically deep, highly applicable, deeply personable and engagingly humorous, and rhetorically excellent.

      When I reached out to Dick Lucas, a preacher I greatly admire, to write a commendation, I was delighted that he said yes and was honored that he would write of my work that I have given the church “thorough exposition that is wonderfully refreshing,” sermons that echo “the Master Teacher in the Gospel records” and that offer “a model for today’s preacher, arresting and accessible teaching.” May it be so as you journey, with me as your guide, through the Gospels!

    

  
    
      Preface

      to Volume 3, Mark

      In God’s kind providence my Christian life has centered around the Four Gospels. When I was nineteen, the Lord used the Gospels—particularly the story of the rich young ruler—to open my eyes to the reality of my sin and to draw me to Christ as Savior. Early in my pastoral ministry Pastor Kent Hughes invited me to write a commentary on Matthew for the Preaching the Word series. So the first sermon series I preached at New Covenant Church in Naperville, Illinois, was on the First Gospel. A decade ago, when Queensland Theological College in Brisbane, Australia, invited me to be their senior lecturer in biblical studies and practical theology, they asked me to teach two classes on the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John. What a joy to teach, and learn from, my students down under. Shortly thereafter, under the splendid supervision of professors John Nolland and Nicholas Perrin, I completed my PhD dissertation at the University of Aberdeen on the topic of faith in Matthew’s Gospel.1 Now, in this newest commentary, I am privileged to share with you what was first shared with the congregation of Westminster Presbyterian Church in Elgin, Illinois—expositions on the Gospel of Mark.

      Mark, who in Acts is also called John Mark (Acts 12:12, 25; 15:37),2 was not an apostle, but he was in the apostolic inner circle. He was part of the group that met in the upper room after Jesus’ death. Likely Simon Peter was his source, and likely he wrote this book near the end of Peter’s life (AD 64–68) but before the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem (AD 70).3 We do not know where Mark was when he wrote his Gospel (likely Rome)4 or to what city or community he first sent his Gospel (a growing number of scholars believe that he intended his Gospel to circulate among as many Christian communities as possible).5 It is possible that Mark wrote to unbelievers, seeking to persuade them to become believers.6 But it is more likely that he wrote to believers, with these goals: (1) to remind them of what they were to believe about Jesus, (2) to instruct them in Jesus’ teachings, (3) to urge them to share those stories about who Jesus is and what he has done for others, and (4) to encourage them to persevere through persecution.

      In 13:14 Mark interjects, “Let the reader understand.” This interjection comes in the Olivet Discourse, after Jesus speaks of the “abomination of desolation.”7 Mark’s earnest desire is that his Christian readers would understand Jesus’ teaching on the destruction of the temple and his second coming. But he also desires his readers to understand far more. He wants us to understand Jesus’ identity as the Son of God, the Son of David, and the Son of Man. Moreover, Mark wants us to understand Jesus’ mission—that he came to conquer the powers of evil (demons, disease, and death)—through the cross. He wants us to know by heart and embrace with our whole heart the fact that, in Jesus’ own words, “even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). Finally, Mark wants us to understand the cost of discipleship—that we should arise and follow the Son by picking up our cross, sacrificing for others, and sharing the good news of the kingdom of heaven with the world.

      As stated above, these expositions were first preached at Westminster Presbyterian Church. I am grateful for the encouragement I received from both the session and the congregation, and I am thankful for a church community that supported my laboring, through my studies and writings, for the larger church. I am also appreciative to Frederick Dale Bruner for editing the entire second draft, Emily Gerdts for reviewing the third draft, and Elliott Pinegar and Davis Wetherell for their honest pushback, wise suggestions, theological tightening, and careful stylistic and substantive sharpening of sentences.

    

    
      
        1  Douglas Sean O’Donnell, “O Woman, Great Is Your Faith!” Faith in the Gospel of Matthew (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2021).

      

      
        2  Mark was from Jerusalem and part of a wealthy family (his mother’s home was large enough to house a prayer meeting, Acts 12:12; perhaps Mark 14:14) and was connected with other wealthy Christians (Barnabas, Acts 4:36–37). From Acts 12:25 we learn that he joined Barnabas and Paul on their missionary journeys. Mark is also mentioned in Colossians 4:10; 2 Timothy 4:11; Philemon 24; and 1 Peter 5:13. Peter labels Mark his “son” (1 Pet. 5:13). This personal and familial relationship with Peter suggests the possibility that Peter was Mark’s source regarding the life of Jesus (so testified by Papias of Hierapolis, Irenaeus, Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and Origen).

      

      
        3  “If one relies on external evidence, it is plausible to assume that Mark wrote in Rome before the death of Peter, whose teaching he wrote down, and that he wrote before the end of Paul’s imprisonment. . . . This would mean that Mark wrote his Gospel between AD 60–62.” Eckhard J. Schnabel, Mark: An Introduction and Commentary, TNTC (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2017), 17; cf. Robert H. Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 1042–43.

      

      
        4  From 1 Peter 5:13 we learn that Peter and Mark were in Rome (labeled “Babylon”) together. “The city of Rome is the most plausible provenance” (Schnabel, Mark, 14).

      

      
        5  That the Gospels were written for a broad audience, see Richard Bauckham, ed., The Gospel for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998).

      

      
        6  Gundry (Mark, 3–4) argues that Mark’s Gospel is “an apology for the cross” in that Mark is showing that through Jesus’ crucifixion (theology of suffering) Jesus inaugurates the eschatological salvation (theology of glory) of the kingdom of God. “Mark writes . . . to convert non-Christians despite the shame of the Cross” (1026).

      

      
        7  See note 6 in chapter 37.
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      Arise and Follow the Son

      Mark 1:1

      The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

      Mark 1:1

      While attending a Christian college I began an outreach ministry at the local community college. Once a week a group of Christian students would scatter around campus and ask people whether they were interested in taking a religious survey. I do not remember all the questions we asked, but I do remember one question and the most popular answer to it. To the question “Who is Jesus?” the usual reply was “the Son of God.” When we followed up that answer with more probing questions, we discovered that Jesus as “the Son of God” can mean a lot of different things to a lot of different people.

      The Gospel of Mark was written to give God’s inspired answer to the question, Who is Jesus? Put differently, it was penned to answer, explain, and illustrate the identity of the real Jesus. So, we might say, this Gospel was written to answer the question, Who is Jesus the Son of God? It was written also to answer the questions, Why should we follow him? and, if we are compelled to follow him, How should we follow him?

      Our text for this introductory chapter is quite simple: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1). But our task is more complex. Here we set out to discover—or rediscover—Jesus. Who is he? What is the good news about him? And, if drawn to him, how should we respond?

      Who Is Jesus?

      First, who is Jesus? In Mark 1:1 the Evangelist introduces us to the man Jesus. The name Jesus, which means “Yahweh saves,” was one of the most common names in Israel at that time. A number of recent studies indicate that the most popular male names among Palestinian Jews living between 330 BC and AD 200 were (1) Simon, (2) Joseph, (3) Lazarus, (4) Judas, (5) John, and (6) Jesus.1 So the Jesus of the Gospels was not the only Jesus in Galilee. He was not even the only Jesus of Nazareth. If someone yelled “Jesus” in Jerusalem, like Mary and Joseph must have done when looking for their son (see Luke 2:41–52), more than a few heads would have turned. It would be like yelling “Patrick” in an Irish bar in Boston or “Tony” at a bocce ball tournament at Arthur Avenue in the Bronx.

      So the once trendy Jewish name “Jesus” does not define, or set apart, the Jesus we know and love. But the two titles that follow do so: “Christ” and “the Son of God.” The term “Christ” is not a last name but a designation. It means “anointed one,” or “Messiah.” It speaks of Jesus’ being the promised King from the line of David (2 Sam. 7:11–16; Isa. 9:1–7; 11:1–16). Mark uses this title eight times. Besides in this verse (Mark 1:1), which serves not only as the start of his Gospel but also as its summary sentence, the name is used regularly in other important moments as well. For example, at the structural center (see table 1.1) and theological hinge of the Gospel (Mark 8:27–29) Peter answers Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?” with “You are the Christ” (8:29). At Jesus’ trial the high priest asks Jesus, “Are you the Christ?” (14:61), to which Jesus replies, “I am” (egō eimi, 14:62). The final time that this word is used is in 15:32, where Jesus is reviled on the cross, “Let the Christ, the King of Israel, come down now from the cross that we may see and believe.” His mockers understand correctly that the Christ is the “King of Israel,” but they fail to understand that the mission of the promised King is crucifixion. (More on that in a moment.)

      Table 1.1: Outline of the Gospel of Mark

      
        
          
            	
              1:1–15

            
            	
              Introduction to the Gospel: John the Baptist and Jesus

            
          

          
            	
              1:16–3:6

            
            	
              Jesus in Galilee: Ministry and Controversy

            
          

          
            	
              3:7–6:6

            
            	
              Jesus in Galilee: Jesus Teaches and Shows His Power

            
          

          
            	
              6:7–8:26

            
            	
              Jesus in Galilee: Jesus’ Acts Yield a Confession

            
          

          
            	
              8:27–10:52

            
            	
              After a Key Confession, Jesus Heads to Jerusalem and Prepares His Disciples for the Suffering That Is to Come

            
          

          
            	
              11:1–16:8

            
            	
              In Jerusalem Jesus Meets Controversy and Rejection, Leading to His Death and Resurrection, as He Also Teaches of Suffering, Judgment, and Vindication23

            
          

        

      

      Jesus is the “Christ.” He is also “the Son of God.” This designation does not mean that God the Father, sometime two thousand years ago, birthed a son who did not previously exist. It does not mean Jesus is a son of God in the same way every member of God’s covenant community is a child of God. And it is not merely a synonym for Christ. Rather, in Mark 1:1, and also when the Father at Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration says, “This is my beloved Son” (9:7; cf. 1:11),2 the title “Son of God” means that “Jesus is eternally Son of the Father, sharing his divine nature.”3

      This is obviously an important title, and, like the good silverware and china, Mark brings it out only for special occasions. He uses it three times, and every usage is significant. First, it is employed in Mark’s introductory but also summary sentence (1:1). Second, it is found in two key confessions by two unexpected characters. At 3:11 we read, “Whenever the unclean spirits saw him, they fell down before him and cried out, ‘You are the Son of God.’” The demons recognized Jesus’ identity before the disciples did! Then at 15:39 the historical record states, “When the centurion, who stood facing him [Jesus on the cross], saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly this man was the Son of God!’” This scene and confession is dripping with irony. The Gentile solider responsible for carrying out the orders to crucify Jesus is the first person in history to look to the crucified Christ and confess him as “the Son of God.”

