
Religion/Scripture Study

Jesus, 
the Suffering
Servant 
Part one 

Mark [1-8] 
Mark wrote his gospel for 
the persecuted church in 
Rome. This first half of 
the gospel focuses on the 
question for all disciples, 

“Who do you say I am?” 
In his fast-paced gospel, 
Mark highlights those 
parts of the tradition 
that will help the church 
understand Jesus better 
and follow him more 
faithfully. As participants 
in this study, you will 
learn that following 
Jesus requires radical 
conversion, deep faith 
in him, and constant 
readiness for the coming 
of God’s kingdom.

Stephen J. Binz is a Catholic biblical scholar, psychotherapist, popular speaker, and 
award-winning author of more than thirty books on the Bible and biblical spirituality.  Fol-
lowing graduate studies at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome and Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem, he has developed biblical studies in the church for over two decades. He and his 
wife live in Baton Rouge, and he speaks worldwide at conferences, dioceses, and churches.

“This series helpfully introduces the life-enhancing process of lectio 
divina, moving the reader from Bible study to personal prayer, 
community involvement, and active Christian commitment in 
the world.”     Sandra M. Schneider, Jesuit school  
                              of theology, Berkeley

S t e p h e n  J .  B i n z
Threshold Bible Study is a dynamic, informative,  
and inspiring way to enter into a deeper relationship 
with God through Scripture. Each of its thirty-lesson, 
theme-based books will help readers explore (through 
the lectio divina method of reading, study, reflection, and 
prayer) new dimensions of their faith. It will help them 
discover deeper insights for their lives and help open 
the doors of their hearts to the risen Christ. Great for 
personal reflection as well as group study.

additional Threshold Bible Study Books: 
Jesus, the Word Made Flesh: John [parts 1 & 2]
Jesus, the Compassionate Savior: Luke [parts 1 & 2]    
Jesus, the Messianic King: Matthew [parts 1 & 2]
Church of the Holy Spirit: Acts of the Apostles [parts 
1 & 2]  ■  People of the Passion  ■ Pilgrimage in the 
Footsteps of Jesus  ■  Advent Light  ■  The Names of Jesus  
The Tragic and Triumphant Cross  ■  Jerusalem, the Holy 
City  ■  Eucharist  ■  Mysteries of the Rosary  ■  Angels 
of God  ■  The Lamb and the Beasts  ■  Stewardship of the 
Earth  ■  Sacred Heart of Jesus  ■  Resurrection and the 
Life  ■  Feasts of Judaism  ■  Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts
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What People Are Saying about 
Threshold Bible Study

“The Threshold Bible Study connects the wisdom of God’s word to our daily lives. This 
fine series will provide needed tools that can deepen your understanding of Scripture, but 
most importantly it can deepen your faith. In the classical tradition of lectio divina, this 
series also offers a very practical way to pray with Scripture, and I can think of nothing 
better for equipping people for the New Evangelization than a biblically soaked life of 
prayer.” Archbishop Charles J. Chaput, OFM Cap, Archbishop of Philadelphia

“God’s holy word addresses the deepest levels of our lives with the assurance of divine 
grace and wisdom for our individual and communal faith. I am grateful for this new series 
introducing our Catholic people to the riches of Sacred Scripture. May these guides to 
understanding the great truths of our Redemption bring us all closer to the Lord of our 
salvation.” Most Reverend Timothy M. Dolan, Archbishop of New York

“Threshold Bible Study successfully bridges the painful gap between solid biblical scholar-
ship and the rich spiritual nourishment that we expect to find in the words of Scripture. 
In this way, indispensable biblical knowledge leads to that spiritual wisdom which enables 
us to live in accord with God’s purposes. Stephen Binz is to be congratulated for respond-
ing to this urgent need in today’s world.”  
 Demetrius Dumm, OSB, professor of New Testament, Saint Vincent Seminary, 
 Saint Vincent Archabbey, Latrobe, Pennsylvania

“Threshold Bible Study offers solid scholarship and spiritual depth. Drawing on the 
Church’s living Tradition and the Jewish roots of the New Testament, Threshold Bible 
Study can be counted on for lively individual study and prayer, even while it offers spiri-
tual riches to deepen communal conversation and reflection among the people of God.”  
 Scott Hahn, Professor of biblical theology,  
 Franciscan University of Steubenville

“Stephen Binz has an amazing gift for making the meaning of the biblical text come alive! 
With a strong background in Bible study, he knows how to provide the roadmap any 
group can use to explore Scripture. Using the method known as lectio divina, Threshold 
Bible Study provides two things: growth in understanding the sacred text, and at the same 
time, the opportunity for actual conversion as the text is broken open and shared. I’d like 
to put this into the hands of every adult Catholic in the church today.”  
 Bill Huebsch, author and theologian,  
 Director of PastoralPlanning.com
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“Stephen Binz offers an invaluable guide that can make reading the Bible enjoyable (again) 
and truly nourishing. A real education on how to read the Bible, this series prepares 
people to discuss Scripture and to share it in community.”  
 Jacques Nieuviarts, Professor of Scripture,  
 Institut Catholique de Toulouse, France

“The distance many feel between the word of God and their everyday lives can be over-
whelming. It need not be so. Threshold Bible Study is a fine blend of the best of biblical 
scholarship and a realistic sensitivity to the spiritual journey of the believing Christian.  
I recommend it highly.” Francis J. Moloney, SDB,  
 Provincial Superior of the Salesians of Don Bosco in Australia,  
 Senior Fellow and professor of biblical studies at  
 Catholic Theological College, Melbourne College of Divinity

“Threshold Bible Study is appropriately named, for its commentary and study questions 
bring people to the threshold of the text and invite them in. The questions guide but do 
not dominate. They lead readers to ponder and wrestle with the biblical passages and take 
them across the threshold toward life with God. Stephen Binz’s work stands in the tradi-
tion of the biblical renewal movement and brings it back to life. We need more of this in 
the Church.” Kathleen M. O’Connor, Professor of Old Testament,  
 Columbia Theological Seminary

“I most strongly recommend Stephen Binz’s Threshold Bible Study for adult Bible classes, 
religious education, and personal spiritual enrichment. The series is exceptional for its 
scholarly solidity, pastoral practicality, and clarity of presentation. The church owes Binz 
a great debt of gratitude for his generous and competent labor in the service of the word 
of God.” Peter C. Phan, The Ignacio Ellacuria Professor of  
 Catholic Social Thought, Georgetown University

“Threshold Bible Study helpfully introduces the lay reader into the life-enhancing process 
of lectio divina or prayerful reading of Scripture, individually or in a group. This series, 
prepared by a reputable biblical scholar and teacher, responds creatively to the exhortation 
of the Council to provide God’s people abundant nourishment from the table of God’s 
word. The process proposed leads the reader from Bible study to personal prayer, com-
munity involvement, and active Christian commitment in the world.”  
 Sandra M. Schneiders, Professor of New Testament and Spirituality,  
 Jesuit School of Theology, Berkeley

“Threshold Bible Study unlocks the Scriptures and ushers the reader over the threshold 
into the world of God’s living word. The world of the Bible comes alive with new meaning 
and understanding for our times. This series enables the reader to appreciate contempo-
rary biblical scholarship and the meaning of God’s word. This is the best material I have 
seen for serious Bible study.” Most Reverend Donald W. Trautman, Bishop of Erie
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How to Use 
Threshold Bible Study

Threshold Bible Study is a dynamic, informative, inspiring, and life-chang-
ing series that helps you learn about Scripture in a whole new way. Each 
book will help you explore new dimensions of faith and discover deeper 

insights for your life as a disciple of Jesus.
The threshold is a place of transition. The threshold of God’s word invites you 

to enter that place where God’s truth, goodness, and beauty can shine into your 
life and fill your mind and heart. Through the Holy Spirit, the threshold becomes 
holy ground, sacred space, and graced time. God can teach you best at the thresh-
old, because God opens your life to his word and fills you with the Spirit of truth.

With Threshold Bible Study each topic or book of the Bible is approached in a 
thematic way. You will understand and reflect on the biblical texts through over-
arching themes derived from biblical theology. Through this method, the study of 
Scripture will impact your life in a unique way and transform you from within.

These books are designed for maximum flexibility. Each study is presented in 
a workbook format, with sections for reading, reflecting, writing, discussing, and 
praying. Each Threshold book contains thirty lessons, which you can use for your 
daily study over the course of a month or which can be divided into six lessons 
per week, providing a group study of six weekly sessions. These studies are ideal 
for Bible study groups, small Christian communities, adult faith formation, stu-
dent groups, Sunday school, neighborhood groups, and family reading, as well as 
for individual learning.

The commentary that follows each biblical passage launches your reflection on 
that passage and helps you begin to see its significance within the context of your 
contemporary experience. The questions following the commentary challenge 
you to understand the passage more fully and apply it to your own life. Space for 
writing after each question is ideal for personal study and also allows group par-
ticipants to prepare for the weekly discussion. The prayer helps conclude your 
study each day by integrating your learning into your relationship with God.

The method of Threshold Bible Study is rooted in the ancient tradition of lec-
tio divina, whereby studying the Bible becomes a means of deeper intimacy with 
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vi   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

God and a transformed life. Reading and interpreting the text (lectio) is followed 
by reflective meditation on its message (meditatio). This reading and reflecting 
flows into prayer from the heart (oratio and contemplatio). In this way, one listens 
to God through the Scripture and then responds to God in prayer.

This ancient method assures you that Bible study is a matter of both the mind 
and the heart. It is not just an intellectual exercise to learn more and be able to 
discuss the Bible with others. It is, more importantly, a transforming experience. 
Reflecting on God’s word, guided by the Holy Spirit, illumines the mind with wis-
dom and stirs the heart with zeal.

Following the personal Bible study, Threshold Bible Study offers ways to 
extend personal lectio divina into a weekly conversation with others. This com-
munal experience will allow participants to enhance their appreciation of the 
message and build up a spiritual community (collatio). The end result will be to 
increase not only individual faith, but also faithful witness in the context of daily 
life (operatio).

When bringing Threshold Bible Study to a church community, try to make 
every effort to include as many people as possible. Many will want to study on 
their own; others will want to study with family, a group of friends, or a few work 
associates; some may want to commit themselves to share insights through a 
weekly conference call, daily text messaging, or an online social network; and 
others will want to gather weekly in established small groups.

By encouraging Threshold Bible Study and respecting the many ways people 
desire to make Bible study a regular part of their lives, you will widen the number 
of people in your church community who study the Bible regularly in whatever 
way they are able in their busy lives. Simply sign up people at the Sunday services, 
and order bulk quantities for your church. Encourage people to follow the daily 
study as faithfully as they can through Sunday announcements, notices in parish 
publications, support on the church website, and other creative invitations and 
motivations.

