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Unit 1: Gospel of Mark (The Servant Messiah)



March 1, 2009

Lesson 1

Jesus Begins His Ministry

STUDY TEXT: Mark 1:1-45

PRINTED TEXT: Mark 1:1-4, 9-14, 21, 22, 29-35

Mark 1:1 The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God;

2 As it is written in the prophets, Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, which shall prepare thy way before thee.

3 The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.

4 John did baptize in the wilderness, and preach the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins.

9 It came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptized of John in Jordan.

10 And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens opened, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon him:

11 And there came a voice from heaven, saying, Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.

12 And immediately the spirit driveth him into the wilderness. 

13 And he was there in the wilderness forty days, tempted of Satan; and was with the wild beasts; and the angels ministered unto him.

14 Now after that John was put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God,

21 They went into Capernaum; and straightway on the sabbath day he entered into the synagogue, and taught.

22 And they were astonished at his doctrine: for he taught them as one that had authority, and not as the scribes.

29 Forthwith, when they were come out of the synagogue, they entered into the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John.

30 But Simon’s wife’s mother lay sick of a fever, and anon they tell him of her.

31 And he came and took her by the hand, and lifted her up; and immediately the fever left her, and she ministered unto them.

32 And at even, when the sun did set, they brought him all that were diseased, and them that were possessed with devils.

33 And all the city was gathered together at the door.

34 And he healed many that were sick of divers diseases, and cast out many devils; and suffered not the devils to speak, because they knew him.

35 And in the morning, rising up a great while before day, he went out, and departed into a solitary place, and there prayed.

BIBLE FOCUS: “…Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, and saying, The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent ye, and believe the gospel.” – Mark 1:14, 15
Lesson Objective

To be informed about the powerful beginning of Jesus’ ministry and live with confidence in Him.

Central Truth

Jesus still ministers to those who believe in Him.

Evangelism Emphasis

The way to be saved from sin is to repent and believe the gospel.

Lesson Outline

1. Beginning of the Gospel. Mark 1:1-13

2. Preaching and Calling Disciples. Mark 1:14-20

3. Teaching and Healing. Mark 1:21-35

Study Helps For the Lesson
Clarifying the Text

Mark 1:4 – “John did baptize in the wilderness, and preach the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins.” Water baptism was not new for first-century Palestine. The Jews required Gentile proselytes to be baptized as a sign of their embrace of Judaism. What was revolutionary about John’s baptism was that it was designed for the covenant people, the Jews. His was a national message declaring the imminent coming of the Messiah. His call for repentance and forgiveness of sins was symbolized by the rite of baptism upon all who heard and acted on his declaration. Jesus’ baptism by John was an exception to the strict requirements. Jesus had no sin of which to repent (John 8:45, 46; 2 Corinthians 5:21; Hebrews 4:15). Jesus’ submission to John for baptism signaled (1) obedience to the Father, (2) approval of John’s role as the herald, (3) identification with the nation of Israel, whom He had come to redeem (Isaiah 53:12), (4) the inauguration of His ministry, and (5) an example for His future followers.

Mark 1:22 – “They were astonished at his doctrine: for he taught them as one that had authority, and not as the scribes.” The synagogue in Capernaum regularly had visiting teachers to read and speak in their gatherings. However, the teachings of Jesus brought something out of the ordinary and amazed His hearers. Mark’s statement that Jesus taught with “authority,” unlike the scribes, is compelling. “Scribes” refers to the teachers of the law, who were professionally trained scholars in all matters related to the law. The scribes’ usual manner of presentation was to quote a particular rabbi. However, Jesus never spoke anything like, “This rabbi says…” or “That rabbi said…” On the contrary, He claimed an inherent authority directly from God. 

Mark 1:33 – “All the city was gathered together at the door.” This appears to be an example of hyperbole, an acceptable literary device common in antiquity. Mark frequently employs this kind of language to highlight an observation. The inference of the statement is that so many afflicted people were pressing in to see Jesus that it seemed as if the entire town had gathered at the door of Simon’s house.

Historical Background

The Gospel account placed second in our New Testament configuration is believed to have been written by a man named John Mark. The former was his Hebrew name, and the latter his Latin name. He is not mentioned by name in any of the four canonical Gospel writings. Some scholars believe he alluded to himself as the “young man” who fled from the Garden of Gethsemane on the night of the Lord’s arrest (Mark 14:51, 52); however, that view remains only speculation. He is identified 10 specific times in the New Testament. He is first introduced as living in Jerusalem with his mother, Mary, who was evidently prominent in the church of that city (Acts 12:12). He was a cousin to Barnabas (Colossians 4:10) and a companion to him and Paul on their first missionary journey (Acts 13:5), yet he apparently returned home before the tour was completed (Acts 13:13). This action later caused a great division between Paul and Barnabas as they prepared for their second missionary endeavor. The result was that young Silas went with Paul, while Barnabas took his cousin, Mark, with him to minister in another area (Acts 15:36-41).

However, years later Paul commended him in ministry (Colossians 4:10) and even gave specific instructions for Timothy to bring Mark with him to visit him in prison just before his death (2 Timothy 4:11). 