      So, Jesus is the “Christ” and “the Son of God.” You may notice, however, that I have subtitled this commentary Arise and Follow the Son. I use the word Son because Jesus as the Son of God is an important identity marker. But I subtitle the commentary Arise and Follow the Son and not Arise and Follow the Son of God because Mark uses two other Son titles that help us better identify this Jesus we seek to discover: Son of David and Son of Man.

      More will be said about those titles when we come to them in the various narratives. For now, I will simply say that Son of David is closely connected to Christ (12:35), and Son of Man to Son of God. Jesus is the Christ (the anointed King) from the lineage of David. He fulfills the Davidic covenant. Moreover, Jesus is the Son of Man.4 He is the Son of Man in his humble human state (Matt. 8:20) and in his humiliation—his rejection and sufferings (Mark 8:31; 10:45; 14:21, 36). But also, alluding to the Son of Man in Daniel 7:13–14, Jesus is the exalted figure who is worshiped alongside the Ancient of Days. In Mark, Jesus as the Son of Man acts like God: he forgives sins (Mark 2:10), rules over the Sabbath (2:28), and will judge the world (8:38; 13:26). The Christ is the Son of David; the Son of God is the Son of Man. Jesus Christ is the Son of David, the Son of God, and the Son of Man.

      Three times in Mark questions are raised about Jesus’ identity. After hearing his wise words and witnessing his mighty works, Jesus’ hometown asks, “Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon?” (6:3). Then, after the calming of the storm the disciples ask, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?” (4:41). Finally, Jesus asks, “Who do people say that I am?” (8:27). If we survey the whole of the Gospel, what follows are Mark’s answers to those questions. Some call him teacher, rabbi, and Jesus of Nazareth.5 Some believe he is a prophet (see 6:15; 8:28). But Jesus is more than a prophet and teacher from Nazareth. Mark makes sure we know that Jesus is the King of the Jews (15:2; cf. King of Israel, 15:32), the Lord (1:3), the Holy One of God (1:24), the Son of David (10:47), the Son of Man (2:10), the Son of the Most High God (5:7), the stone that the builders rejected (12:10), the bridegroom (2:19), the Christ (1:1), and the Son of God (1:1; cf. God’s beloved son, 1:11; 9:7; the Son, 12:6; 13:32; the Son of the Blessed, 14:61). Jesus’ identity is important to Mark!

      Before we turn our attention to the phrase “the gospel of Jesus” (1:1), we should take away three important ideas from the phrase “Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” First, we must read this Gospel with Jesus in focus. Oftentimes we read, or are tempted to read, the Bible existentially. What does the Bible say to me directly? For example, we read about the healing of the paralytic and think, “Jesus can heal my bad back,” or we read about his teaching on fasting and think, “Jesus can help me keep my diet.” Maybe our interpretations and applications are not that off base. But I hope you understand my point. We tend to think about ourselves first and then, if ever, about the original message to the original audience. In his opening verse Mark makes sure that our focus is Godward. He opens his Gospel with a statement not about us but about God’s Son. He does this because he wants us to know how much Jesus matters. He wants to introduce us to a character—the hero in his great drama.

      The second takeaway is that understanding who Jesus is really matters. Jesus’ identity matters to Mark, and should matter to us, because our salvation depends on it. Jesus’ atonement is directly connected to his incarnation. The Son of God became fully and completely human in order to die for our sins. So, when people say, “It does not matter what church you go to as long as it believes in Jesus,” we need to reply, “But what ‘Jesus’ does that church believe in and teach about? Does it confess and profess that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God?” Moreover, when we encounter a religious group that denies the deity of Jesus, we need to recognize that our conversation is a matter of life and death. We are saved from our sin not by the man Jesus but by the God-man, the one who atoned for all our sins and turned away God’s judgment upon that sin because he is fully God and fully man.

      The third takeaway from the line “Jesus Christ, the Son of God” involves how we should read each and every section of Mark’s Gospel. Mark has given us the lens with which to see Jesus properly. So when we read of Jesus’ claiming to be the Lord of the Sabbath (2:27–28), sleeping through a storm (4:38); loving a hungry crowd (8:2); blessing the little children (10:14–16); cursing a fig tree and condemning the temple thieves (11:15–25); teaching the greatest commandment (12:28–34); predicting his sufferings, death, and resurrection (8:31; 9:12, 31; 10:33, 45; 14:23–24), along with his second coming (13:24–27); and then actually dying and rising (15:21–39; 16:1–8), for each and every action and saying we should think, “This is the Christ, the Son of God!”

      What Is the Gospel about Jesus?

      What is the importance of getting Jesus’ identity right? Everything! Why does Mark start this way? Because if we get the person of Jesus wrong, we will get the plan of Jesus wrong. If we do not know that Jesus is the Christ and the Son of God, then the gospel about him (“the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” 1:1) makes no sense. So then, moving from answering the question, Who is Jesus? let us next answer the question, What has Jesus done, and why is it good news for us?

      Jesus’ first recorded speech in the Gospel of Mark is “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand” (1:15). That announcement follows directly after Mark’s statement that “Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God” (1:14). Jesus came to announce the good news of the kingdom of God. However, he came to do more than announce the gospel and kingdom; he came to declare and demonstrate his rule as the King of that kingdom. And he does so through his authoritative teaching and powerful miracles.6 His every word and work attest to his identity and mission.

      His memorable words include the following: “I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (2:17); “What does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul?” (8:36); “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all” (9:35); “Whoever would be first among you must be slave of all” (10:44); “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (12:17); “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (12:31); “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many” (14:24); “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (15:34). Jesus’ last words are his cry upon the cross. How telling is that!

      Jesus’ every word attests to his identity and mission, as does every work. Here is a sampling of his works: he feeds thousands of people with a few pieces of bread and fish (6:30–44; 8:1–10); expels demons (1:21–28; 5:1–20; 7:24–30; 9:14–29); heals the leper (1:40–45), the paralytic (2:1–12), and the deaf and mute (7:31–37); raises the dead (5:21–43); calms a storm (4:35–41); walks on water (6:45–52). And, of course, Jesus suffers, dies, and rises. And before he accomplishes those works, he interprets all his actions in one short clause: “The Son of Man came . . . to give his life as a ransom for many” (10:45). In 2:10 Jesus claims to have the authority to forgive sins, and in 15:37 (“And Jesus . . . breathed his last”) that forgiveness is accomplished and finally, through faith, applied to us. And that is good news! Jesus paid it all. He has canceled our debt. We who were enslaved to sin, death, and Satan have been set free. In his rejection and resurrection the Christ conquers all the evils we face and that have long held us captive. Praise God! What a Savior he has sent! “The gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (1:1).

      Read, Mark, Learn

      Whenever I set out to preach on a book of the Bible, I read the book many times. So when I decided that the Gospel of Mark was what my congregation needed to hear preached, I read through it devotionally. Then, when it came time to study it in greater depth, I printed out the book in its entirety and I started to read Mark and mark Mark up.

      The first time I read through Mark, I got a feel for it, noting its unusual literary form (a gospel)7 and its variety of genres—narratives, discourses, commands, parables, and apocalyptic pronouncement and prophecies. The second time I put a box around every title for Jesus and underlined every time there was a question about Jesus’ identity. The third time I noted some of the details. I highlighted the geography, noting that Jesus moves from Galilee to Jerusalem. I noted Mark’s use of the OT, writing an OT next to all the OT quotations and possible allusions. I highlighted the times Jesus commands people to be quiet. I noticed that Mark has a disputed ending. Does it end at 16:8 or 16:20?8 I noticed that Mark’s storytelling skills remind me of the live report from an on-the-scene journalist.9 I observed his “dualisms”10 (i.e., he says one phrase and then says the same thing with minor variations) and interpretive intercalations (an episode within an episode; e.g., 5:21–43).11 I saw that Mark’s Gospel not only is shorter than the other canonical Gospels12 but has a fast-paced quality to it.13 Often with the adverb immediately and the conjunction and Mark quickly moves his readers from one story to the next.14 Yet I also noticed that the tempo slows down during the week of Jesus’ crucifixion. Mark describes each day of Jesus’ final week and nearly each hour of his passion and death. With the slow motion, frame-by-frame depiction Mark is answering this question: What has Jesus accomplished, and why is it good news for us? The fourth time through I underlined what Jesus says and does, and how people respond to him. To those observations we turn to next.

      How Should We Respond to the Gospel? Arise and Follow

      Mark does not just talk about who Jesus is and what he has done. He also highlights various responses to him. There are wrong responses and right ones. And through the various characters who encounter Jesus, we ourselves enter into the drama. With each character we should ask ourselves, Should we imitate their response to Jesus or not?

      For example, we should not say about Jesus, as the scribes did, “He is possessed by Beelzebul” (3:22); or join Peter at the transfiguration in making Jesus equal with Moses and Elijah (wanting to build a tent for each, 9:5); or follow the rich man in not following Jesus’ call (10:17–22); or betray Jesus like Judas does (14:43–46); or repeatedly deny Jesus like Peter does (14:66–72); or ridicule Jesus as Pilate does (15:9, 26); or mock him like the Roman soldiers (15:16–20), the chief priests, and the scribes do (15:31–32). But we should follow Jesus like Simon, Andrew, James, and John (1:16–20); join the leper on our knees before Jesus, saying, “Make me clean” (1:40); and humbly acknowledge, as the father of the demon-possessed boy does, our need for Jesus’ help—not only to deliver us from evil but to grow our faith: “[We] believe; help [our] unbelief” (9:24). We should also see with blind Bartimaeus that Jesus, as the Son of David, is able to cure both physical and spiritual blindness: “Son of David, have mercy on me!” (10:47). And we should shout aloud with the crowd, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David! Hosanna in the highest!” (11:9–10). Yes, indeed. Lord, save us! We should, moreover, like the woman who comes with an expensive bottle of perfume, pour out a year’s wages upon Jesus (14:3–9) and join in the centurion’s cry at the cross, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” (15:39).