Through the spiritual disciplines of Scripture reading, study, reflection, con-
versation, and prayer, Threshold Bible Study will help you experience God’s grace 
more abundantly and root your life more deeply in Christ. The risen Jesus said: 
“Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the 
door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me” (Rev 3:20). Listen 
to the Word of God, open the door, and cross the threshold to an unimaginable 
dwelling with God!
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how to Use threshold Bible Study   vii

SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY

• Make your Bible reading a time of prayer. Ask for God’s guidance as 
you read the Scriptures.

• Try to study daily, or as often as possible according to the circumstanc-
es of your life.

• Read the Bible passage carefully, trying to understand both its meaning 
and its personal application as you read. Some persons find it helpful to 
read the passage aloud.

• Read the passage in another Bible translation. Each version adds to 
your understanding of the original text.

• Allow the commentary to help you comprehend and apply the scrip-
tural text. The commentary is only a beginning, not the last word on the 
meaning of the passage.

• After reflecting on each question, write out your responses. The very 
act of writing will help you clarify your thoughts, bring new insights, and 
amplify your understanding.

• As you reflect on your answers, think about how you can live God’s 
word in the context of your daily life.

• Conclude each daily lesson by reading the prayer and continuing with 
your own prayer from the heart.

• Make sure your reflections and prayers are matters of both the mind 
and the heart. A true encounter with God’s word is always a transform-
ing experience.

• Choose a word or a phrase from the lesson to carry with you through-
out the day as a reminder of your encounter with God’s life-changing 
word.

• Share your learning experience with at least one other person whom 
you trust for additional insights and affirmation. The ideal way to share 
learning is in a small group that meets regularly.
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viii   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

SUGGESTIONS FOR GROUP STUDY

• Meet regularly; weekly is ideal. Try to be on time, and make attendance 
a high priority for the sake of the group. The average group meets for 
about an hour.

• Open each session with a prepared prayer, a song, or a reflection. Find 
some appropriate way to bring the group from the workaday world into 
a sacred time of graced sharing.

• If you have not been together before, name tags are very helpful as 
group members begin to become acquainted with one another.

• Spend the first session getting acquainted with one another, reading the 
Introduction aloud and discussing the questions that follow.

• Appoint a group facilitator to provide guidance to the discussion. The 
role of facilitator may rotate among members each week. The facilitator 
simply keeps the discussion on track; each person shares responsibility 
for the group. There is no need for the facilitator to be a trained teacher.

• Try to study the six lessons on your own during the week. When you 
have done your own reflection and written your own answers, you will 
be better prepared to discuss the six scriptural lessons with the group. If 
you have not had an opportunity to study the passages during the week, 
meet with the group anyway to share support and insights.

• Participate in the discussion as much as you are able, offering your 
thoughts, insights, feelings, and decisions. You learn by sharing with oth-
ers the fruits of your study.

• Be careful not to dominate the discussion. It is important that everyone 
in the group be offered an equal opportunity to share the results of their 
work. Try to link what you say to the comments of others so that the 
group remains on the topic.

• When discussing your own personal thoughts or feelings, use “I” lan-
guage. Be as personal and honest as appropriate, and be very cautious 
about giving advice to others.

• Listen attentively to the other members of the group so as to learn from 
their insights. The words of the Bible affect each person in a different 
way, so a group provides a wealth of understanding for each member.
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how to Use threshold Bible Study   ix

• Don’t fear silence. Silence in a group is as important as silence in per-
sonal study. It allows individuals time to listen to the voice of God’s Spirit 
and the opportunity to form their thoughts before they speak.

• Solicit several responses for each question. The thoughts of different 
people will build on the answers of others and will lead to deeper insights 
for all.

• Don’t fear controversy. Differences of opinions are a sign of a healthy 
and honest group. If you cannot resolve an issue, continue on, agreeing 
to disagree. There is probably some truth in each viewpoint.

• Discuss the questions that seem most important for the group. There is 
no need to cover all the questions in the group session.

• Realize that some questions about the Bible cannot be resolved, even by 
experts. Don’t get stuck on some issue for which there are no clear 
answers.

• Whatever is said in the group is said in confidence and should be 
regarded as such.

• Pray as a group in whatever way feels comfortable. Pray for the mem-
bers of your group throughout the week.

Schedule for Group Study

Session 1: Introduction   Date: _______________

Session 2: Lessons 1–6    Date: _______________

Session 3: Lessons 7–12   Date: _______________

Session 4: Lessons 13–18   Date: _______________

Session 5: Lessons 19–24   Date: _______________

Session 6: Lessons 25–30   Date: _______________
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1

SeSSion 1introduction

“if any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves  
and take up their cross and follow me.” Mark 8:34

Jesus, the Suffering Servant 
(Part 1)

The four gospels are so important for our Christian faith that it is hard 
to imagine the church without them. Yet, there was a time when the 
church existed without these sacred writings. The earthly ministry of 

Jesus ended in about A.D. 30, and the Gospel According to Mark was proba-
bly written in the late 60’s. Throughout those decades, the first generation of 
Christians had the living witness of those who had known Jesus. His sayings 
and teachings, stories of his miracles, his suffering, death, and resurrection 
were all told and retold and passed on within the community of disciples.

Before the gospels were written, the church was evangelizing, teaching, 
baptizing, celebrating Eucharist, serving the poor, and living the teachings of 
Jesus. Out of this lived experience as the community of Jesus’ disciples, the 
gospels came to be written. The good news of Jesus formed the community of 
disciples, and this community of disciples formed the written gospels.

We can distinguish three stages in gospel formation. The first stage is the 
historical life and ministry of Jesus, his death and resurrection. This is the 
good news, the original living gospel. The second stage is the preaching of the 
apostles. As the Holy Spirit filled their lives, they were enabled to remember 
the life of Jesus and also to understand its meaning for themselves and others. 
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2   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

This Spirit gave them a burning desire to spread the message of Jesus as the 
good news of salvation for all. It led them to travel throughout the known 
world preaching and teaching what they had received. The final stage of for-
mation is the writing of the evangelists. The gospel writers pulled together the 
collected memories about Jesus, the preaching of the apostles, and the inter-
pretation and understanding of the church into four inspired works.

Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, each writer expressed the good 
news of Jesus in his own way. Each gospel was written in a different place in 
the ancient world, at a different time during the first century, and within the 
context of different cultures with diverse questions and needs. Each of the 
four gospels gives us a unique portrait of Jesus to enrich our understanding.

Two main factors led to the need for written gospels. First, the church was 
rapidly expanding throughout the Roman Empire. This expansion created the 
need to have some concrete and unchanging expression of the good news of 
Jesus to bring to each community. Second, the apostles were beginning to die, 
and the church no longer had their eye-witness testimony of the life of Jesus. 
The need to pull together the traditions of Jesus’ words and deeds into a full 
picture of his ministry led the authors to create the written gospels.

The best evidence indicates that Mark was the first to shape the Christian 
message into this unique literary work called a gospel. In fact, Mark is the only 
New Testament book which calls itself a gospel: “The beginning of the good 
news (gospel) of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (1:1). The later gospels of 
Matthew and Luke seem to have used Mark’s gospel as their major source.

When Mark began to write the gospel, the church had already expanded 
throughout the empire and even to the city of Rome. The best theory about 
the origins of this gospel places the evangelist in Rome during the reign of 
Nero (A.D. 54–68). The beauty of that imperial city at the height of its power, 
its bright marble buildings and its forum filled with nobles and their servants, 
disguised the terrible suffering of its Christian community. Early sources 
credit Peter as the source of much of Mark’s information and understanding. 
Mark is known as the “interpreter” or “translator” (hermeneutes in Greek) of 
Peter. When the city of Rome burned in A.D. 64, Nero blamed the Christians 
and unleashed a great persecution. Both Peter and Paul, along with hundreds 
of other Christians, died as martyrs during that time. Mark wrote his gospel 
in this atmosphere of persecution and great suffering, and perhaps it was 
Peter’s death in Rome that spurred Mark to complete his gospel.
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Introduction • Session 1   3

Reflection and discussion

• In what sense can we say that Mark’s gospel began the third stage in gospel 
formation?

• What were some of the circumstances that provoked Mark to write this 
gospel?

A Gospel in a Time of Crisis

The particular portrait of Jesus formed by Mark’s gospel responds to the 
unique situation and challenging questions of the Christian community in 
which the evangelist wrote. Who is Jesus? Why is he so powerfully attractive 
and so violently opposed? Why should I continue to follow him? If he has 
such power, why does he allow us to suffer? How do I follow him in such dif-
ficult situations? These were the kinds of questions asked by this persecuted 
community. These were the questions in Mark’s mind as he remembered the 
deeds of Jesus and drew together his life to hand it on to others. Mark selected 
the particular parts of the tradition about Jesus that would help the church 
understand him better and follow him more faithfully.

Mark has written a fast-paced gospel filled with the actions of Jesus. It is 
the shortest of all the gospels and seems to be designed to create a sense of 
urgency. Jesus moves somewhat breathlessly from place to place, taking the 
lead and determining the direction of the narrative. Mark’s gospel lacks many 
of the lengthy teachings that fill the other gospels. Whether or not Mark knew 
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4   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

the stories of Jesus’ infancy and early life is up for debate. But Mark told the 
story only of Jesus’ adult ministry, and he regarded this information as suffi-
cient for telling the good news about him.

The ministry of Jesus begins with his proclamation of God’s reign: “The 
time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near” (1:15). The time for 
the completion of God’s plans for the world is upon us. It is an urgent mes-
sage, demanding a response. “Repent,” says Jesus, “and believe in the good 
news.” All the activity of Jesus—his teaching and healing—expresses this 
pressing and imminent reality. Jesus’ testing by Satan, his exorcisms, and his 
confrontations with hostile opponents emphasize that this is a decisive 
moment in the struggle against the forces of evil in the world. This proclama-
tion of the kingdom’s immediacy requires radical conversion to God, a deep 
faith in the good news that Jesus brings, and a constant vigilance for the mani-
festation of the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory.

The style and emphasis of Mark’s gospel corresponds to the situation of 
crisis in which it was written. The church in Rome was perplexed by failure 
and suffering. In this context, Mark stressed the suffering of Jesus and wrote 
a gospel in which everything leads to the passion and cross. He wanted to cor-
rect any notion that following Jesus led to a triumphant life. He had to deal 
with fear and faintheartedness in the community. He emphasized that disci-
pleship means self-denial, that following Jesus means taking up the cross. 
Mark draws his readers into the crisis of decision that faced Jesus’ original 
audience. If Jesus is who he seems to be, then how will I respond to him?

Mark fashioned his gospel to enable his readers to understand Jesus and to 
understand discipleship. Though both of these purposes pervade the entire 
gospel, understanding Jesus is the focus of the first half of the gospel, and 
understanding discipleship is the focus of the second half. Gradually the gos-
pel reveals the identity of Jesus through his words, through his miracles, 
through his disciples’ insights into his mission, and through the ways they 
failed to understand him. The gospel also gradually teaches readers about dis-
cipleship, through the example of those called by Jesus to follow him and 
especially through their failures.