      In 13:14 Mark exclaims, “Let the reader understand.” But Mark wants his readers to understand not only the Olivet Discourse (where we find that interjection). He wants us to understand who Jesus is, what he has done for us, and how we should respond to him. One way in which Mark teaches his readers to respond to Jesus is through key characters; we are to respond like him and her and them. Another way is through key commands. For example, in 8:27–38 Jesus asks his disciples about his identity: “Who do people say that I am?” The disciples cite various wrong answers. Some say that Jesus is John the Baptist; others Elijah or one of the prophets. “But who do you say that I am?” Jesus asks. Peter answers, “You are the Christ.” This is the correct answer. Peter understands Jesus’ identity. But, as we soon learn, he does not yet understand Jesus’ mission. When Jesus next talks about the necessity of his death, Peter takes him aside to rebuke him. It is the worst counseling session in the history of the world.

      In Mark, identity (who Jesus is) and mission (why Jesus came and why his coming is good news) go together. As does the call to discipleship. How do we respond to the good news of the death and resurrection of Jesus, the Christ and the Son of God? Jesus tells us in Mark 8:34: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” What a challenge! The cost of discipleship. No cheap grace from gracious Jesus.

      How will we respond to Jesus? I hope that we do so the way Mark wants us to. Will we follow, listen to, obey, and humbly serve Jesus? Will we suffer for Jesus, look to Jesus’ death and resurrection as our only hope of salvation, and await Jesus’ return? To Mark, those who genuinely believe the good news of Jesus the Christ and the Son of God respond in certain ways. Self-denial. Cross-bearing. Total dependence. Radical allegiance.

      Arise and follow the Son!

      Answering Life’s Big Questions

      In a strip from the thought-provoking comic Calvin and Hobbes, the curious boy Calvin asks Hobbes, his stuffed tiger who comes to life in his imagination, “Why do you suppose we’re here?” They are both sitting on the ground, leaning against a large tree. Hobbes replies, “Because we walked here.” “No, no,” Calvin retorts, “I mean here on earth.” Hobbes replies, “Because earth can support life.” “No, I mean why are we anywhere? Why do we exist?” Again, Hobbes comments, “Because we were born.” Frustrated, Calvin moves around to the other side of the tree, lowers his head and says, “Forget it.” Hobbes concludes, “I will, thank you.”15

      The Gospel of Mark does not set out to answer the question, Why do we exist? Instead it answers these questions: Who is Jesus? What is the gospel about him? How do we respond to the gospel of the kingdom about Christ Jesus, the Son of God? But in answering those questions it helps us find the answer to the question of our existence. Why are we here? In this world filled with evil, injustice, and oppression, where we are faced with trials, pains, and sufferings, why do we exist? Mark tells us that we exist to join Jesus in his victory. Arise and follow the Son! Through Jesus’ sufferings the power of death has been broken, the reign of God has begun, and salvation has arrived. “In the midst of a world of bad news,” we have the good news of Jesus the Christ, the Son of God.16
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      In the Wilderness

      Mark 1:2–13

      The Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.

      Mark 1:12

      The Man Who Eats Locusts, the Descending Dove, and the Tempted Son

      Recently I learned that the professor who taught me Greek exegesis has Alzheimer’s disease. Each morning for many years my professor and his wife would listen to the Bible read aloud. He would listen to the English, with his Greek text open. She would read along with various English translations in order to try to get a feel for what her husband understood and appreciated. Today, each morning, they still read together. He has forgotten Greek. So he reads a comic strip version of the Bible. He looks at pictures and reads captions. And he loves it. His picture Bible is as worn and tattered as his Greek NT is.

      As we focused on Mark 1:1 in the last chapter, we answered three questions. In this chapter, as we turn our attention to verses 2–13, we open Mark’s version of a picture Bible. In the first frame (1:2–8) we see an old scroll, an unusual man, and mass baptisms in the Jordan River. In the second frame (1:9–11) we find a descending dove, a baptized son, and a Father’s voice from heaven. In the third frame (1:12–13) we witness wild animals, ministering angels, slithering Satan, and the tempted Son.

      The Testimony of John the Baptist

      To start let us focus on the first frame. Each of the four Gospels begins in a different way. Matthew gives us Jesus’ genealogy, Luke a dedication to Theophilus in which he provides a rationale for his writing, and John his logos Christology. Mark begins, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (1:1). Then, from those two titles for Jesus, he immediately grounds his Gospel in the OT. Only Mark starts with Scripture:

      As it is written in Isaiah the prophet:

      “Behold, I send my messenger before your face [an idiom for “ahead of you”],

      who will prepare your way,

      the voice of one crying [or “shouting”] in the wilderness:

      ‘Prepare the way of the Lord,

      make his paths straight.’” (1:2–3)

      Here Mark quotes from Isaiah 40:3, in combination with Exodus 23:20 and Malachi 3:1. He names Isaiah, and not Moses and Malachi, likely because he wants us to note the connection between the “beginning of the gospel of Jesus” (Mark 1:1) and Isaiah’s vision of a new exodus, a time of restoration and salvation through judgment (e.g., of “reward” and “recompense,” Isa. 40:10). In Exodus 23:20 God promises to send a messenger ahead of the Israelites in the wilderness, and in Malachi 3:1 the messenger is the prophet Elijah (see Mal. 4:5), who is sent to prepare for Yahweh’s coming judgment on wicked Israel. Obviously, Mark is claiming that the Elijah-like messenger is John and Yahweh the coming judge is Jesus.

      Mark grounds the “gospel of Jesus” (Mark 1:1) in the OT Scriptures (1:2–3)1 in order to show that Jesus’ whole ministry is rooted in the whole story of Israel. As Scot McKnight notes,

      The Story of Jesus Christ . . . isn’t a story that came out of nowhere like the Book of Mormon, and it isn’t a timeless set of ideas, as with Plato’s philosophical writings. The story of Jesus Christ is locked into one people, one history, and one Scripture: it makes sense only as it follows and completes the Story of Israel.2

      Mark also grounds “the gospel of Jesus” (1:1) in this prophecy from Isaiah (1:2–3). Similar to the scene in Acts 8, in which Philip explains the prophet Isaiah to the Ethiopian eunuch (“Philip opened his mouth, and beginning with this Scripture [Isaiah 53], he told him the good news about Jesus,” Acts 8:35), Mark wants to take us to the good news about Jesus through the predicted ministry of John the Baptist. Jesus, who “died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures . . . [and] was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3–4), first had a messenger (the prophet John) prepare the way in accordance with the Scriptures (the prophet Isaiah). Long ago, even before the creation of the world (Rev. 13:8), God had planned the coming of his Son and the prophetic preparation necessary to announce Jesus’ arrival. The advent of John and Jesus was no afterthought.

      With that foundation laid, I will give an overview and explanation of the important quotation “Behold, I send my messenger before your face” (Mark 1:2). John is God’s messenger who is to “prepare the way of the Lord” (1:3). In the OT quotation “the Lord” is Yahweh; here in Mark it is clearly Jesus.3 This Lord, as John the Baptist preaches, is powerful (“He who is mightier than I”), righteous (“The strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie,” 1:7), and transformative (“He will baptize . . . with the Holy Spirit,” 1:8). In John 3:30 John says of his relationship to Jesus, “He must increase, but I must decrease.” Here in Mark he demonstrates that humility. He views himself as being below the level of a slave, and his water baptism as incomparable to the Spirit baptism to come.4 And, by labeling Jesus “He who is mightier than I” (Mark 1:7), he apparently acknowledges that Jesus is Yahweh himself, the coming Lord.

      John will prepare the way “in the wilderness” (1:3)—the place in OT history of safety, testing, and disobedience—in two ways. First, he dresses for the job (“John was clothed with camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist”) and consumes the proper ascetic diet (“locusts and wild honey,” 1:6; cf. Isa. 7:15). He is intentionally resembling the prophet Elijah (2 Kings 1:8),5 offering a prophetic protest against materialism and demonstrating a life of complete dependence on God’s sustenance for survival. Second, he preaches (“crying [out],” Mark 1:3; “proclaiming,” 1:4; “preached,” 1:7) “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (1:4) and baptizes all who come to him and confess their sins (1:5). Whatever the baptism looks like—a Jewish ceremonial washing or a Gentile proselyte immersion—the water symbolizes a cleansing of the soul by turning from sin to God (“repentance,” 1:4). And John’s ministry is a success! He has a megachurch in the desert: “All the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to him and were being baptized” (1:5). Mark exaggerates to make a point. The point is not that everyone from Herod the Great to Simon the Sorcerer is there, but that a revival is occurring. John is announcing that in Jesus the exile is over and a new eschatological exodus is at hand. The exile is not from Babylon back to Jerusalem or out of Egypt into the promised land. Rather, as Mark will explain, it is freedom from the bondage of sin (1:4) through God in the flesh, who has come to be baptized into our bondage (1:9) so as to lead all who are baptized in him through faith (1:15) into the presence of God.

      From Explanation to Application

      From that explanation of Mark 1:2–8, let me offer two applications.

      First, the ministry of John the Baptist teaches us about genuine revival. Do not overlook Mark 1:5: “All the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to [John] and were being baptized.” How do we get “all” from the 20- to 200-mile radius to come to church? More than that, how do we get them to say, “I need to change. Help me change. Help me turn from sin to God?” Let me suggest that we preach repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Perhaps the church in North America is not flourishing because we are not preaching what the world needs to hear. We are not following the lead of John (1:4), Jesus (1:15; Revelation 2–3), and the apostles.6 We do not read that all those people were coming to John because he dressed well, spoke well, and was offering a nice stay in a wilderness resort, which included a quick dip in the pool. Rather, they came to a man dressed in camel’s hair to be washed in a dirty river in the Middle East because God was at work through his word.

      In 1995, from March 19 to March 23, I witnessed a revival on the campus of Wheaton College. For five days and five nights, hundreds of students publicly confessed their sins. These were good kids, with sometimes horrific sins. I felt dirty hearing everyone’s confessions. Yet I also felt God’s grace upon us all. I especially knew it was a true work of God when my own timid wife said that she did not go forward to the microphone but confessed a specific sin to her parents. Oh for that sort of revival! A revival of repentance. It will not come through preaching that “Jesus offers you your best life now.” It will come only through calling people to adhere to Jesus’ first sermon, “Repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15).

      Second, we should see Jesus through John’s eyes. Many people today think it is fine to mold Jesus into their own image; others think it is fine to be indifferent to Jesus. To the question, “Do you know Jesus as your personal Savior?” the response might be, “Oh, I haven’t given Jesus much thought.” Some people think that deciding for Jesus is like deciding what flavor of ice cream to lick. It is inconsequential. They do not view Jesus as John did. And those who do not view Jesus as John did are not getting into the kingdom of God. The entrance into the kingdom is small. It is only for those who can become like little children, those who can say with John, “[Jesus, you] must become greater and greater, and I must become less and less” (John 3:30 TLB).

      With that said, as we come next to Jesus’ baptism (Mark 1:9–11), we need to recognize who is going down into the waters. He is no weakling. The one in the waters is “he who is mightier than I” (1:7), mightier than the man Jesus calls “more than a prophet” and than whom there is “no greater” human being (Matt. 11:9, 11). Jesus is no sinner. The one in the waters is so holy that the holiest prophet in the history of Israel is not worthy enough to touch his sandals. And he is no mere human. John is preparing “the way of the Lord” (Mark 1:3).

      The Baptism of the Beloved Son

      With that in mind we come next to 1:9–11, the picture of Jesus’ baptism. We flip a page in our Markan “picture Bible” and read,

      In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And when he came up out of the water, immediately he saw the heavens being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”

      Notice four important details. First, the Jesus we were introduced to in 1:1 as “Christ” and “Son of God” has a hometown. He hails from “Nazareth of Galilee” (1:9). Nazareth was a small and obscure village in southwest Galilee. Other than in the NT, Nazareth is not mentioned in any ancient Jewish writings, which indicates that Jesus is from a town that is not on the map. Charles Spurgeon, commenting on Jesus’ genealogy in Matthew, writes, “Marvelous condescension that [God] should be a man, and have a genealogy.”7 Here in Mark we might say, “Marvelous condescension, that God should be a man and have a humble hometown.”

      Second, other than naming Jesus’ titles and hometown (“Nazareth,” 1:9), Mark gives no other biographical details. We do not learn how Jesus was conceived, who his mother was, where Jesus was born, what tribe he was from, or how he was related to John. We also do not learn how old he was at this time, if he was educated, or what he looked like. Instead Mark focuses solely on the man and his mission. Jesus reveals his messianic credentials through entering into the waters of baptism and the wilderness of temptation. The man from the lowly town is lowering himself into our world.

      Third, going from low to lower to lowest, Jesus is baptized. We are not given John’s initial protest and a clear explanation from Jesus as to why he was baptized, as we find in Matthew. So, we wonder, if John’s baptism is “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (1:4), why is Jesus baptized?

      Fourth, the Father’s verbal and the Spirit’s visual approval of the Son’s baptism answer that question. As soon as Jesus comes out of the water, the heavens are “torn open” and Jesus sees the Holy Spirit “descending on him like a dove” (1:10). “Mark’s forceful language of ‘tearing’ or ‘ripping open’ . . . of the heavens indicates a theophany, or revelation of God [Isa. 64:1],”8 and another tearing will occur in Mark 15:38–39 when the curtain of the temple is torn in two. After the temple curtain is torn the announcement at the foot of the cross comes: “Truly this man was the Son of God!” (15:39). A similar confession comes after Jesus’ baptism: “You are my beloved Son” (1:11). More on that important announcement in a page.

      Here in 1:10 notice also the detail about the dove. We are not told whether the Spirit took on the body of a dove and came upon the scene in a swooping manner like he hovered or fluttered over the waters at creation (Gen. 1:2). The dove symbolism alludes to Isaiah’s prophecy of the Davidic king:

      The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him,

      the Spirit of wisdom and understanding,

      the Spirit of counsel and might,

      the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. (Isa. 11:2)

      Throughout Mark Jesus lives in constant dependence on the Father through the Holy Spirit. As creation was the work of the Trinity, one God in three persons, so too is redemption!9

      In Mark 1:11 we find another heavenly response (“a voice came from heaven”). The Father follows the Spirit’s silent affirmation with a vocal one: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”10 Jesus sees the Spirit and hears the Father. And what Jesus hears helps answer the question of why Jesus was baptized. The title “Son” is an echo not just of Mark 1:1 but of Psalm 2, in which God’s anointed Son is enthroned to judge the nations. The adjective “beloved” is an allusion to Genesis 22:2, in which Abraham takes his beloved son, Isaac, to be sacrificed. And the phrase “With you I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11) harks back to Isaiah again, in which God’s chosen and Spirit-anointed servant (“Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my Spirit upon him,” Isa. 42:1) was “pierced for our transgressions . . . [and] crushed for our iniquities” (53:5), and through whose “offering” (53:10) of his life (“He poured out his soul to death”) he “bore the sin of many” (53:12).

      What does all this mean? It means that when all those people from Judea and Jerusalem went down into the waters, the water that covered them symbolized God’s cleansing from their sins. When Jesus went down into the same waters, the opposite occurred. All the spiritual dirt from all the elect washed over him—a sign that God’s plan of sin substitution began. As Kent Hughes summarizes,

      Because Jesus was sinless, he needed no baptism of repentance. But in his baptism he associated himself with us sinners and placed himself among the guilty—not for his own salvation but for ours—not for his guilt but for ours—not because he feared the wrath to come, but to save us from it. His baptism meant the Cross!11

      How is Jesus going to deal with the sin problem that John is seeking to address? This is the other side of the question of why God the Father is so well pleased with God the Son. In Jesus’ baptism we see the first glimpse into the mission of Jesus, namely, that the Son of David (Psalm 2) and suffering servant (Isaiah 42; 53) will lay down his life (Genesis 22) so sinners might experience fully and completely the forgiveness of their sins.

      The First Temptation of Christ

      Having looked at the first two frames of Mark’s picture Bible, we turn to the final frame in this opening section: “The Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. And he was in the wilderness forty days, being tempted by Satan. And he was with the wild animals, and the angels were ministering to him” (Mark 1:12–13).

      Whenever I study a section of Scripture, I look for repeated words. I do this because repeated words usually signal key themes. So, in Mark 1:2–13, I noticed “sins” (2x), “voice” (2x), “Spirit” (3x), and “baptism” (5x). I also noticed the phrase “in the wilderness,” which appears four times. Just as John was “in the wilderness” at the start of our text (1:3, 4), so Jesus is led “into the wilderness” at the end (1:12). In Luke Jesus’ ministry begins in the holy city; in John in the heavenly council chamber of God; but in Mark (and Matthew) Jesus starts in the wilderness—a hot, arid, and overall lifeless place (with the exception of creatures that can kill with a sting or bite). Jesus has quickly moved from opened heavens to a hellish place. Unlike Adam, who was tempted in a protected garden, this second Adam (1 Cor. 15:45, 47) faces Satan in the untamed wilderness.

      Wasting no time (“immediately”), the Spirit who came upon him as a gentle dove at his baptism now acts as a strong shove: “The Spirit . . . drove him out into the wilderness” (Mark 1:12). Matthew and Luke soften “drove him” to “was led” (Matt. 4:1; Luke 4:1). Mark’s description is more forceful and vivid. Jesus needs to get into the wilderness as soon as possible because the mission of saving his people has begun. There is no time for Jesus to linger at the Jordan River, basking in the glory of his public inauguration.

      But why the wilderness, and why forty days? The combination of “wilderness” and “forty” evokes Israel’s wilderness wanderings (Num. 14:34–35). As Israel was tested, so now Jesus is tested,12 and whereas Israel only had to fight against its own flesh, Jesus fights against Satan, the supernatural creature who possesses people (Mark 3:23) and hinders gospel growth (4:15). Matthew (4:1–11) and Luke (4:1–13) record Satan’s three temptations and how Jesus answers and resists each. Mark’s focus is on the victory alone (where Israel failed, Jesus succeeds), a victory that is not directly stated but pictured.

      By the end of Mark 1:13 Jesus is surrounded by heavenly (“the angels”) and earthly (“wild animals”) creatures. The picture here could be an allusion to Eden, where in the garden Adam and Eve would have coexisted and had mastery over the animals (Gen. 1:28). Or it could be a picture of Jesus surrounded by the hostile animals of the desert and yet protected by angels. Envision Jesus sleeping at night while angels fly around him, wielding swords that cut off the scorpion’s tail, the leopard’s teeth, the jackal’s claws, the boar’s tusks, and the snake’s fangs. If so, the point is that Jesus is up against both physical and spiritual enemies—deadly creatures and demonic forces—but is not alone in his battle. I favor the more peaceful image, that Mark subtly but brilliantly portrays the dawn of the new age, a taste of the fulfillment of Isaiah 11:6–9 (cf. Isa. 35:3–10; Ezek. 34:23–31), a picture of wild animals recognizing their King and Creator before anyone else does, an image of the animals and angels bowing before the Son of God. Yes, here, the one who has been announced as the coming King at his baptism now sits enthroned in the desert, with all the forces of heaven and earth in subjugation to him.

      However, both interpretations above make a similar point: Jesus comes out of his temptation in the wilderness against Satan alive and unscathed. Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark does not offer a clear conclusion to Jesus’ battle with Satan. He does not record “Then the devil left him” (Matt. 4:11). But the sense Mark gives is similar to Luke’s, who writes, “The devil . . . departed from him until an opportune time” (Luke 4:13). Mark wants us to know that Satan’s war against the King of the kingdom of God is not over. So Mark 1:12–13 records not the last temptation of Christ but the first. Jesus will encounter demons as early as 1:23, and he will be repeatedly tempted to take the crown without the cross. Yet here in 1:13 the first round in a cosmic battle is over. Jesus wins.

      What then is the significance of the testing of Jesus for us? Should we live in the Mojave Desert and see whether angels will protect us from rattlesnakes, the midnight cold, and skin cancer? I doubt that is Mark’s intention. Should we join Francis in preaching the gospel to all God’s creatures? Well, that supposed saint might have preached to the birds, but I doubt he ever preached to the black widows and the brown snakes. What then? What shall we do with this strange section of Scripture?

      Mark’s intention is harder to decipher than Matthew’s because Matthew details what temptations Jesus was up against and how to combat them. Matthew clearly gives followers of Jesus a lesson on discipleship: know and use the Word to fight Satan and resist his attacks. But Mark too has some lessons on discipleship. His portrait of Christ is both a window and a mirror. It is a window we look through to see Jesus. That Jesus would be baptized and tested for us is something we must appreciate. What a humble Savior and loving Lord! It is a mirror in that we can hold this inspired text before us. What should be our response to this revelation? How should it change and shape us? What might it teach us? Here are three lessons.

      First, we should learn that testing is God-ordained. Our text reads not “Satan drove Jesus out into the wilderness” but rather “The Spirit . . . drove him out” (Mark 1:12). God does not tempt, but God does allow testing. The purpose of such testing is to define and refine. The strongest Christians are those most refined by trials, tests, and temptations.