A full understanding of Jesus and discipleship cannot occur until the end, 
until the climax of the gospel in the passion account. The suffering and death 
of Jesus enables the early Christians and today’s readers to answer their fun-
damental questions. Mark tells us that we cannot know who Jesus is unless we 
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Introduction • Session 1   5

understand the cross in his life, and we cannot know how to follow him until 
we accept the necessity of the cross in our lives. If we are to understand the 
meaning of Jesus’ life, we must see Jesus as the suffering Messiah. If we are to 
truly be his disciples, we must know what it means to take up the cross and 
follow in his way.

Reflection and discussion

• What are some of the indications that Mark’s gospel was written to a com-
munity in the midst of crisis?

• What are the questions that I am asking as I prepare to study the gospel of 
Mark?

The Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God

The first verse of the gospel forms the overarching prologue for the whole 
work: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” The 
Greek word euangelion literally means “good news” or “glad tidings.” The old 
English is god-spell, from which we receive the word “gospel.” Originally the 
gospel referred to the good news of redemption offered in Jesus Christ. Paul 
used the term to refer to the central message of Christianity that he preached 
and by which believers were being saved. Eventually, in the second century, 
the word “gospel” was used to denote the unique literary form exemplified by 
the first-century writings of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.
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6   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

Mark uses the term to refer to everything that follows in this book, the 
“good news” about Jesus. His work is not just a biography or a book of history, 
and it is not just a recording of the words and deeds of Jesus. It is a proclama-
tion of good news, of why it is such a wonderful thing that Jesus has come 
among us to live. The purpose of this gospel is to communicate the life of 
Jesus in such a way that it becomes good news for those who read it. The gos-
pel gives us not just bare facts, but more importantly, it communicates to us 
the meaning of Jesus’ life. It is not just an interesting book to be studied; it is 
an invitation to share life with Jesus. It enables us personally to encounter 
Jesus Christ as disciples.

This opening verse of Mark’s gospel also gives us the two primary titles of 
Jesus: he is the Christ (the Greek word is Christos, which is translated from the 
Hebrew word “Messiah”) and he is the Son of God. Mark will draw out the 
implications of these two titles, Christ and Son of God, throughout the gospel. 
By the end of the first half of the gospel, Peter is able to proclaim that Jesus is 
the Christ, the long-awaited Messiah (8:29). But Jesus can only be proclaimed 
with full understanding as God’s Son at the end of the gospel, after his suffer-
ing and death on the cross (15:39).

One of the most interesting features of Mark’s gospel is the insistence of 
Jesus that who he is and what he has done be kept secret. He commands his 
disciples not to reveal his identity as Messiah, and he frequently teaches them 
in private. He often tells those who receive his healing not to tell others, and 
he even orders the demons he expels not to make him known.

This command to secrecy seems designed, first of all, to avoid an open 
confrontation with the Roman authorities. A popular Jewish teacher who 
drew enthusiastic crowds proclaiming him as the Messiah would certainly be 
brutally suppressed by the occupying powers. Second, Jesus knew it was expe-
dient to avoid public use of exalted titles because his own understanding of 
messiahship was so radically different than that of his audience. Jesus was not 
a revolutionary who would deliver the Jewish people by force from the bond-
age of Rome. His teaching concerning the arrival of the kingdom of God 
could be easily misunderstood as a call to arms. For this reason, Jesus often 
taught his disciples privately, and he taught the crowds the mystery of God’s 
kingdom in parables. Only at the end of the gospel, after his passion, could the 
true identity of Jesus be fully proclaimed and understood.
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Introduction • Session 1   7

Another reason why Mark emphasizes the command to secrecy through-
out his gospel is to highlight the greatness of Jesus and his identity. Despite all 
attempts to conceal his identity, Jesus is too glorious to be hidden. Those who 
are healed by Jesus may be told not to proclaim that Jesus healed them, but 
they cannot help but do so. The demons are silenced, but only after they have 
confessed that Jesus is the Son of God. The truth about Jesus cannot be con-
tained. Paradoxically, the desire to keep the messianic titles of Jesus secret 
only emphasizes his glorious character.

Reflection and discussion

• What does the meaning of the word “gospel” tell me about the content and 
purpose of this writing?

• Why does Mark maintain the element of secrecy about the ministry of Jesus 
when narrating his gospel?

Transformative Reading of the Gospel

This book explores the first half of Mark’s gospel. In these initial eight chap-
ters of the gospel, we will explore the identity of Jesus through his words and 
deeds. And we will let the evangelist help us answer the question of Jesus, 
“Who do you say that I am?” (8:29). As we study the teachings of Jesus, we see 
that he possesses a unique authority, unlike that of the scribes and leaders of 
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8   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

Israel. He needs no higher authority to support his teachings. He has author-
ity over the Sabbath, he claims the divine authority to forgive sins, and he 
maintains that with his coming the kingdom of God has arrived. As we study 
the deeds of Jesus, we see that he demonstrates how the long-anticipated reign 
of God has begun in him. His miracles demonstrate that he is Lord and mas-
ter over the chaotic forces of nature, the demonic world, sickness and disease, 
and even death.

The gospel also teaches us who Jesus is through the numerous titles used 
to describe Jesus. The title of “Teacher” is used to portray Jesus not simply as 
one teacher among many but rather as the supreme and definitive teacher sent 
from God. This Teacher provides the authoritative interpretation of the 
ancient Scriptures of Israel. The title “Son of Man” is the most frequent way 
that Jesus refers to himself: his ministry, his forthcoming suffering and death, 
and his glorious return as judge of the world. The synonymous titles of 
“Messiah,” “Son of David,” and “King of the Jews” reveal Jesus as the one 
whom Israel has long awaited, the one promised by God. The most important 
titles for Mark’s gospel identify Jesus as the divine Son: “Holy One of God,” 
“Son of the Most High God,” “Son of the Blessed,” and “Son of God.” This lat-
ter is the title through which Jesus is proclaimed by the Father, through which 
he is supernaturally known by the demonic powers, and through which he is 
announced to all at his death on the cross.

As you study this gospel, recognize that the purpose of these lessons is 
both informative and transformative. First, we study in order to learn more 
about Jesus—to become familiar with his teachings, with the story of his min-
istry, and how the early church understood his life. And second, we study in 
order to encounter Jesus and become his disciple. Mark wrote in such as way 
as to enable us to accomplish both goals. The first objective deepens our 
understanding of Jesus; the second changes our lives.

Mark invites us to follow the same path that he himself and Jesus’ first dis-
ciples followed. By encountering Jesus, growing in our understanding of who 
he truly is, committing our life to him, and taking up the cross to follow him, 
we will discover what it really means to proclaim that Jesus is the Christ, the 
Son of God.
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Introduction • Session 1   9

Reflection and discussion

• In what ways do both the words and deeds of Jesus in the gospel indicate that 
the kingdom of God has arrived?

• What are the indications that Mark wants his gospel to transform my life? 
How can I read in a way that will accomplish that goal?

Prayer

Lord God, you prepared the way for the coming of Jesus your Son. 
Prepare my heart to encounter him through the pages of this Gospel 
According to Mark. Stir up within me a deep desire to know and follow 
Jesus Christ more deeply and personally. Show me how to make my life 
a witness to the coming of your kingdom into the world. Help me to 
respond to the invitation of Jesus to come and follow wherever he leads. 
Keep me faithful these weeks to the challenges of study and prayer which 
your word offers to me.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FACILITATORS, GROUP SESSION 1

1. If the group is meeting for the first time, or if there are newcomers joining 
the group, it is helpful to provide nametags.

2. Distribute the books to the members of the group.

3. You may want to ask the participants to introduce themselves and tell the 
group a bit about themselves.

4. Ask one or more of these introductory questions:
• What drew you to join this group?
• What is your biggest fear in beginning this Bible study?
• How is beginning this study like a “threshold” for you?

5. You may want to pray this prayer as a group:
Come upon us, Holy Spirit, to enlighten and guide us as we begin this study of 
Mark’s gospel. You inspired the writers of the Scriptures to reveal your presence 
throughout the history of salvation. This inspired word has the power to convert 
our hearts and change our lives. Fill our hearts with desire, trust, and confidence 
as you shine the light of your truth within us. Motivate us to read the Scriptures, 
and give us a deeper love for God’s word each day. Bless us during this session 
and throughout the coming week with the fire of your love.

6. Read the Introduction aloud, pausing at each question for discussion. 
Group members may wish to write the insights of the group as each question 
is discussed. Encourage several members of the group to respond to each 
question.

7. Don’t feel compelled to finish the complete Introduction during the session. 
It is better to allow sufficient time to talk about the questions raised than to 
rush to the end. Group members may read any remaining sections on their 
own after the group meeting.

8. Instruct group members to read the first six lessons on their own during the 
six days before the next group meeting. They should write out their own 
answers to the questions as preparation for next week’s group discussion.

9. Fill in the date for each group meeting under “Schedule for Group Study.”

10. Conclude by praying aloud together the prayer at the end of the 
Introduction.
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SeSSion 2LeSSon 1

the beginning of the good news of Jesus christ, the Son of God. 
Mark 1:1

Preparing the  
Way of the Lord

Mark 1:1–8
1The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
2As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
 who will prepare your way;
3the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
 ‘Prepare the way of the Lord,
 make his paths straight,’”

4John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repen-
tance for the forgiveness of sins. 5And people from the whole Judean countryside 
and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him 
in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 6Now John was clothed with camel’s 
hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7He 
proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not 
worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. 8I have baptized you 
with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”
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12   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

The opening verse is a prologue for the gospel of Mark, serving as a lens 
through which the whole gospel will be viewed. It is the glad tidings 
about Jesus, who is the Christ (Messiah) and Son of God. The “begin-

ning” of this good news is the prophetic preparation made by John the Baptist, 
followed by the baptism and testing of Jesus.

The coming of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is both a continuation and a 
decisive new beginning of God’s saving plan. The opening quotations from 
the ancient Scriptures show that his coming has been prepared by God 
through the history of ancient Israel. Though attributed to Isaiah, the passage 
comes from several places in the law and the prophets of Israel. From Exodus 
23:20, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you”; from Malachi 3:1, “I 
am sending my messenger to prepare the way”; and from Isaiah 40:3, “A voice 
cries out: In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord.” For Mark, Jesus’ mis-
sion involves the fulfillment of God’s plan in history. Though the Scriptural 
verses originally referred to Israel, they now refer to Jesus as the embodiment 
of ancient Israel.