      Second, we should trust that God, as he did for Jesus, will protect and provide for us during temptation. In 1 Corinthians 10:13 Paul writes, “No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it.” We could not resist Satan for forty days in the wilderness. Imagine the hunger and loneliness. The idleness. An idle mind, the ancient saying goes, is the devil’s playground. We have never been tempted like Jesus. The temptations in our lives are comparably small and certainly resistible. But they are resistible only with God’s help. Jesus had help and took help. We have help and need to take help as well. Notice the verbs in Mark 1:13: “And he was . . . being tempted by Satan. And he was with the wild animals, and the angels were ministering to him.” We know that Jesus was not passive during his temptation, but here in Mark it is only the angels who are portrayed with an active verb. Also, the ESV correctly translates the imperfect tense of the Greek verb as “were ministering,” which gives the sense that they were attending to and assisting Jesus every hour of the forty days. The point then is well stated by Alan Cole: “Son of God though he was, Jesus did not fight alone; all the powers of heaven were on his side, as they are on ours, even if unseen.”13 Do we believe that? Do we believe in God’s protective powers? If we believe that we wrestle not “against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness” (Eph. 6:12), then we should not doubt that angels wrestle for us here on earth.

      We do not have a guardian angel but guardian angels (cf. Matt. 26:53). More than that, we have the King of the angels! Jesus, who was tempted in the wilderness and tempted in every way that we are (see Heb. 4:15; 5:7), is not just an example of how to resist temptation but a constant help in resisting temptation. When I sin, I usually pray, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13). When tempted, I often offer the first and last petitions of the prayer the Lord Jesus taught us to pray: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be [thy] name. . . . Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil” (Matt. 6:9, 13). We have heaven’s help against hell’s onslaught.

      Third, identify with Jesus. How so? In communing with creation? No. Preaching to it? No. Self-denial? Yes. Picking up your cross? Yes. Following him? Precisely. Here, in the first scene of Jesus’ life, the Lord denies himself and picks up his cross. Notice that Jesus is first baptized and then tempted. His baptism, which “pleased” the Father, did not exclude Jesus from the wilderness temptations or the cross of Golgotha. For Jesus baptism was a sign of his immersion into this world of sin and into the horrific destiny of his mission. For us baptism is a sign of our forgiveness of sin in Christ. Yet for both our Lord and us baptism signals a new journey, a difficult journey that embraces the costly commitment of following God’s will, whether such a will “produces comfort or not, happiness or not, fulfillment or not,”14 whether such a will leads to an old rugged cross or to paradise or to both. To be baptized into Christ is to enter into a spiritual wilderness and a spiritual warfare. So we should understand that through Jesus’ baptism and his temptation Mark drives home his “central theme of the costliness of commitment of God’s way of salvation,”15 a costliness for Jesus and a costliness for us.

      Greek Exegesis beyond the Classroom

      For the Greek exegesis class that I took with the professor I mentioned at the start, a group of seven students sat around a table and translated Greek into English. I loved the teacher, but I disliked the class. It was hard. We each had to look at the text and translate it on the spot. I was the worst student in the class. No joke. But the professor was always gracious with me. He listened, corrected, and helped. He never belittled me or anyone else.

      His memory is now fading, but so too is mine. I do not remember each and every aspect of the Greek of 1 Timothy, the text we translated together that semester, but I do remember bits of that book quite well. I remember 1 Timothy 1:15, which has become a life verse: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” I remember the section in chapter 2 about our great God “who desires all people to be saved” and who tells us that “there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all” (2:3–6), and the poem of 3:16, which begins, “He was manifested in the flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels,” and phrases like “train yourself for godliness” (4:7). I also remember warnings about those who have “strayed after Satan” (5:15) and the simple statements like “We have food and clothing, with these we will be content” (6:8) and the admonition that follows, “But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction” (6:9). Finally, I remember that epistle’s opening line (partly because it is easy in the Greek), “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope.”

      Jesus is our hope. He is our hope, according to both Paul (1 Tim. 1:1) and Mark (Mark 1:2–13), because he came in lowliness and humility to bathe his body in the river and to test his soul in the heat of the wilderness. What then is left to say? Only a doxology is fitting: “To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen” (1 Tim. 1:17).
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      Proclaiming the Gospel of God

      Mark 1:14–20

      The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.

      Mark 1:15

      The first movie I saw in the theater was Raiders of the Lost Ark. I went with my mother, who covered my eyes for half the film. The next movie she took me to was Chariots of Fire, a very religious, moral, and unhurried movie. It was so slow in the mind of this nine-year-old boy, who had just been juiced up on Indiana Jones! Raiders of the Lost Ark starts with Indiana Jones eluding one dangerous trap after another in order grab a golden idol, which then triggers a large boulder that races after him as he barely escapes certain death, only to be captured by a tribe of poison-dart-spitting Amazon warriors. From there the film is one action-packed scene after another.

      The Gospel of Mark is not an action-adventure film, but it does have the pace of one. When Jesus enters the drama, he is baptized. Then immediately the sky opens. The Spirit descends. A heavenly voice booms. Then the divine director yells, “Cut.” Scene one is done in three verses. Onto the next scene. Jesus’ temptation begins: “And immediately” the Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness. Jesus is there for forty days. But how many verses does Mark use to cover those forty days? Two!

      This is Mark’s pattern and pace throughout chapter 1. Jesus preaches his first sermon. The sermon, as Mark records it, is less than twenty words and takes less than seven seconds to say. From there, Jesus calls his first disciples, and they “immediately” follow—no dialogue or discussion, just action. Then, as soon as Jesus enters a synagogue in Capernaum, we read, “And immediately there was . . . a man with an unclean spirit” (1:23). How long does it take for Jesus to deal with the demon? Not long at all. With two brief commands, “Be silent [or “be muzzled”]” and “Come out of him!” this spirit is sent packing. Does Jesus then stick around to shake hands? No. “And immediately he left the synagogue” (1:29). Onto the next scene. There are still seventeen verses left in chapter 1, and four or five action-packed scenes left.

      While Mark might have a fast pace, the preacher should take it slow, like the opening scene in Chariots of Fire, in which the Olympic runner Eric Liddell’s fast strides upon the West Sands in St. Andrews, Scotland, are played in slow motion. We should go slow because each and every word of this fast-paced, God-inspired Gospel is important. And if we take the high speed “film” of Mark and run it in slow motion, we will notice two consistent strides of Jesus as he moves forward out of the wilderness and into his ministry: his words and his works. Through both his words and his works Jesus gains quite the following (“His fame spread everywhere,” 1:28; cf. 1:32–33, 37, 45). It is not Jesus’ popularity that is most important but his authority. Before the exorcism in the synagogue Mark writes, “And they were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority” (1:22). The focus is on Jesus’ authoritative words. Then, after the exorcism, the crowd exclaims, “What is this? A new teaching with authority!” (1:27). Even Jesus’ authoritative works point to his authoritative words. Throughout Mark, and beginning here in Mark 1, we will see them stride side by side. For this chapter we focus just on the first. We will slow down to see the authoritative words of Jesus: his authoritative sermon (1:14–15) and his authoritative calling (1:16–20).

      Jesus’ First Sermon

      We begin with Mark 1:14–15, Jesus’ first sermon: “Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.’”

      The setting is interesting. The text does not read, “Now after Jesus was tempted in the wilderness, he came into Galilee.” Instead it says, “Now after John was arrested” (1:14). We know what happened to John from Mark 6:14–29. He was beheaded by Herod. John went from “all” the people in Judea and Jerusalem coming to him (1:5) to John’s head coming to Herod on a platter (6:28). So the phrase “After John was arrested” has an ominous tone. It is the same verb (Gk. paradothēnai) used when Judas betrays Jesus (14:10). It foreshadows what will happen to Jesus. He will move from popularity to death, from fame to infamy. Moreover, it is a reminder that those who side with Jesus have a dangerous and sometimes deadly road ahead (3:33–35; 8:34; 10:29–30).

      What is also interesting about the setting is the mention of Galilee. “Jesus came into Galilee” (1:14). Why Galilee? Why not Jerusalem, the holy city of the people of God? Why not Rome, the capital city of the Roman Empire? Of course, Jesus was raised in Nazareth of Galilee. But to the ancient world that designation would have meant either nothing (Where is that?) or very little (cf. Nathanael’s cry, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” John 1:46). Jesus of Nazareth begins his ministry, and spends the great majority of his ministry, in Galilee because his whole ministry is a descent into greatness. Visualize it this way. Jesus, who came from the heavens that opened at his baptism, is walking to the cross, and with each step on the way—into the waters in the Jordan, through the wilderness, around Galilee, up to Jerusalem and Golgotha—he descends. Jesus descends so as to teach us about humility (“Whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all,” Mark 10:43–44). Jesus also descends to show us his humility, a humility that opens for us the gates to paradise (“The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many,” 10:45).

      Thus far we have heard the voice of John the Baptist (1:3) and the voice of God the Father (1:11); now we hear the voice of the Son of God. He is “proclaiming the gospel of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’” (1:14–15).

      Let me explain and apply, and at times illustrate, this verse by asking and answering three key questions. First, what does Jesus mean by the phrase “the kingdom of God”? This is an important question because Jesus frequently talks about the kingdom.1 The word “kingdom” obviously relates to a king and his rule. That this kingdom is called “the kingdom of God” (elsewhere called “the kingdom of heaven”) tells us that it is not an earthly kingdom and does not have a purely earthly monarch. God is King—specifically Jesus, the Son of God, is the Christ (1:1, 11). The subjects of Jesus’ kingdom will be all those who repent and believe. More on that (1:15) and them (1:16–20) later. The geographical boundaries of this kingdom seem to be both as broad as the cosmos (Ps. 103:19) and as narrow as those who call Jesus “Christ” and act like he is truly the divine “Son of God” (Mark 1:1).

      Here in Mark 1, and throughout his Gospel, the emphasis is on how the king of the kingdom starts to spread his sovereignty by eradicating evil. Jesus exorcises demons, heals the sick, and forgives sins. This is good news! The kingdom of the heavens on the earth through Jesus is gospel for cursed-ridden people. This “gospel of God” (1:14), which is both from God and about God, is “the declaration and demonstration that ultimate salvation has dawned with the coming of Jesus”2 (note the echo of “the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” 1:1). The gospel of the kingdom is the wonderful announcement that “human history is not an endless cycle of sin, suffering, and death.” With the arrival of Jesus, “the endgame has begun.” “God’s plan of redemption and restoration” is unfolding.3 His rule is spreading over all the world.