John the baptizer understood his ministry in the wilderness as a desire to 
fulfill this passage from Isaiah. The fact that the Qumran community lived in 
this area of the wilderness where John ministered and that the community 
understood its own mission as fulfilling Isaiah 40:3 has led to a great deal of 
credible speculation that John had been a member of this community for a 
time. John is the “messenger” sent to prepare “the way” of Jesus. As the last of 
Israel’s prophets, he stirred up the people, challenged them to look at their 
lives, and prepared their hearts for Jesus Christ.

John’s “baptism of repentance” prepares the way of the Lord, offering for-
giveness of sins with a converted heart (verse 5). So attractive is John’s mes-
sage and baptism, that the whole countryside and all Jerusalem come to 
him. The place of John’s ministry, the wilderness and the Jordan River, 
evokes God’s saving history with Israel. In the wilderness God prepared a 
people for the liberated life he would provide for them, and the Jordan River 
was the way through which God’s people entered the promised land. John’s 
baptism was a way for the Jews to reaffirm their identity as God’s people—to 
come to the wilderness once more and to reenter the land of God’s promise 
through the water.

John’s clothing and diet not only associate his life with the wilderness, but 
they accentuate his sparse simplicity and his single-minded focus on his pro-
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Lesson 1 • Session 2   13

phetic mission (verse 6). More specifically, his hairy garment and leather belt 
associate him with Elijah (2 Kings 1:8), and with the prophecy of Malachi that 
Elijah would return before the day of the Lord to bring a change of heart to 
God’s people (Mal 4:5–6).

John’s self-effacing proclamation specifies that the reason for his preaching 
and baptism is the announcement of the coming of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God. He first describes Jesus as “more powerful” than himself (verse 7). Jesus 
would have more divine authority and would play a greater role in God’s 
redemptive plan for the world. Second, he places himself in the role of a ser-
vant, not even worthy to untie the thong of Jesus’ sandals. And finally, he con-
trasts his own baptism with the greater baptism Jesus will bring.

The baptism of John is part of the old covenant with Israel and prepares 
God’s people for the coming of the kingdom of God. The baptism Jesus brings 
will confer the Holy Spirit, evoking the scriptural promise that God would 
“pour out” his Spirit (Joel 2:28 [3:1]). Mark’s readers would interpret these 
words in light of the Christian baptism they had received. This Christian bap-
tism, like the baptism of John, used the form of immersion in water and was 
associated with repentance and the forgiveness of sins. But, unlike the bap-
tism of John, Christian baptism initiated believers into the new age of God’s 
grace, characterized by the unique blessings of the Spirit, promised by the 
prophets.

Reflection and discussion

• One of the earliest designations of the Christian movement was “the Way” 
(Acts 9:2; 19:23). How does the beginning of Mark’s gospel indicate that the 
ministry of Jesus would be a new Way?
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14   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

• In what ways does the geography of these opening verses recall the history 
of God’s relationship with ancient Israel?

• I, too, need to hear the message of forgiveness, to know that I can draw near 
to God. What can I do to turn away from all that could separate me from the 
life offered by Jesus?

• How can I, like John the Baptist, draw others to Jesus and help prepare them 
for a deeper relationship with him?

Prayer

Jesus, help me prepare the way for you. Come into my life today, and let 
me know that you are the Messiah and Son of God. Guide me with your 
Spirit as I encounter you through my study of this holy gospel.

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



15

SeSSion 2LeSSon 2

And a voice came from heaven,  
“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you i am well pleased.” 

Mark 1:11

From the Water  
to the Wilderness

Mark 1:9–13  9In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was 
baptized by John in the Jordan. 10And just as he was coming up out of the water, 
he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. 
11And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am 
well pleased.”

12And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 13He was in 
the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; 
and the angels waited on him.

As John the baptizer prepared the way for the coming of “the one who 
is more powerful,” Mark prepares the way for the coming of Jesus in 
the narrative of his gospel. Mark combines the preparatory ministry 

of John with the baptism of Jesus and his temptations in the wilderness to 
introduce the good news of Jesus. Mark’s original readers would have been 
surprised that the Messiah and Son of God was baptized by John and then 
driven into the desert to undergo temptation. Why shouldn’t Jesus just begin 
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16   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

his reign? Why should he undergo John’s ritual washing in the river? Why 
should he be tempted by Satan in the desert?

The gospel expresses Jesus’ total solidarity with lowly and sinful humanity. 
Mark tells us that “Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee,” a small, insignificant 
village which was a journey of several days from the wilderness area of the 
Jordan valley where John was baptizing. Nazareth was so obscure that it is not 
mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures or other Jewish literature of the time. 
Though Jesus had no need for John’s “baptism of repentance for the forgive-
ness of sins,” he comes in unity with sinful humanity to offer repentance on 
behalf of all God’s people. Likewise, he goes into the desert, reliving the jour-
ney of Israel and demonstrating his obedient fidelity.

As Jesus comes up from the waters, he sees the heavens “torn apart” and 
the Spirit come down on him. Mark will use the same verb when describing 
the curtain of the temple, torn apart from top to bottom at the death of Jesus 
(15:38). This will complete the removal of the barrier between God and 
humanity—a removal which begins here at Jesus’ baptism. This anointing of 
Jesus by the Spirit begins his mission as the Messiah (Isa 61:1). Accompanying 
the descent of the Spirit is the voice of the Father, acknowledging Jesus as “my 
Son, the beloved.” What Mark has said about Jesus in his introductory pro-
logue (1:1) is now confirmed by God himself.

Jesus appears as an ordinary Jewish man coming to John for baptism. Mark 
gives no indication that anyone but Jesus sees the Spirit descend or hears the 
divine voice. Jesus’ exalted identity is hidden for now, though Mark’s readers 
are privy to the mystery of this exchange between the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. Readers might expect Jesus, as the Anointed One and Son of God, to 
reign triumphantly and vanquish the powers of evil. Yet, Jesus is driven by the 
Spirit into the wilderness for the final preparation for his mission. There he 
lives in a hostile environment with wild beasts for forty days and is tempted 
by Satan. With his resolve tested, he proves himself faithful in his trial and 
ready for ministry.

In the prophet Isaiah, God spoke of a beloved servant in whom he is 
pleased and upon whom he places his spirit: “Here is my servant whom I 
uphold, my chosen in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; 
he will bring forth justice to the nations” (Isa 42:1). Jesus is the Christ, the 
anointed servant upon whom the Spirit rests. As God’s Messiah and beloved 
Son, he will live in obedience and faithfully carry out God’s will.
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Lesson 2 • Session 2   17

Reflection and discussion

• In what ways does Mark show that Jesus lived in solidarity with sinful men 
and women?

• What might the descending Spirit and the voice from heaven have meant for 
Jesus as he came up out of the water and was driven into the wilderness?

• Jesus’ testing in the wilderness gives us a model for our own battle against 
the powers of evil. In what ways do I experience both wild beasts and minis-
tering angels in my struggles with temptation?

Prayer

Father, through Jesus your chosen Servant, you have made us all your 
sons and daughters. Help me accept my identity as your beloved child, 
through the anointing of your Holy Spirit. Guide me in times of testing, 
and help me to be faithful to the mission you have entrusted to me.
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SeSSion 2LeSSon 3

“the time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near;  
repent, and believe in the good news.” Mark 1:15

The Call to Discipleship

Mark 1:14–20  14Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, pro-
claiming the good news of God, 15and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”

16As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother 
Andrew casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 17And Jesus said to 
them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” 18And immediately they 
left their nets and followed him. 19As he went a little farther, he saw James son 
of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets. 
20Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with 
the hired men, and followed him.

After beginning the gospel with John’s baptism of Jesus, Mark leaves 
the wilderness behind and introduces Jesus in Galilee. John has been 
arrested and his death will be narrated later in the gospel. The old era 

has ended with the ministry of John, and the new begins with Jesus. The one 
foretold by Isaiah, anointed by God’s Spirit and sent to bring good news (Isa 
61:1), has arrived.

Jesus proclaims, “The time is fulfilled” (verse 15). Now is the decisive turn-
ing point. God is breaking into history to fulfill his promises and bring his 
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Lesson 3 • Session 2   19

plan of salvation to completion. The heart of Jesus’ proclamation of the good 
news is this: “The kingdom of God has come near.” The term “kingdom” 
should be understood in a dynamic sense. It is not a territory or place that has 
come near, but it is the “reign of God” that has arrived with the ministry of 
Jesus. The term suggests both a present and a future quality. God’s kingdom 
is embodied in the person of Jesus, yet we await its completion. This kingdom 
is the world as God made it to be—a world of justice, of peace, of goodness, 
of joy. The good news is that now this reign of God is beginning for those who 
choose to accept it and enter into it.

This decisive time of fulfillment and the breaking in of God’s kingdom 
demands a twofold response: “Repent, and believe in the good news.” 
Repentance means turning from everything that leads away from God’s reign. 
Belief means accepting God’s reign and yielding to everything that God is 
doing in Jesus Christ.

An essential part of accepting God’s reign is the call to discipleship. As 
Jesus calls Simon (later called Peter), Andrew, James, and John, he offers them 
the opportunity to be part of this kingdom of God and to offer their lives for 
the work of bringing God’s plan for the world to completion. Their response 
is immediate, selfless, and total (verses 16–20).

It was not unusual at the time for Jewish men to choose a rabbi to follow 
for a period of time in order to learn from him. But with these disciples, Jesus 
takes the initiative, choosing whom he wishes. Jesus’ words to them, “Follow 
me and I will make you fish for people,” are a succinct expression of the mean-
ing of discipleship. Jesus’ followers are not called to study the Torah, like dis-
ciples of the rabbis, but to follow a person—Jesus Christ. The call of Jesus 
gives disciples a radically new purpose in life. They will no longer serve their 
own interests and desires but those of Jesus.

These two sets of brothers immediately leave their nets, their boats, and 
their livelihood to follow Jesus. By illustrating discipleship with the call of 
these four fishermen, Mark emphasizes that entering the kingdom is more 
important than even life itself. The call to discipleship requires a decision—to 
accept the invitation of Jesus, to leave behind our old lives, to be taught by 
Jesus, and to participate in bringing God’s reign to fulfillment.
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20   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

Reflection and discussion

• How is the kingdom of God good news for me? In what ways is Jesus calling 
me to participate in God’s reign and to foster God’s rule in the world?

• What attachments must I leave behind in order to place Jesus and the king-
dom first in my priorities?

• What does Jesus’ call of his first disciples teach me about my call to follow 
Jesus and my response to him?