      However, with the arrest of John, obviously the kingdom that Jesus announces has not eradicated evil. So, if the kingdom has arrived, why is there still disease, death, and demons? The answer Mark gives us is that the kingdom is already and not yet. It has been inaugurated with the first coming of Christ, but it will be consummated with his second coming. God’s saving rule is working its way out in stages throughout history. With the first coming, Jesus shows that he can deliver us from evils;4 in the second, he will complete the deliverance with complete deliverance. So as we await Christ’s coming and complete reign, we must hold out hope amid a world of awful injustices, incomprehensible cruelties, and inexplicable ambiguities. When Christ returns in power and glory, the world will be made right. “Justice [will] roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24). So, chin up! We are part of a kingdom that will win, a reign that will eventually eradicate all evils—pain, disease, poverty, death, plagues, demons. With the return of Christ, the restoration of all the cursed creation will be complete.

      Second, what does Jesus mean by the clauses “The time is fulfilled” and “The kingdom . . . is at hand” (Mark 1:15)? “Time” refers to the designated moment in history at which God ushered in a new epoch in the story of salvation. As Paul puts it in Galatians 4:4–5, “When the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.” When Jesus, then, talks about this time being “fulfilled” and “at hand” (Mark 1:15), which are parallel ideas, he is saying that both chronologically and physically what has been prophesied and waited for has now arrived. “Time’s up! God’s kingdom is here” (MSG).

      Third, it is obvious that the call Jesus issues in the gospel is to “repent and believe” (1:15), but what does it mean to repent and believe? To repent does not mean simply saying, “I’m sorry.” It also is not something superficial and temporary, like it was for Huck Finn’s father:

      The old drunk cried and cried when Judge Thatcher talked to him about temperance and such things. Said he’d been a fool and was agoing to turn over a new leaf. And everyone hugged him and cried and said it was the holiest time on record. And that night he got drunker than he had ever been before.5

      Repentance is not a onetime “I’m sorry” or a superficial one-moment stance. Rather, it has a consistence and persistence to it. It is a continuous present tense. We repent and repent and repent and keep on repenting.

      There is also movement to repentance. Those baptized by John in the Jordan walked a long way to get there. The same is true if the first four disciples model repentance. They walk away from their nets and follow Jesus. These examples of walking to and away help illustrate part of the nature of true repentance, which involves three steps. First, we walk away from our sins and, for some people, from an entire way of living (1:5; perhaps 1:18, 20; certainly 2:14). Second, we confess our sins (1:5). Third, we walk in a new direction (1:18, 20; 2:14), namely, after Jesus and in the ways of Jesus. Here is where repentance seamlessly blends into faith.6 We turn away from sin and turn to Jesus.

      Recently I had lunch with an elderly man named Gary. He shared a story that perfectly illustrates repentance and faith. When he was fourteen, he was part of a gang. One day these boys came upon a car. One boy turned to the others and said, “We should steal it.” Gary said, “No. It is a set up.” Well, the gang went ahead with their plan. But this fourteen-year-old turned the other way. Gary was many miles from home, but he began to walk. When he came upon a pay phone, he called his mother and told her not to wait up. He arrived home at four in the morning. Along the way he prayed to God, he talked with God, and he began to walk toward God.

      “Repent!”

      “Repent and believe in the gospel.” Notice that the object of faith is not one’s own faith but the gospel. To believe in the gospel is to believe in the announcement of the kingdom of God by the king of that kingdom. And it is not merely to assent to the fact that Jesus is the Messiah and has come to save and judge. Even the demons ace their theology exam. They call Jesus “the Holy One of God” and know why he has come—to “destroy” them (1:24; cf. James 2:19). Christian faith involves notitia (the gospel of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus as the content of our faith), assensus (the conviction that that gospel is true), and fiducia (personal trust and reliance on the king and submission to his call and commands). The imperative to believe (Mark 1:15) is in the present continuous tense (“be believing”). Our initial reception of Jesus as king leads to an ongoing relationship, a “continuing state of trusting obedience, a readiness to do whatever the will of God requires.”7

      Jesus’ First Followers

      Here in our study of Mark’s action-packed Gospel we are slowing down. We are slowing down to notice, appreciate, and apply the authoritative words of Jesus. We have looked at his first sermon. Now we turn to the calling of his first disciples. In Mark 1:16–20 we read,

      Passing alongside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you become fishers of men.” And immediately they left their nets and followed him. And going on a little farther, he saw James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, who were in their boat mending the nets. And immediately he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and followed him.

      First, notice that Mark uses the phrase “passing alongside” (1:16). How remarkable that Mark sets the scene here of a great act of authority, and an incredible response to it, with a casual introductory statement—as though Jesus just happened to walk by the shore of the Sea of Galilee.

      Second, notice the focus on Simon Peter. Peter was not the first pope, but he was the first among equals. He is always named first in the list of the apostles (e.g., 3:16–19). Other than Jesus, he speaks the most in the Four Gospels. Acts features Peter’s acts first and then Paul’s. And here in Mark the first person that Jesus sees and calls is Peter: “He saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon” (1:16). Poor Andrew. He barely gets a shout-out.

      Third, notice that the four men Jesus calls first are “fishermen.” Think about it. If you set out to establish a kingdom that would be more universal and lasting than the Roman Empire, who would you call to join your leadership team? I would call wealthy patrons, academic elites, powerful politicians, religious leaders, strong soldiers, and influential celebrities. Jesus chooses fishermen!

      Galilean fishermen in the early first century were not necessarily lower class.8 Notice that these men had boats (1:19, 20; cf. Luke 5:3) and nets (Mark 1:18, 19); the father of James and John had “hired servants” (1:20). This does not mean these four men were influential, theologically astute, and well esteemed by the religious professionals, though, either. Fishermen—whether poor or wealthy from their trade—worked with their hands. They rowed and sailed boats, caught fish, and mended nets. They were strong (Luke 5:2), sometimes spoke abrasively (Luke 9:54; John 18:10), and worked long and odd hours (Luke 5:5; John 21:3). They were not sitting in school under some rabbi, as most future members of the Sanhedrin were. They were not learning the skills of oration, as the senators in Rome would have been. They lived their days, and sometimes nights, on the sea, catching stinky fish. The point is simply this: God uses ordinary people to do extraordinary things.

      My father was born in rural Ireland and raised in a two-room stone house with a dirt floor and no running water. He was the first in his village to graduate from college. My mother was abandoned by her mother and sent by her alcoholic father to Glasgow to be raised by her aunt. I have an elite education, but I have also delivered newspapers, worked retail, laid carpet and tile, washed windows, been a janitor and a security guard (for almost a decade), waited tables, and, in the most blue-collar profession of all, pastored (for nearly two decades).

      What is your story? Are you like poor Bartimaeus? Middle-class John? Rich Joseph of Arimathea? Educated Saul of Tarsus? Aristocratic Isaiah? God loves to invest in and utilize all sorts of people from all sorts of backgrounds. But he especially loves to use ordinary people. Are you ordinary, or even less than ordinary? God has a special place for you in the mission of the kingdom of God.

      Fourth, notice the phrase “for they were fishermen” (Mark 1:16). The past tense is revealing. Jesus has nothing against fishermen. His first meal after his resurrection is fish from these fishermen (Luke 24:42–43). He is not saying that all fishermen should abandon their trade to become evangelists. He is saying that these men encounter the Almighty incarnate, and that this encounter changes the trajectory of their lives.

      Fifth, notice the swiftness of their change in vocation. The phrase “and immediately” (Mark 1:18, 20)—a phrase found little in Matthew, Luke, and John—leaps off the page. “And immediately” what? “And immediately” they go from fishermen to “fishers of men.” They go from venturing out into the deep waters to catch fish to learning from Jesus (“I will make you become,” 1:17) how to drive out demons and preach the gospel (3:14–15). In the OT the image of fishing for people is used in Jeremiah 16:16; Ezekiel 29:4–5; Amos 4:2; and Habakkuk 1:14–17. In these passages the fishing and catching is always related to judgment. You do not want God fishing for you! Here in Mark, however, Jesus uses the image positively—not for damnation but for salvation. Jesus is enlisting these four men to reach out to people and bring them into God’s kingdom. Or perhaps, if we combine both the positive and the negative connotations, Jesus is telling them that their mission is to rescue people from God’s judgment. As J. C. Ryle writes, “They were to labor to draw people out of darkness into light, and from the power of Satan to God. They were to strive to bring people into the net of Christ’s church, so that they might be saved and not perish everlastingly.”9

      Sixth, notice that Jesus calls family members. He calls two sets of brothers. It is beautiful when families follow Christ together. Some of us are believers because a sibling followed Christ, then invited us to follow as well. Others are Christians because they grew up in a Christian home (your parents followed Christ, then you followed your parents in together following Christ). That said, the story of salvation is not always a safe-for-the-whole-family story. The statement “they left their father Zebedee in the boat” (Mark 1:20) has a tinge of tragedy to it. What happens to Zebedee? We know that his wife believes in the kingdom (Matt. 20:20) and that she is even at the cross (Matt. 27:56). But what happens to him? Does he keep the business, disown his sons, and divorce his wife? We do not know. What we do know is that it is tragic when family stays behind or, worse, when family opposes the way of God and persecutes the people of God (see Matt. 10:34–38). For some believers, cross bearing involves severed family ties. Jesus asks, “‘Who are my mother and my brothers?’ And looking about at those who sat around him [his followers], he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister and mother’” (Mark 3:33–35).

      Seventh, for these four men, all it takes for them to leave their nets and follow Jesus is Jesus’ authoritative call (“Follow me,” 1:17).10 To Christ’s radical message (“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel,” 1:15) and his radical call (“Follow me,” 1:17) these four respond with radical obedience (“Immediately they left their nets and followed him,” 1:18; cf. 1:20).

      Table 3.1: Calling and Response of the Four Disciples
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      As was said, or hinted at, it might be that their leaving and following illustrate repentance and faith. Put differently, they embody the right response to the gospel of the kingdom. I say “might be” because there is no indication that they are repenting of some sin. It might be that they have been running a shady fishing operation. It might be that they love work more than God, family more than God, or money more than God. It might be that they are indifferent to God or working on the Sabbath. What is more certain is that the phrase “followed him” is faith-filled. As James Edwards notes, “‘Following’ is a load-bearing term that describes the proper response of faith . . . , and is indeed practically synonymous with faith.”11 In total dependence on Jesus they right then and there leave their formal loyalties—finances and family—to follow Jesus.12

      What a challenge these verses are! Jesus is not calling any of us to become apostles (see 3:13–19; Eph. 2:20). He is not calling all of us to change professions or move from our current vocation into full-time ministry. But our Lord is certainly calling all of us to follow him first: first above occupation (Mark 1:17), first above wealth (1:20; 10:21–24), and first above family (1:19; 3:33–35; 10:29). Jesus is king. He is the king of the kingdom of the then-inaugurated and soon-to-be-consummated kingdom.