Prayer

Jesus, you have called me to follow you and to leave behind any baggage 
that impedes my discipleship. My response is often slow, hesitating, and 
faltering. Turn my heart to you and make me an instrument of your will 
in the world.
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SeSSion 2LeSSon 4

“What is this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands  
even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” Mark 1:27

Jesus Vanquishes the 
Unclean Spirit

Mark 1:21–28  21They went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, 
he entered the synagogue and taught. 22They were astounded at his teaching, for 
he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 23Just then there 
was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 24and he cried out, “What 
have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know 
who you are, the Holy One of God.” 25But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be silent, 
and come out of him!” 26And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with 
a loud voice, came out of him. 27They were all amazed, and they kept on asking 
one another, “What is this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands 
even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” 28At once his fame began to spread 
throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.

All of the teachings, healings, and exorcisms of Jesus are verbal and 
visible proclamations of the kingdom of God. They all manifest that 
God’s reign is present in him. Jesus spoke and acted with the author-

ity of God. He not only proclaimed the good news of God’s reign; he himself 
is the good news.
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22   JESUS, thE SUffEring SErvant

As his ministry begins, Jesus moves from Nazareth to a town by the Sea of 
Galilee called Capernaum. It is already the place of residence of at least two of 
the disciples and is centrally located for the home base of Jesus’ Galilean min-
istry. Like most towns with a sizable Jewish population, Capernaum has a 
synagogue where Jews gather for services consisting of reading from the 
Scriptures, instructions, and prayer. Jesus and his disciples, as faithful believ-
ers, regularly observe the Sabbath by attending services.

When Jesus teaches in the synagogue, the people react with astonishment 
(verse 22). The cause of the people’s amazement is the “authority” with which 
Jesus taught. His authority is contrasted with that of the scribes, those profes-
sionals who are able to write and interpret biblical texts. Although Mark does 
not give us the content of Jesus’ teaching that day, we can assume that it is 
connected with his central message: “The kingdom of God has come near.” 
Unlike the scribes, who passed on and applied the traditions of interpreting 
the Torah, Jesus teaches with his own authority which came from God, and 
reinforces his teaching with powerful deeds.

As Jesus teaches, a man with an unclean spirit rises from the congregation 
and begins to shout at Jesus. The demon speaks for all the demons when he 
asks, “Have you come to destroy us?” (verse 24). The supernatural knowl-
edge of the demon understands the mission of Jesus and knows who he truly 
is. The destruction of Satan’s rule is the expected result of the coming of 
God’s kingdom. Indeed Jesus has come to destroy the powers of evil. “I know 
who you are,” the demon cries out, “the Holy One of God.” The demon 
knows what Mark’s readers know, but what the disciples do not yet under-
stand. Jesus, sharing in divine holiness, is undeniably the one who has come 
from God.

Jesus’ teaching on the reign of God effectively exposes evil so that it can be 
expelled. Jesus rebukes the evil spirit and commands, “Be silent, and come out 
of him!” (verse 25). The demon convulses the man and comes out of him with 
a shriek of defeat. The demon’s tyranny over the man is ended, and Jesus’ 
proclamation of God’s kingdom has become dramatically perceptible.

This first miraculous deed of Jesus in Mark’s gospel establishes a sense of 
wonder among all those present and leads to a discussion among them con-
cerning his identity (verse 27). Jesus’ deeds of authority are always associated 
with his teaching: “A new teaching—with authority!” Because of who Jesus is, 
he not only announces the arrival of God’s kingdom, but he manifests its 
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arrival by vanquishing the powers of evil. It is no wonder that his fame begins 
to spread far and wide.

Reflection and discussion

• Why were the people in the synagogue “astounded” by the teaching of Jesus? 
What does it mean to teach with authority?

• When have I experienced the authority of Jesus? What teaching with author-
ity has made a difference in my life?

• At baptism, we reject Satan, all his works, and all his empty promises. What 
convinces me that I cannot be conquered by the forces of evil in the world?

Prayer

Holy One of God, you proclaim the kingdom of God and defeat the pow-
ers of evil. Your teaching with authority gives me confidence in your 
ability to protect me from all that would deface the image of God in me.
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SeSSion 2LeSSon 5

“Let us go on to the neighboring towns,  
so that i may proclaim the message there also;  

for that is what i came out to do.” Mark 1:38

Jesus Preaches and Heals 
throughout Galilee

Mark 1:29–39  29As soon as they left the synagogue, they entered the 
house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. 30Now Simon’s mother-in-
law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once. 31He came 
and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she 
began to serve them.

32That evening, at sundown, they brought to him all who were sick or pos-
sessed with demons. 33And the whole city was gathered around the door. 34And 
he cured many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons; 
and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him.

35In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a 
deserted place, and there he prayed. 36And Simon and his companions hunted 
for him. 37When they found him, they said to him, “Everyone is searching for 
you.” 38He answered, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may pro-
claim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.” 39And he went 
throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out 
demons.
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The gospel narrative follows Jesus’ first exorcism with his first healing 
as Jesus moves from the synagogue to the house of his disciples. The 
casting out of evil powers and the healing of physical sickness are 

closely related throughout the gospel. Both unclean spirits and illness are 
manifestations of the reign of sin from which the reign of God has come to 
liberate humanity.

As Jesus enters the home of Simon and Andrew, they bring him to Simon’s 
mother-in-law, who is in bed with a fever. Simon (Peter) probably lived with 
his wife and his wife’s mother, possibly along with children. Although Simon’s 
wife is not mentioned here, Paul refers to Peter’s wife accompanying him on 
his missionary journeys (1 Cor 9:5). Andrew and his family may have occu-
pied an adjoining house that shared a courtyard with Peter’s house. Though 
these disciples gave up their occupations in order to follow Jesus and later to 
administer the church, there is no indication that they renounced their family 
ties and obligations.

The fever of Simon’s mother-in-law is described more as the illness than 
the symptom. Her healing suggests that the fever was an evil power that fled 
at the touch of Jesus. He “took her by the hand and lifted her up” (verse 31). 
Touch and personal contact were characteristic of Jesus’ healing. The indica-
tion that “she began to serve them” not only provides proof of her healing, but 
it also teaches others how to respond to the touch of Jesus and the healing he 
offers. Service of others is the proper response to experiencing the good news 
of God’s reign.

Following the narrative of Jesus’ first exorcism and first healing, Mark adds 
a cumulative description of many healings and exorcisms that take place at 
dusk. The Sabbath, on which the first two miracles occur, runs from sundown 
on Friday to sundown on Saturday. So when the sun sets and the Sabbath pro-
hibition of carrying burdens is lifted, the people bring the sick and possessed 
to the house. Jesus demonstrates his complete authority over illness and 
demons, using it to bring health and wholeness to many.

Then, after what must have been a short sleep after his night of healing, 
Jesus rises before dawn and goes off to a solitary place to pray (verse 35). 
Although Mark does not tell us the content of Jesus’ prayer, he wants his read-
ers to note that Jesus sought time to pray alone in the midst of a busy public 
ministry. But Jesus’ privacy doesn’t last long. The disciples fail to understand 
Jesus’ need for solitude when so many people are seeking him. Following his 
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time of prayer, Jesus is able to discern God’s will that he continue his mission 
throughout the other towns of Galilee (verse 38). With his invitation, “Let us 
go,” Jesus includes his disciples in that mission. So from place to place on an 
increasingly wider scale, he continues to teach the people and heal the sick. 
For now, he focuses his mission on the synagogue, where the Jewish people 
are already gathered to seek God in Scripture and prayer.

Reflection and discussion

• What might Peter’s wife and mother-in-law have learned and remembered 
about Jesus while living and serving in the house that became the home base 
for his ministry in Galilee?

• Why did Jesus rise before dawn in order to pray? What might Jesus have 
prayed about that morning?

• What is the best time of day for my solitary prayer with God? Am I willing 
to make time in my schedule to be alone with God?

Prayer

Healing Jesus, you had no home to call your own, yet you shared your life 
with your disciples and their families. Help me to understand how to 
integrate my family and my discipleship, and how to balance my busy life 
with quiet prayer.
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SeSSion 2LeSSon 6

Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him,  
and said to him, “i do choose. Be made clean!”  

Mark 1:41

Jesus Cleanses a Leper

Mark 1:40–45  40A leper came to him begging him, and kneeling he said 
to him, “If you choose, you can make me clean.” 41Moved with pity, Jesus 
stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to him, “I do choose. Be made 
clean!” 42Immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean. 43After 
sternly warning him he sent him away at once, 44saying to him, “See that you 
say nothing to anyone; but go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your 
cleansing what Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.” 45But he went out 
and began to proclaim it freely, and to spread the word, so that Jesus could no 
longer go into a town openly, but stayed out in the country; and people came to 
him from every quarter.

In biblical times, leprosy encompassed a wide variety of types of skin dis-
eases. This illness rendered a person ritually and socially “unclean,” 
according to the regulations of the Torah (Lev 13–14). A person with 

leprosy was not allowed in the temple or at any social or religious gatherings. 
Furthermore, anyone who touched a person with leprosy was also considered 
“unclean.” To be plagued with this illness was not just dangerous to a person’s 
health, but also ostracized a person from nearly every aspect of normal life. 
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For all these reasons, the leper approached Jesus and implored him, “If you 
choose, you can make me clean” (verse 40).

The narrative reveals the strong emotions of Jesus, stating that Jesus was 
“moved with pity,” and emphasizes the fact that Jesus “stretched out his hand 
and touched him.” Jesus violates laws of purity in order to establish immediate 
social contact with him. We can see the similarities between Jesus’ action and 
his personal welcome of other outcasts, such as the tax collectors and sinners. 
Jesus then directly responds to the man’s uncertainty about Jesus’ willingness 
to cure him, “if you choose,” with his firm statement, “I do choose. Be made 
clean!” (verse 41). In contrast to those who became “unclean” by contact with 
a leper, Jesus’ contact brings “cleansing” to the leper. “Immediately the leprosy 
left him, and he was made clean” (verse 42). Against all the powers of evil, 
Jesus demonstrates his passionate dedication to the wholeness of all those 
called to enter the kingdom of God.

Jesus sternly warns the healed leper not to spread the news of what Jesus 
has done for him, but to follow the ritual requirements of the Torah to certify 
his healing (verse 44). The man’s sacrificial offering in the temple and the cer-
tification of his cure by a priest of the temple would be a “testimony” to oth-
ers. Here Jesus gives honor to the temple, Torah, and priests of the old 
covenant, and demonstrates that his messianic ministry is in conformity with 
God’s past revelation. Jesus is concerned that his public image as simply a 
miracle worker would lead to a false understanding of himself and an inade-
quate appreciation of his messianic ministry.

But instead of following Jesus’ commands, the man goes out “to spread the 
word.” Although he has not developed an understanding of who Jesus is, he is 
unable to contain the good news of what Jesus has done for him. As a result, 
Jesus can no longer openly enter into the towns of Galilee, but has to remain 
on the outskirts (verse 45). Ironically, Jesus has substituted his own freedom 
for that of the healed leper. Though formerly ostracized from the towns, the 
leper is now free to rejoin society. Jesus has saved the man at a cost to himself, 
foreshadowing the cross on which Jesus will give his life as a ransom for many, 
substituting his own life for ours.

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



Lesson 6 • Session 2   29

Reflection and discussion

• Why does Mark emphasize the fact that Jesus touched the leper before heal-
ing him?

• Who are the people today who are ostracized like the lepers of biblical 
times? How can the church extend the hand of Jesus and touch them today?

• What are the untouchable areas of my own life that prevent me from 
approaching other people or turning to God? Do I believe that Jesus can 
extend his healing touch to me?

Prayer

Lord Jesus, you healed the leper and you desire to bring all people from 
solitude to community. Help me to recognize those hidden parts of my life 
that need your compassionate presence, and let me trust in the power of 
your healing touch.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FACILITATORS, GROUP SESSION 2

1. If there are newcomers who were not present for the first group session, 
introduce them now.

2. You may want to pray this prayer as a group:
Lord God, you proclaimed Jesus as your beloved Son at his baptism in the 
Jordan. We continue to learn how your kingdom has come among us in the life 
and ministry of Jesus. Through our study of this gospel, we know that Jesus dem-
onstrates the presence of your reign through his compassionate healing of the sick 
and his powerful defeat of the powers of evil. Continue to guide us through your 
Holy Spirit to understand that Jesus is your suffering Servant and the Messiah 
of your people.

3. Ask one or more of the following questions:
• What was your biggest challenge in Bible study over this past week?
• What did you learn about yourself this week?

4. Discuss lessons 1 through 6 together. Assuming that group members have 
read the Scripture and commentary during the week, there is no need to read 
it aloud. As you review each lesson, you might want to briefly summarize the 
Scripture passages of each lesson and ask the group what stands out most 
clearly from the commentary.

5. Choose one or more of the questions for reflection and discussion from 
each lesson to talk over as a group. As you review each lesson, you may want 
to ask group members which question was most challenging or helpful to 
them.

6. Keep the discussion moving, but don’t rush the discussion in order to com-
plete more questions. Allow time for the questions that provoke the most 
discussion.

7. Instruct group members to complete lessons 7 through 12 on their own 
during the six days before the next group meeting. They should write out their 
own answers to the questions as preparation for next week’s group discussion.

8. Conclude by praying aloud together the prayer at the end of lesson 6, or any 
other prayer you choose.
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SeSSion 3LeSSon 7

When they could not bring him to Jesus because of the crowd,  
they removed the roof above him; and after having dug through it,  

they let down the mat on which the paralytic lay.  
Mark 2:4

Jesus Heals and  
Forgives Sins

Mark 2:1–12  1When he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was 
reported that he was at home. 2So many gathered around that there was no 
longer room for them, not even in front of the door; and he was speaking the 
word to them. 3Then some people came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, car-
ried by four of them. 4And when they could not bring him to Jesus because of the 
crowd, they removed the roof above him; and after having dug through it, they 
let down the mat on which the paralytic lay. 5When Jesus saw their faith, he said 
to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” 6Now some of the scribes were sit-
ting there, questioning in their hearts, 7“Why does this fellow speak in this way? 
It is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” 8At once Jesus perceived 
in his spirit that they were discussing these questions among themselves; and he 
said to them, “Why do you raise such questions in your hearts? 9Which is easier, 
to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and take your 
mat and walk’? 10But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority 
on earth to forgive sins” —he said to the paralytic— 11“I say to you, stand up, 
take your mat and go to your home.” 12And he stood up, and immediately took 
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the mat and went out before all of them; so that they were all amazed and glori-
fied God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this!”

Even though Jesus is no longer able to openly enter Capernaum, he 
simply cannot remain hidden. When people discover that he is “at 
home,” probably at the house of Simon and Andrew, word of his return 

spreads quickly, and a large crowd gathers in the house and outside the door. 
Jesus takes the opportunity to preach “the word” to them, the good news of 
God’s kingdom and its demand for repentance and belief (verse 2).

The paralyzed man is unable to come to Jesus himself, so he is carried by 
four faithful friends (verse 3). Incapable of approaching Jesus in the house 
because of the impenetrable crowd, the intrepid four bring the paralytic up to 
the roof. The typical Galilean home had an outside stairway leading to the 
roof, which was normally made of wood beams covered with packed earth 
and straw. The friends simply dug out one of the panels and lowered the para-
lyzed man with ropes down to the feet of Jesus.

Jesus could have responded in any number of ways to this spectacle, which 
must have interrupted his teaching with falling clay from the ceiling. But he 
reacts with total affirmation to this implicit request for healing because “Jesus 
saw their faith” (verse 5). The faith that Jesus witnesses is not just the trust of 
the paralytic, but the faithful and fearless deed of the four friends.

Mark shows us that one of the deepest expressions of friendship is to 
bring another to Jesus. People are often incapable of coming to Jesus by 
themselves. Some are afraid, others need encouragement, and some simply 
don’t know how. All of us are in some way paralyzed by the effects of sin. 
None of us with our own strength and ability alone can achieve the whole-
ness for which we long.

Mark’s gospel has already demonstrated the power of Jesus to heal, and 
now Mark wants to lead his readers to a deeper understanding of his author-
ity. Jesus’ words to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven,” are not what the 
man or his friends were expecting to hear. But Jesus, evidently seeing deeply 
into the man’s heart, knows that forgiveness is his greatest need. Sin is an ill-
ness more dangerous than physical sickness. Guilt is a paralysis that prevents 
us from coming to God. For this man, forgiveness is the precondition for his 
being healed from his enslaving disability.
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This scene is the first of five successive controversy stories in which Jesus 
encounters suspicion and opposition from the religious authorities. In this 
first encounter, the scribes confront Jesus’ claim to forgive the man’s sins. 
“Who can forgive sins but God alone?” they wonder (verse 7). The scribes 
assume that Jesus, by claiming the prerogative of God, is speaking blasphemy, 
a serious charge punishable by death.

But in response to their suspicions, Jesus asks them, “Which is easier, to say 
to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and take your mat 
and walk’?” (verse 9). It seems easier to speak the words of divine forgiveness 
because forgiveness cannot be outwardly displayed, whereas words of healing 
require an immediate demonstration. So, in order to prove to them that he has 
authority to absolve sins, Jesus does what is “harder” as a sign of his authority 
to do what seems “easier.” The walking paralytic returning home to begin a 
new life is a visible demonstration that “the Son of Man has authority on earth 
to forgive sins” (verse 10).

Reflection and discussion

• Who are four people in my life who have brought me to Jesus through their 
faith, encouragement, or example?

• What are some ways in which I might be a faithful friend and bring another 
person to the compassionate and healing presence of Jesus?
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• What emotions do I experience as I imagine hearing the commotion on the 
roof and seeing the paralytic being lowered into the room?

• Why didn’t Jesus simply heal the physical disability of the man like everyone 
was expecting?

• In what ways can sin paralyze people? Why is forgiveness often a prerequi-
site for true healing?

Prayer

Healing Lord, you know the deepest needs of my heart and you desire my 
healing in body and soul. Give me the ability to trust in you and to expe-
rience your power to forgive my sins.
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SeSSion 3LeSSon 8

“those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick;  
i have come to call not the righteous but sinners.”  

Mark 2:17

Dining with  
Tax Collectors and Sinners

Mark 2:13–17  13Jesus went out again beside the sea; the whole crowd gath-
ered around him, and he taught them. 14As he was walking along, he saw Levi 
son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And 
he got up and followed him.

15And as he sat at dinner in Levi’s house, many tax collectors and sinners 
were also sitting with Jesus and his disciples—for there were many who followed 
him. 16When the scribes of the Pharisees saw that he was eating with sinners and 
tax collectors, they said to his disciples, “Why does he eat with tax collectors and 
sinners?” 17When Jesus heard this, he said to them, “Those who are well have no 
need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous 
but sinners.”

Again we find Jesus teaching a crowd, this time along the shore of the 
Sea of Galilee. As he walks along, he encounters a tax collector 
named Levi. His customs booth was located along the Via Maris, a 

heavily traveled trade route that passed through Capernaum beside the Sea. 
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He must have been listening to Jesus teach as he counted the tolls at his post. 
This tax collector’s call to discipleship resembles that of the four fishermen. 
Like Simon and Andrew casting their nets, and James and John mending their 
nets in the boat, Levi was doing his job, sitting at this toll booth. When Jesus 
issues his invitation, “Follow me,” Levi gets up, leaving his livelihood behind, 
and follows Jesus (verse 14).

In contrast to the fishermen, however, who would have been seen as hon-
orable Jewish men, the tax collector was not a respectable figure. The system 
of taxes imposed by the Roman authorities lent itself to abuse and extortion. 
Collectors were considered agents of a foreign power who drained people of 
their livelihoods. For these reasons, their profession was one of the most 
despised in Jewish society.

This second of the five controversy stories occurs as Jesus and his disci-
ples are dining in the house of Levi. Among the guests are many tax collec-
tors and others who are considered “sinners” (verse 15). This label would 
have designated those guilty of serious public sins—adulterers, thieves, pros-
titutes, murderers, and yes, tax collectors. Jesus’ choice of companions upsets 
the religious authorities who, afraid to confront Jesus directly, ask his disci-
ples why he eats with tax collectors and sinners. Because sharing a meal with 
someone in the ancient world expressed fellowship and intimacy, the author-
ities are outraged that he would associate with such undesirable people. For 
the strictly observant Pharisees, Jesus’ eating with sinners designates toler-
ance of their sin and laxity with regard to the Torah. For Jesus, their sharing 
at table is a visual demonstration that such people, not just the religiously 
devout, were being invited to receive divine forgiveness and to share in the 
coming of the kingdom of God.

The response of Jesus, in this and the other four controversy stories, con-
sists of a new authoritative teaching and a deeper revelation of his identity. 
Jesus offers a proverbial saying: “Those who are well have no need of a physi-
cian, but those who are sick” (verse 17). Focusing on the fact that physicians 
exist to heal sick people and thus must associate with them, Jesus describes 
himself as a physician with a mission to heal. But the most debilitating illness 
is sin, and so his messianic mandate is not to the morally upright but to sin-
ners in need. He clarifies his metaphorical saying: “I have come to call not the 
righteous but sinners.” Jesus calls sinners to the messianic banquet of God’s 
kingdom.
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Jesus is gradually recasting among God’s people their understanding of the 
Messiah. His mission is not to vindicate the virtuous but to offer healing and 
forgiveness to all people. This message would have been particularly impor-
tant for Mark’s readers in Rome to hear. They were once considered sinners 
and outcasts, despised by the religious establishment of Jerusalem. Yet, in 
Jesus they have been redeemed from their sin and entered into God’s king-
dom. The tax collectors and sinners with whom Jesus dined demonstrated to 
Mark’s readers that the barrier that once separated them from God’s people 
has been broken down. They can now break bread and share fellowship as the 
church called to unity in Jesus Christ.