      The Urgency and Immediacy

      For some of you, you may be reading about Jesus, listening to sermons about Jesus, or checking out websites about Jesus and are still uncertain what to make of Jesus. Perhaps you need more time. Or perhaps Jesus’ call “follow me” demands an “immediately” in your life. The calls of the kingdom—repent, believe, follow—are urgent, and the response should be immediate. You do not need every question answered: “I will repent and believe and follow once I understand the hypostatic union.” You do not need any more excuses: “I will repent and believe and follow once every Christian everywhere stops being a hypocrite.”

      Have you never felt the weight of sin? Have you never experienced the consequences of sin? Are you not afraid of the wages of sin—death and damnation? And have you not seen enough of the glories of Christ? Have you not seen the compelling paradoxes of his person, his holy majesty and infinite condescension, his highest glory and lowest humility, his absolute majesty and extraordinary meekness, his complete sovereignty over the world and yet his perfect resignation to the will of God—to death even on a cross?13 Why wait? “There was and is a radical ‘nowness’ to Jesus’ preaching. Now is the time to repent, and now is the time to believe.”14 Now is the time to follow. Now is the time to leave behind your old lifestyle, to bow before the King, to come into the kingdom of God, and to walk in God’s ways. Today Jesus says to you, “Repent, believe, follow me.”
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      A New Teaching with Authority!

      Mark 1:21–39

      What is this? A new teaching with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.

      Mark 1:27

      In the Gospel of Mark immediately is an important word used in an interesting way. It is used thirty-six times, the first time in 1:10 (at Jesus’ baptism) and the last time in 14:72 (when the rooster crows after Peter’s denial). The word is not used at the end of the Gospel because the action slows down (no need for an immediately) when we come to Jesus’ trial (15:1–20), crucifixion (15:21–41), burial (15:42–47), and resurrection (16:1–8). For this reason and others many scholars think of Mark’s Gospel as a passion narrative with an extended introduction. This is a valid point, for we misunderstand the message of Mark if we miss the importance of Jesus’ death. All the action—this “immediately” happens, then that “immediately” happens—is moving us toward that climatic moment. That said, what we find in Mark 1:1–14:72 is not just a long introduction or an apology for the cross, an explanation as to why Jesus had to die. Rather, it is an explanation of who went to the cross and of what the cross of Christ would accomplish. Thus, the first chapter of Mark is especially Important in setting the scene of this awesome drama that is to unfold. With the voice from heaven (“You are my beloved Son,” 1:11), the defeat of Satan in the wilderness (1:12–13), the announcement of the arrival of God’s rule (“The kingdom of God is at hand,” 1:15), and the compelling call of Christ (“Follow me. . . . And immediately they . . . followed him,” 1:17–18), Mark tells us that a cosmic change has occurred.

      So too do Jesus’ first miracles. How does Jesus the “Christ” (1:1) and “beloved Son” (1:11) demonstrate that he is establishing God’s dominion? First, he deals with demons. In 1:21–28 Jesus is teaching in the synagogue on the Sabbath when “immediately” an unclean spirit cries out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?” (1:24).1 Then Mark repeats the term “unclean spirit” two more times (1:26, 27) so we do not miss the fact that this is an unclean scene and that Jesus is up against otherworldly forces.2

      And how does our Lord fare? He defeats the demons. Over and over and over again. As the day ends (“that evening at sundown,” 1:32) our text ends as it began: those who were “oppressed by demons” were brought to him; Jesus “cast out many demons” (1:34); “And he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons” (1:39). The theme here is obvious: Jesus has authority over evil. Or, in the words of the astonished congregation in Capernaum, “What is this? A new teaching with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him” (1:27).

      With that overview of these nineteen verses in place, I will tackle this text in a directly applicable way. That is, in what follows, I will provide three lessons. This is not to say that I will not show you how I derive these lessons from the text within its original context. But it is to say, as noted last chapter, that time is short (there is an immediacy to preaching Mark) and it is best that we know sooner than later what to do with this section of God’s Word.

      Demons Exist and Wreak Havoc in This World

      Our first lesson is that we must believe that demons exist and wreak havoc in this world. There is no doubt that Mark’s original audience believed in demons. To them spiritual warfare, with real physical manifestations, was a given. “They were all amazed” in 1:273 not because a person could be possessed by a demon but because Jesus’ sermon was revolutionary (“a new teaching”) and supported by supernatural power (“with authority!”). Today, however, it is not normal to say “I believe demons exist and wreak havoc in the world.” This is because the devil has duped many people.

      Before I wrote this chapter I reread one of my favorite books, The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis’s brilliant treatment on the reality of demons and how they work in the world. This fictitious book about the facts of unseen spiritual realities consists of a series of letters written by Screwtape, an important official in Satan’s “Lowerarchy,” to Wormwood, a junior devil. These short epistles are instructions on how to corrupt the thoughts and ways of Wormwood’s “patient,” a young man who is in danger of becoming (and eventually does become) a Christian. In Screwtape’s seventh letter he gives the following instruction on how to avoid detection:

      My Dear Wormwood, I wonder you should ask me whether it is essential to keep the patient in ignorance of your own existence. That question, at least for the present phase of the struggle, has been answered for us by the High Command [the devil]. Our policy, for the moment, is to conceal ourselves. Of course this has not always been so [read Mark 1]. We are really faced with a cruel dilemma. When humans disbelieve in our existence we lose all the pleasing results of direct terrorism and we make no magicians. On the other hand, when they believe in us, we cannot make them materialists and skeptics. At least, not yet.

      Screwtape continues,

      I have great hopes that we shall learn in due time how to emotionalize and mythologize their science to such an extent that what is, in effect, a belief in us (though not under that name) will creep in while the human mind remains closed to belief in the Enemy [God]. . . . If once we can produce our perfect work, the Materialist Magician, the man, not using, but veritably worshipping, what he vaguely calls ‘forces’ while denying the existence of ‘spirits’—then the end of the war will be in sight.

      Screwtape concludes,

      But in the meantime, we must obey our orders. I do not think you will have much difficulty in keeping the patient in the dark. The fact that ‘devils’ are predominantly comic figures in the modern imagination will help you. If any faint suspicion of your existence begins to arise in his mind, suggest to him a picture of something in red tights, and persuade him that since he cannot believe in that (it is an old textbook method of confusing them) he therefore cannot believe in you.4

      For many people today those Wormwoods of this world (who are presented unapologetically to us in Scripture) need an apologetic for their existence. In a culture in which demons and devils are seen as team mascots, the idea of an evil creature possessing a person is so far from our conception of reality. Yet it ought not to be! For, if we are to get into this text and understand and apply it rightly, we need to move from the popular worldview into the biblical one. We need to move from today’s “Materialist Magicians”—those who, on the one hand, do not believe in anything unless there is scientific evidence to support it and who yet, on the other hand, believe in almost anything that has the ring of “magic” to it—to the realities the Scriptures present. We need to believe in the existence and the effects of unseen evil spirits.

      Jesus Has Come to Destroy the Works of the Devil

      Our first lesson is that we must believe that demons exist and wreak havoc in this world. Our second lesson is that we must know that Jesus has come to destroy the works of the devil.

      Look next at Mark 1:24. Jesus goes into Capernaum, a small town on the upper northwest coast of the Sea of Galilee about 3 miles from where the Jordan River runs into the lake, a place that would serve as a base for our Lord’s itinerant ministry (“his own city,” Matt. 9:1). He enters a synagogue on the Sabbath. He teaches. Perhaps he teaches samples from the Sermon of the Mount (“You have heard that it was said . . . , but I say to you,” Matt. 5:27, 28) or what he taught at his hometown synagogue: “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). Perhaps he teaches Mark 1:15, namely, that a new era of world history, one promised by the prophets, has arrived with his arrival (“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand”) and that entrance into this new covenant community is related not to blood ties with Abraham, Sabbath keeping, hand washing, or temple sacrifices but to repenting of sin and believing in him (“Repent and believe in the gospel”). What boldness! What extraordinary authority. People are amazed. Taken aback.

      Then in 1:23 Mark adds an “immediately.” He writes, “And immediately there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit. And he cried out [on behalf of the demons in the area],5 ‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us?’” We might interject here with an answer to that second sensible question. Yes! Yes, he has. “The Holy One of God”—that is what the demon will call him next (“I know who you are—the Holy One of God,” 1:24; cf. 3:11; 5:7)—has come to rid the world of the unholy. And at the top of the list of unholy things in the world are impure and insubordinate angels, otherwise known as demons: “But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Be silent [“Shut up” captures the harsh tone],6 and come out of him!’” (1:25). Here Jesus issues a short and simple command (no long incantation, no stage props, no appeal to heaven), but also an incredibly powerful one. “And the unclean spirit, convulsing him [the victim] and crying out with a loud voice, came out of him” (1:26). The evil spirit puts up a fierce but fast-lived fight. The convulsing gives the image of the demon’s wrestling with Christ for dominion over this poor man’s body and soul. This is no epileptic fit, but it looks like that, or worse. This is all happening, we have to remember, during the synagogue service! Songs have been sung. Prayers prayed. The Law and the Prophets read. Jesus has preached. Then this unexpected commotion. Imagine the scene. Envision, at this point in the drama, as the synagogue ruler says, “Let us conclude our service with the Eighteen Benedictions,” how Jesus makes a move. He comes to the lectern and announces, “Let us together sing a new song. It is called ‘A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.’” And he sings, “For lo! his doom is sure, one little word shall [did!] fell him.”

      Notice also that detail about speech. Jesus says, “Be silent” (1:25). Does this demon obey? Yes and no. Yes, in that “the unclean spirit . . . came out of him.” No, in that the unclean spirit cries out “with a loud voice” (1:26). One last rebellious cry. The man’s body must have been shaking on the floor as the sound of a hound-like hellish groan reached down into the pit of the inferno and tried, with all its hideous strength, to reach the deepest level of hell for help. But to no avail. Evil is ousted almost immediately.