Reflection and discussion

• What are some of the similarities and differences between Jesus’ call to the 
fishermen and his call to Levi?

• Simon, Andrew, James, and John may have paid inflated taxes to Levi for 
many years for their fishing business. How might these fishermen have felt 
when Jesus called the tax collector to discipleship?
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• What is significant about the fact that Jesus called tax collectors to disciple-
ship and ate with sinners?

• What is the meaning of Jesus’ statement about the need of a physician? 
Through this teaching, what does he want to communicate about his mission?

• Why do people sometimes think that the church is only for the respectable 
members of society? What can I do to make my church more inviting to out-
casts and sinners?

Prayer

Divine Physician, you have come to heal the sick and forgive the sinners. 
Help me to recognize my lack of righteousness and my need of you. Heal 
me where I am most in need of healing. Give me the ability to trust in you 
and to experience your power to forgive my sins.
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SeSSion 3LeSSon 9

“no one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise, the wine will  
burst the skins, and the wine is lost, and so are the skins;  

but one puts new wine into fresh wineskins.” Mark 2:22

The Bridegroom and  
Lord of the Sabbath

Mark 2:18–28  18Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting; and 
people came and said to him, “Why do John’s disciples and the disciples of the 
Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” 19Jesus said to them, “The wedding 
guests cannot fast while the bridegroom is with them, can they? As long as they 
have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. 20The days will come when the 
bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast on that day.

21“No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old cloak; otherwise, the 
patch pulls away from it, the new from the old, and a worse tear is made. 22And 
no one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise, the wine will burst the 
skins, and the wine is lost, and so are the skins; but one puts new wine into fresh 
wineskins.”

23One sabbath he was going through the grainfields; and as they made their 
way his disciples began to pluck heads of grain. 24The Pharisees said to him, 
“Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the sabbath?” 25And he said to 
them, “Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were 
hungry and in need of food? 26He entered the house of God, when Abiathar was 
high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but 
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the priests to eat, and he gave some to his companions.” 27Then he said to them, 
“The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath; 
28so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.”

Fasting is a common practice in Judaism, along with praying and alms-
giving (Tob 12:8), as it is in many religious traditions. At the time of 
Jesus, the Jewish people fasted during times of mourning and repen-

tance and also on the annual Day of Atonement. In addition, groups within 
Judaism, like the Pharisees and the disciples of John the baptizer, fasted regu-
larly. There is also evidence that Christians fasted in the early church, a prac-
tice that has continued throughout Christian history.

In this third controversy story, Jesus is asked why his disciples do not fast, 
while the disciples of John and those who follow the Pharisees do. As in the 
other controversies, Jesus uses the occasion to deepen the people’s under-
standing of his identity and authority. In responding with a counterquestion, 
Jesus makes the point that he is “the bridegroom” and his followers are wed-
ding guests (verse 19). In this joyful time, it is neither possible nor appropriate 
to fast. The matrimonial imagery was familiar to those who listened to Israel’s 
prophets. Isaiah, for example, proclaimed, “As the bridegroom rejoices over 
the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you” (Isa 62:5). The time of God’s 
salvation was anticipated as a marriage feast, a time in which God would fully 
restore the nuptial bond between himself and his unfaithful people. The king-
dom of God, now present in Jesus, is inaugurated like a joyful wedding ban-
quet. Yet, there will come a day when the bridegroom will be violently taken 
away from his guests. On that day of Jesus’ passion and death, his disciples 
will begin to fast again.

A marriage feast is a time for wearing special clothing and drinking wine. 
So Jesus’ next two sayings seem appropriate in this context. The imagery of 
the unshrunken patch sown on an old cloak that results in a worse tear 
implies that old garments cannot simply be patched up (verse 21). Rather, 
new garments are needed for this new age of God’s salvation. Likewise, Jesus 
says that old wineskins break when new fermenting wine is stored in them. 
So, new wineskins are necessary to hold the new wine of God’s kingdom. The 
new clothing and new wineskins are metaphors for the radical renewal 
required of a person to live under God’s reign. Jesus has not come merely to 
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patch up God’s people or to pour new life into brittle and unyielding lifestyles. 
He has come, rather, to transform God’s people with the wedding feast of 
God’s love.

The fourth controversy story is set in a cornfield on the Sabbath. The dis-
ciples of Jesus are picking grain and eating the ripe kernels as they walk along. 
The stringent interpretation of the Torah by the Pharisees leads them to 
accuse the disciples of harvesting grain, which is forbidden on the Sabbath 
(Exod 34:21). When they ask Jesus why his disciples are disobeying the 
Sabbath regulations, Jesus again replies with a counterquestion: “Have you 
never read what David did?” (verse 25). By recounting the narrative from 1 
Samuel 21, Jesus highlights his own identity as descendant of David and his 
authority as the Messiah. If God’s anointed king and his men could eat the 
bread of the Presence in the meeting tent when they were hungry, then surely 
Jesus and his disciples could reap from the fields as they go about their mis-
sion. The Torah specified that the holy bread be replaced every Sabbath and 
that the bread be consumed only by the priests (Lev 24:8–9). The comparison 
between this incident of David and the acts of Jesus and his disciples concerns 
not only what is allowable on the Sabbath, but the royal and priestly nature of 
Jesus’ mission. Not only is the Sabbath made for humankind, but it is also 
made for Jesus, the Son of Man, who is lord of the Sabbath.

Reflection and discussion

• How is my attitude toward my religious obligations sometimes like that of 
the Pharisees? What do I need to take on the mind and heart of Jesus?Twen
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• In what ways has the wine of Jesus burst the “old wineskins” of my own life, 
my family, or my culture?

• In what ways can I put on new clothing and become like a fresh wineskin so 
that I can better live in God’s reign?

• The regulations for observing the Sabbath are intended to enhance the pur-
pose of the Sabbath for humankind. What can I do to better observe a day of 
rest and leisure each week to honor God?

Prayer

Divine Bridegroom, you call your disciples to the joyful marriage ban-
quet of the kingdom. Enliven my heart with joy, and show me the eternal 
love you wish to share with me and all who respond in faith to your 
invitation.
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SeSSion 3LeSSon 10

Jesus said to them, “is it lawful to do good or to do harm  
on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?” But they were silent. 

Mark 3:4

The Compassion and 
Identity of Jesus

Mark 3:1–12  1Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there who 
had a withered hand. 2They watched him to see whether he would cure him on 
the sabbath, so that they might accuse him. 3And he said to the man who had 
the withered hand, “Come forward.” 4Then he said to them, “Is it lawful to do 
good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?” But they were silent. 
5He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart 
and said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out, and his hand 
was restored. 6The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the 
Herodians against him, how to destroy him.

7Jesus departed with his disciples to the sea, and a great multitude from 
Galilee followed him; 8hearing all that he was doing, they came to him in great 
numbers from Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, beyond the Jordan, and the region 
around Tyre and Sidon. 9He told his disciples to have a boat ready for him 
because of the crowd, so that they would not crush him; 10for he had cured many, 
so that all who had diseases pressed upon him to touch him. 11Whenever the 
unclean spirits saw him, they fell down before him and shouted, “You are the Son 
of God!” 12But he sternly ordered them not to make him known.
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The final controversy story takes place also on the Sabbath, back in the 
synagogue of Capernaum. The dispute is not about whether or not to 
honor the Sabbath. Jesus and the whole Jewish tradition share that 

desire. Rather, the quarrel between Jesus and the Pharisees concerns how best 
to honor the Sabbath. Jesus’ teaching and action relate to the Jewish belief that 
the Sabbath anticipates the messianic age. Jewish teaching emphasized that 
the Sabbath was a foretaste of God’s kingdom, an anticipation in the present 
world of the world to come. The coming day of perfect peace, healing, whole-
ness, and joy was foreshadowed in God’s gift of the Sabbath. Therefore, the 
rabbis taught that people should conduct themselves on the Sabbath as if the 
future time was already at hand.

Jesus’ healing of the man whose hand was atrophied and probably para-
lyzed is a sign of the kingdom he confidently announced. Jesus healed on the 
Sabbath, not to violate the law or to show that he was above the law, but to 
link his healing with that day which symbolizes the kingdom he had come to 
bring. With Jesus, the kingdom has come near, and he is bringing the resto-
ration and blessedness that has long been associated with the Sabbath. As 
“lord even of the Sabbath,” he has come to bring the divine gifts that are fore-
shadowed in the Sabbath. That day—when all human infirmities will be 
healed, all oppression lifted, and all in bondage released—was coming into 
the world in him.

Jesus knows the hearts of his opponents and understands that they are not 
seeking to discern his identity; rather, they are gathering evidence “so that 
they might accuse him” (verse 2). By calling the man forward, Jesus focuses 
attention on the man’s needs and his own authority. His urgent work on the 
Sabbath forces his audience to make a decision: either he is the one his 
Sabbath preaching and healing claim him to be, or he is a Sabbath-breaker. 
Jesus’ intentions “to do good” and “to save life” on the Sabbath ironically con-
trast with the desire of his opponents “to do harm” and “to kill” (verse 4). 

In this last of the five controversy stories, the opposition and hostility of 
Jesus’ opponents reach a pinnacle. These disputes all lead to a plot by the 
Pharisees, representing the religious leaders, and the Herodians, representing 
the political leaders, to destroy Jesus (verse 6). Already, the shadow of the 
cross falls over the good news proclaimed by the life of Jesus Christ. From 
now on, Jesus will avoid the towns and synagogues and turn his attention to 
forming his disciples so that they may carry on his mission.
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In contrast to the religious and political leaders who oppose Jesus, the 
great mass of the Jewish people from Galilee, Judea, and Jerusalem flock to 
him (verses 7–8). In addition, people come to Jesus from regions east of the 
Jordan River and from the northern coast of the Mediterranean, many of 
whom may be Gentiles. So large are the crowds that Jesus risks being mobbed. 
Foreseeing this, Jesus told his disciples to have a boat ready for him so that, if 
needed, he can put out from the shore and continue to minister to the people 
without being crushed. As Jesus heals, unclean spirits continue to fall at his 
feet, shouting out his most important title: “You are the Son of God!” Ordering 
them to silence, Jesus continues to insist that his identity not be made known 
until it can be understood fully on the cross.

Reflection and discussion

• In what ways does this scene in the synagogue demonstrate that Jesus is lord 
of the Sabbath?

• Why did Jesus choose to heal people specifically on the Sabbath, when he 
could have chosen any other day?
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• What is the meaning of Jesus’ question in verse 4? What is so ironic about 
the scene in light of this question?

• What causes Jesus to be angry and distressed in this scene?

• Look at a map of the Holy Land at the time of Jesus to see from how far away 
people traveled to see and hear Jesus. What seems to have motivated them to 
come to Jesus?