      All in a day for Jesus. Or should we say a morning? Look what happens next: “And immediately he left the synagogue and entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John” (1:29). So he is finally home, or at least in a home. Peter and Andrew’s home. Living with them, presumably, are their wives and children, along with Peter’s mother-in-law, as the matriarch likely planned to lay out quite the spread when Peter and the other men returned from synagogue. Perhaps the day before she envisioned a cheese plate with some bread, olives, honey, and nuts, along with a fruit plate featuring blackberries, figs, and pomegranates. She might even have envisioned some roast lamb with mint sauce for the special occasion of hosting Peter’s new wonder-working boss.

      In the first century, women typically served men lunch. But here, as we are about to see, the man Jesus serves her. He serves her not by giving her lunch but by giving her life. The reason for this role reversal is that she is incapacitated by a fever. Without modern medicine, fevers were deadly enemies, as capable as demons to take one to the grave. How then does Jesus serve her? Once again he ousts the evil. Mark 1:31 is the gospel in miniature: “And he came and took her by the hand and lifted her up, and the fever left her, and she began to serve them.”

      Look back at 1:30. Look especially at the second half. The first half documents the medical issue. The host of the house has a fever. But it is no ordinary fever. Preachers have preached sermons with high temperatures, athletes played in championship games, singers sung operas, and city workers plowed snow. This woman cannot get out of bed. Her fever must have been hot (a “high fever,” Luke 4:38), closing in on the temperature of the underworld. This dear woman is down for the count when—at the last second—Jesus steps in. But he does not throw in the towel. Rather, he puts on the gloves. He will box this beast. He will fight it by removing his gloves, lowering his hand, and touching the dying woman: “And he came and took her by the hand and lifted her up and the fever left her” (Mark 1:31). What tenderness. What resurrection strength! What beautiful compassion; there was no need to touch her—remember the one verbal command exorcism in the synagogue?

      What next? Angels come and minister to her? No. “And she began to serve them” (1:31). What is the significance of this small detail? Three aspects are significant.

      First, it tells us that she has been completely and instantaneously healed.

      Second, this dramatic change from lying to serving is symbolic of what happens to people who have been touched by Jesus. She models Christian greatness as defined by Jesus in Mark 9:35: “If anyone would be first, he [or she!] must be last of all and servant of all.” Christian = servant. Great Christian = servant of all. Peter’s mother-in-law serves us well in showing that servanthood is a necessary and exalted act in Christ’s church.

      Third, her serving not only is symbolic of the call to servanthood for all Christ-followers but also points to Christ as the Servant of the servant of the servants of God. Perhaps the most important statement that Jesus makes in Mark comes in 10:45. There, after Jesus teaches his disciples that “whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all” (10:43–44), he concludes: “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” So how does Jesus serve? By expelling the demon in the Capernaum synagogue? Yes. By touching Peter’s mother-in-law? Yes. By healing the multitudes who come to the house (see 1:32–34)? Yes. But ultimately he serves us by paying for our sins by dying in our place on the cross.

      Here is where we get to the heart of our second lesson: Jesus has come to destroy the works of the devil. He has come to destroy demons. He has come to destroy sickness that leads to death by dying in our place. He has come to “give his life as a ransom” (Mark 10:45). The cross is the ultimate symbol and the substitutionary embodiment of servanthood.

      The Gospel of Mark is the earliest Gospel. Matthew, when he wrote his Gospel, had Mark or something like Mark in front of him. What then did Matthew do with Mark? He certainly rearranged material, as well as omitting and adding other material. For example, below is his record of this same scene. Look at what he does. Notice the major difference.

      And when Jesus entered Peter’s house, he saw his mother-in-law lying sick with a fever. He touched her hand, and the fever left her, and she rose and began to serve him. That evening they brought to him many who were oppressed by demons, and he cast out the spirits with a word and healed all who were sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: “He took our illnesses and bore our diseases.” (Matt. 8:14–17)

      The major difference is the final verse, which includes a quotation from Isaiah 53. Matthew’s addition can be thought of as we might think of a sermon application. How does Matthew apply Mark? Matthew sees this day of healings as pointing to the cross. And we should too. Jesus’ healing ministry points to his healing ministry. The exorcism, the cooling touch, and the once-afflicted multitudes’ skipping home in the dark all point to the salvation accomplished in Jesus’ death.

      The Priority of Prayer and Preaching

      Our first lesson is that we must believe demons exist and wreak havoc in this world. Our second lesson is that we must know that Jesus has come to destroy the works of the devil. Our third lesson is that we must follow Jesus’ priorities.

      This is a demanding and exhausting day for Jesus, a day in which he demonstrates his spectacular supernatural powers. In the morning he exorcises a demon. Before lunch he cools a fever. Then at night he helps hundreds of sick and demon-possessed people. Look at Mark 1:32–34, with some running commentary, and just marvel at our Messiah:

      That evening at sundown [the Sabbath ended]7 they [desperate people] brought to him [those who apparently could not bring themselves] all who were sick [those in bed with fevers, paralyzed legs, and the like] or oppressed by demons. And the whole city was gathered together at the door. [What a scene! Everyone in town knew someone who needed help, and now who to go to. And what did Jesus do?] And he healed many [“great numbers,” TLB]8 who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many [“great numbers” of] demons. And he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him [i.e., his true identity].

      If Jesus were a modern-day faith-healer, he would have capitalized on his fame (“His fame spread everywhere throughout all the surrounding region of Galilee,” 1:28). He would also have let the underworld tell the world who was in town—“the Holy One of God.”9 Come one, come all to see God in the flesh! At the very least, if he were a TV evangelist, he would have opened shop in Capernaum and started a new campus, one with click-of-the-button ways to take donations. And then the social media and television ads would go out: “One day; one hundred miracles! Come back tomorrow for more amazing displays of power. A bum leg, no problem. Issue with acne, not an issue.” But Jesus has different priorities. He heals people. Indeed, he does. And in doing so he demonstrates that the kingdom is at hand, a kingdom that will conquer demons and diseases. His priority, however, is not healing. Rather, as verses 35–39 make clear, it is prayer and preaching.

      And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, and there he prayed. And Simon and those who were with him searched for him, and they found him and said to him, “Everyone is looking for you.” And he said to them, “Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also, for that is why I came out.” And he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons.

      Jesus’ ministry priorities are prayer and preaching. Let us first look at prayer. In 1:35 we read, “And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, and there he prayed.”

      When does Jesus pray? “Rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark.” The phrase “rising very early” tells us that his priority is prayer, not sleep. He needs sleep like every human, but he knows, now that he has entered into his public ministry, that prayer, not just sleep, will get him through the days ahead.

      Where does Jesus pray? We are told that he goes to a “desolate place” (1:35). So he leaves the house and journeys out into the countryside (Capernaum is a lakeshore city), and there he prays. He models his own teaching on prayer (cf. Matt. 6:5–6). Jesus prays where no one would see him, where no one could possibly praise his early morning piety.

      How does Jesus pray? We are not told his posture. Elsewhere, however, Jesus prays standing, kneeling, or with his face flat on the ground.

      What does Jesus pray about? Again, we are not told. But perhaps he prays the prayer he will teach his disciples to pray, the Lord’s Prayer. Of course, he would not pray for forgiveness, but he certainly would pray “Your kingdom come.” That is his mission. His mission is to bring in the reign of God in heaven to earth.

      Why does Jesus pray? Think about it. Jesus has just demonstrated superpowers. So why would he need any help from anyone? Moreover, Jesus is the second member of the Trinity, so why would the divine Son of God pray to God the Father? Because in the incarnation, and with the mission of the cross before him (see Phil. 2:5–8), Jesus is totally dependent on the Father and Spirit for his daily sustenance. Jesus is truly God and truly human, but to be truly human is to say, “Our Father in heaven . . . give us this day our daily bread . . . lead us not into temptation.” As the author of Hebrews reflects, “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears” (Heb. 5:7). Can you imagine!

      Jesus prays. He prays at his baptism (Luke 3:21), at the start of his Galilean ministry (Mark 1:35), before he chooses the twelve (Luke 6:12–13), after he feeds the five thousand (Mark 6:46; Luke 9:18) and cleanses the leper and heals the paralytic (Luke 5:16), before and during his transfiguration (Luke 9:28, 29), and in the garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:32–39) before courageously carrying the cross. And he repeatedly teaches his disciples to pray (9:29; 11:24; 13:18; 14:38). But, do we pray? How often? When? Where? How? Do we share Jesus’ awareness of the necessity of prayer and sustained communion with God?

      Prayer is one of Jesus’ top priorities.

      So too is preaching,10 as featured in Mark 1:36–39. Peter and the brothers awake. Jesus is nowhere to be found. They have just left everything to follow him, but now they have no leader to follow. So they search the area. They finally find him. Peter offers a bit of a rebuke: “Everyone is looking for you” (1:37). He talks to Jesus like a parent who has been searching for his lost child in the supermarket. Then, after the rebuke, Jesus does not respond. Instead he clarifies his mission. “‘Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also, for that is why I came out [“This is why I have come,” HCSB].’ And he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons” (1:38–39). Jesus casts out demons. But his priority is prayer and preaching. His mission is to herald the kingdom, to proclaim “the gospel of God,” to announce that “the time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (1:14–15).

      This is a lesson that Peter and the eleven will eventually understand. In Acts 6 we read about physical needs arising within the early church; look at what the twelve do:

      The twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word [preaching].” (Acts 6:2–4)

      Then, after these men are appointed and the twelve get back to their appointed task, what happens next is that “the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem” (Acts 6:7). My equation for church growth comes from Acts. Here is the not-so-secret formula: Prayer + Preaching + Persecution = Growth. That might not be what you find in today’s inspiring books on church growth, but it is what you will find in our God-inspired book. So let me ask: How are we doing with the three Ps? Are our churches prayerful? Do our churches faithfully preach the gospel? And are we persecuted for living out and reaching out with the good news of Jesus?

      On the Hearing of God’s Word

      Richard Baxter wrote something for his congregation called “On the Hearing of God’s Word.” In answer to the question, What ought you to be listening for in a good message? he gave four directives. First, hear with understanding. Second, remember what you hear. Third, be duly affected by it. Fourth, sincerely practice it.

      My hope is that these three lessons—that we must believe demons exist and wreak havoc in this world, that Jesus has come to destroy the works of the devil, and that Jesus’ priorities of prayer and preaching are to be ours—would touch our heads and hearts and hands; that we would understand, remember (our heads), be duly affected (our hearts), and practice what we have just read (our hands). That we would suppress and scatter the forces of Satan by the power of prayer and the preaching of the power of the cross.
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