Prayer

Lord of the Sabbath, you have come to bring the ancient Sabbath of Israel 
to its completeness. May I honor the Sabbath with prayer and leisure in 
anticipation of that fullness of peace, healing, wholeness, and joy which 
you bring to your people.

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



47

SeSSion 3LeSSon 11

Jesus appointed twelve, whom he also named apostles,  
to be with him, and to be sent out to proclaim the message,  

and to have authority to cast out demons. Mark 3:14–15

The Call and Mission  
of the Twelve

Mark 3:13–19  13He went up the mountain and called to him those whom 
he wanted, and they came to him. 14And he appointed twelve, whom he also 
named apostles, to be with him, and to be sent out to proclaim the message, 
15and to have authority to cast out demons. 16So he appointed the twelve: Simon 
(to whom he gave the name Peter); 17James son of Zebedee and John the brother 
of James (to whom he gave the name Boanerges, that is, Sons of Thunder); 18and 
Andrew, and Philip, and Bartholomew, and Matthew, and Thomas, and James 
son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus, and Simon the Cananaean, 19and Judas 
Iscariot, who betrayed him.

Jesus forms a group of twelve disciples to collaborate with him in his min-
istry and to carry on his mission after he is gone. He emphasizes the 
solemnity of his selection by going “up the mountain” and calling to him-

self those whom he chooses, just as Moses went up Mount Sinai as God 
formed the twelve tribes of Israel into his chosen people. The text emphasizes 
Jesus’ selection of the twelve as his own sovereign choice, similar to God’s call-
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ing of individuals in the Hebrew Scriptures. Jesus’ calling has a powerful 
effect. As he calls them, they come to him on the mountain. Unlike the rabbis 
of Jesus’ day, who were chosen by their disciples as a guide to following the 
Torah, Jesus chooses each of the twelve, calling them not to the Torah but to 
himself. The choice of twelve expresses the fact that God is restoring Israel in 
fulfillment of the words of the prophets and that he is bringing the long-
awaited kingdom of God to his ancient people.

Jesus’ appointment of these twelve is different from the more universal 
invitation to discipleship. These twelve, also called “apostles,” are a unique 
group, chosen from among the disciples for an exceptional role in Jesus’ ongo-
ing mission (verse 14). Jesus describes the purpose of their call in two brief 
phrases. The first reason for their appointment is “to be with him.” They will 
accompany him and learn from him, gradually identifying their lives with his. 
The second reason for their appointment is “to be sent out.” The term “apos-
tles” means “those sent out” as official representatives of the sender. Jesus 
sends out these twelve to do what he does: “to proclaim the message and to 
have authority to cast out demons.” Like him, these are to proclaim the reign 
of God in words and also with mighty deeds that manifest that reign. These 
two purposes for their call, “to be with him and to be sent out,” are not simul-
taneous, but consecutive. First, these twelve take an internship; then later, 
they are sent out to continue the mission and to be leaders in the early church.

The calling of each of the twelve names emphasizes both their individual 
uniqueness and their unity as a body. They are indeed a diverse group. By 
worldly standards, none of them had any particular qualifications: no special 
education, no great wealth, no social status. They had all sorts of faults, and 
their failings will become clear as the narrative continues. Yet, Jesus bound 
them closely, not only to him but to one another. They will carry out their 
mission not separately and independently, but in fellowship with one another.

The first on the list is Simon. Mark’s gospel does not offer any reason why 
Jesus gave him the name “Peter” (verse 16). The community to whom Mark 
wrote probably knew already the significance of the name Peter (in Aramaic, 
Kepha, or Rock) in designating him as the solid foundation on which Jesus 
would build his community. This would be particularly true if the gospel was 
associated with the church in Rome, with Peter as its recent martyr. The gos-
pel also associates James and John together, and notes that Jesus gave them the 
name “Sons of Thunder” (verse 17). This may designate their stormy temper-
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aments or thunderous preaching. Peter, James, and John are Jesus’ closest 
associates, and they will be at his side at critical moments of his ministry. 
Judas Iscariot is listed last, to distance him from the others and to prepare the 
reader for his tragic betrayal of Jesus in the passion account.

Reflection and discussion

• What are the two purposes for which Jesus calls the twelve apostles? Why 
are these listed in successive order?

• Why might Jesus have chosen such ordinary men for the work of the twelve? 
Why did he not choose religious leaders or prominent officials in society?

• Why is evangelization only effective when it is a matter of both words and 
deeds? How am I called to proclaim the gospel?

Prayer

Lord Jesus Christ, you have called the twelve apostles to live with you, and 
you have sent them out to continue your mission. As I listen to your gos-
pel and imitate your compassion, give me the grace to proclaim God’s 
reign in the world today.
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SeSSion 3LeSSon 12

“Here are my mother and my brothers!  
Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”  

Mark 3:34–35

A Secure House  
and a New Family

Mark 3:20–35  Then he went home; 20and the crowd came together again, 
so that they could not even eat. 21When his family heard it, they went out to 
restrain him, for people were saying, “He has gone out of his mind.” 22And the 
scribes who came down from Jerusalem said, “He has Beelzebul, and by the ruler 
of the demons he casts out demons.” 23And he called them to him, and spoke to 
them in parables, “How can Satan cast out Satan? 24If a kingdom is divided 
against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25And if a house is divided against 
itself, that house will not be able to stand. 26And if Satan has risen up against 
himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but his end has come. 27But no one can 
enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first tying up the 
strong man; then indeed the house can be plundered.

28“Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for their sins and whatever blasphe-
mies they utter; 29but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never 
have forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin”— 30for they had said, “He has 
an unclean spirit.”

31Then his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside, they sent to 
him and called him. 32A crowd was sitting around him; and they said to him, 
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“Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for you.” 33And 
he replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” 34And looking at those who 
sat around him, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! 35Whoever does 
the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”

The setting for this scene is again in the house of Peter, which Jesus 
calls “home” during his ministry. The narrative continues to empha-
size the great popularity of Jesus among the people. However, those 

who should certainly recognize Jesus as the one sent by God misunderstand 
and oppose him. His relatives believe he is out of his mind (verse 21), and the 
religious leaders claim that he is possessed by a demonic power (verse 22). 
This narrative demonstrates that no one can understand Jesus by simply 
observing his work from the outside. By following him and sharing in his life, 
people can begin to understand the true source of his authority and become 
his brothers and sisters in God’s new family.

The scribes from Jerusalem accuse Jesus of being possessed by Beelzebul, 
the ruler of the demons. Further, they blame his exorcisms on the power of 
Beelzebul working within him. In response, Jesus speaks to them “in para-
bles,” introduced by the rhetorical question, “How can Satan cast out Satan?” 
(verse 23). The first two parables illustrate the absurdity of their accusation 
that Satan is using Jesus to cast out the very demons he sent to possess indi-
viduals. The first uses the example of warfare, stating that a kingdom at war 
with itself cannot survive (verse 24). The second uses the example of a royal 
family, stating that internal strife and division lead to the demise of the family 
(verse 25).

In a third parable, Jesus explains the real strategy of his saving work against 
the powers of evil. He compares Satan to a strong man guarding his house and 
property (verse 27). Those over whom Satan has possession cannot be 
released until the strong man is tied with ropes and his house plundered. Jesus 
is breaking into the domain of evil, binding the power of Satan, wrecking his 
property, and freeing his captives from his tyrannical rule.

Jesus concludes his encounter with the scribes from Jerusalem with both a 
statement of hope and a solemn warning. First, Jesus assures his listeners that 
God will forgive all sins and blasphemies anyone may commit, thus affirming 
the unlimited mercy of God (verse 28). Then Jesus cautions, “Whoever blas-
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phemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness” (verse 29). In this 
context, the scribes defiantly deny the action of God’s Spirit working through 
Jesus and attribute it to the spirit of evil. In this way they refuse to accept 
God’s mercy, erecting a permanent barrier between themselves and God. For 
all God’s people, blaspheming against the Holy Spirit means adamantly resist-
ing God’s work in their heart. Without the work of God’s Spirit, repentance 
and faith are impossible. This obstinate refusal to accept God’s forgiveness is 
“an eternal sin” because it prevents the Holy Spirit from working within us.

The mother and family of Jesus do not yet comprehend the scope of Jesus’ 
mission, as demonstrated by their “standing outside” the house in contrast to 
those “sitting around him” (verses 31–32). Jesus’ response, looking at those 
who sat around him, indicates that true family relationships in God’s kingdom 
are determined not by blood, but by commitment to following him. Even 
though we may lose blood relatives, in faith we can receive an eternal family 
of brothers, sisters, parents, and children.

Reflection and discussion

• Why is it impossible to understand Jesus simply by observing his work from 
the outside? Why is discipleship necessary to understand him?

• In what ways do Christians sometimes experience misunderstanding and 
rejection because of their faith?
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• What are the signs that the reign of Satan in the world is still strong? What 
are the indications that his power is bound and his captives are being set free?

• What is blasphemy against the Holy Spirit? Why can this sin not be 
forgiven?

• What might be some of the implications of the fact that we are brothers and 
sisters of all who do God’s will?

Prayer

Master Jesus, you cast out the powers of evil and established the reign of 
God. Send me the Holy Spirit to stir up my repentance and faith so that I 
can know your merciful forgiveness and live as your family.

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



54

SUGGESTIONS FOR FACILITATORS, GROUP SESSION 3

1. Welcome group members and ask if there are any announcements anyone 
would like to make.

2. You may want to pray this prayer as a group:
Father, your Son is known as a friend of tax collectors and sinners, the bride-
groom who calls us to the wedding banquet, and the Lord of the Sabbath. As 
we continue to deepen our understanding of his identity, continue calling us to 
faith and repentance as we respond to his invitation to discipleship. May we flee 
from the spirit of evil and receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. Bind us together as 
your family, so that by doing your will, we may be brothers and sisters of Jesus 
your Son.

3. Ask one or more of the following questions:
• Which image from the lessons this week stands out most memorably to 
you?
• What is the most important lesson you learned through your study this 
week?

4. Discuss lessons 7 through 12. Choose one or more of the questions for 
reflection and discussion from each lesson to discuss as a group. As you 
review each lesson, you may want to ask group members which question was 
most challenging or helpful to them.

5. Remember that there are no definitive answers for these discussion ques-
tions. The insights of group members will add to the understanding of all. 
None of these questions require an expert.

6. After talking about each lesson, instruct group members to complete les-
sons 13 through 18 on their own during the six days before the next group 
meeting. They should write out their own answers to the questions as prepa-
ration for next week’s group discussion.

7. Ask the group if anyone is having any particular problems with the Bible 
study during the week. You may want to share advice and encouragement 
within the group.

8. Conclude by praying aloud together the prayer at the end of one of the les-
sons discussed. You may add to the prayer based on the sharing that has 
occurred in the group.
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