For a New Testament book or letter to be recognized as authoritatively Scripture, it had to be written by an apostle or a close associate of an apostle. The testimony of many of the Church Fathers identifies Peter as being Mark’s primary source in the writing of his Gospel account. Those who attested to Mark’s authorship include Papias, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Jerome. In his first epistle, Peter gave a closing greeting from Mark, whom he identified as “my son” (1 Peter 5:13). Some scholars believe it is likely that Peter was instrumental in John Mark’s salvation. Peter later expressed a specific longing that after his death his readers would be able to “have these things always in remembrance” (2 Peter 1:15). Thus, it is quite probable that much of Mark’s story is written from Peter’s perspective. 

Literary Background 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ according to Mark is distinct from the other three Gospel narratives. Each of the accounts seemingly emphasizes a different aspect of who Jesus is. For example, Matthew highlights that the Lord is the Messiah-King; Luke emphasizes Jesus as the universal Son of Man; and John repeatedly states that Christ is indeed the Son of God. Mark’s theme appears to be that Jesus is a servant, a miracle-working yet suffering servant, who has come to give His life for others (Mark 10:45).

Additionally, each of the writers penned his work with a specific audience in mind. It is evident that Matthew wrote to a Jewish audience, Luke to the Greeks, and John more universally, perhaps to the whole world. Mark’s target readers were likely the Romans. This is indicated by the many references that explain Jewish customs and the Aramaic language (Mark 3:17; 5:41; 7:11, 34; 14:36; 15:34). One of the unique features of Mark’s Gospel is the vivid action brought to life in his story of Christ. He focused much more on what Jesus did than what He said. The Gospel of Mark records 18 specific miracles of Jesus, but only 4 of His parables. Mark’s fast-moving style (as seen in this opening lesson) is accented by his frequent use of the word translated straightway, which means “immediately.” This expression occurs over 40 times in his 16 chapters. Whereas the other writers were more meticulous in their details, Mark moved quickly from scene to scene, as we shall see in his coverage of Jesus’ baptism, temptation, and ministry in swift, summarizing language. Mark undoubtedly used this style for at least three reasons: (1) it is consistent with his premise that Jesus is a servant, one who is known for action; (2) it is in keeping with the impetuous personality of Peter, who evidently functioned as his primary source; (3) it would have great appeal for a Roman audience, who would be greatly impressed by accomplishments and deeds. 

The Power of the Word
1. Beginning of the Gospel

(Mark 1:1-13)

COMMENTARY

a. The Announcement – Mark 1:1-6 (v. 5, 6 not in Printed Text). “As it is written in the prophets, Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, which shall prepare thy way before thee” (v. 2).
Mark’s use of the plural form “prophets” is fitting because more than one Old Testament voice announced that the Messiah would have a forerunner (Isaiah 40:3; Malachi 3:1). This is noteworthy because other than allusions by Jesus Himself, this is the only place in his Gospel where Mark referred to the Old Testament. The scarcity of references to the Old Testament is one indication that he was writing primarily to a Roman, Gentile audience. 

The above passage from Isaiah specifically mentioned “the wilderness” and “desert,” which was the location of John’s ministry. Mark’s description of John (1:6) reveals that this was a fitting arena for his ministry. His sudden appearance in Israel after 400 years of prophetic silence represented the last voice of a prophet before the glorious sound of the Messiah Himself rang out across the land. Specifically, readers in the first century would have undoubtedly thought from Mark’s description that John was Elijah the Tishbite! Later, Jesus would make the connection that, in a spiritual sense, John the Baptist represented a “coming” of Elijah (Malachi 4:5, 6; Mark 9:11-13). It is no wonder that great crowds came to hear him and followed his directives to confess their sins and be baptized (v. 5).   

b. The Pronouncement – Mark 1:6-11 (vv. 6-8 not in Printed Text). “It came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptized of John in Jordan” (v. 9).
When the throng came to hear John the Baptist, they listened to a man who did not talk of himself, but rather of another who was coming after Him and was mighty. John said he was unworthy even to loosen the shoes of the One who was coming (v. 7). He further added that the One who was coming would not baptize with water, but rather with the Holy Spirit (v. 8). The very next verse describes that moment when the Coming One entered His ministry years. 
Jesus was about 30 years of age (Luke 3:23) when He left His home in Nazareth, evidently laying aside His carpentry tools once and for all. He made His way southward to the Jordan River, where John was baptizing converts. Nazareth was an obscure village not even mentioned in the Old Testament. It was an unlikely place from which a messiah would come. 

Matthew records a dialogue between Jesus and John, including the latter’s reluctance to baptize Jesus at His request (Matthew 3:13-15). However, Mark, always in a hurry in his writing, omitted any verbal exchange between the two, simply saying, “And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens opened, and the Spirit like a dove descending upon him” (v. 10). The preposition “out of” (ek) indicates that the mode of Jesus’ baptism was immersion. As soon as John raised Him up from the waters, two things happened: the Spirit descended upon Him, and “there came a voice from heaven, saying, Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (v. 11). 

Nowhere else in Scripture is a portrait of the Trinity painted as clearly and majestically as here. The Son emerged, the Spirit descended, and the Father spoke. There is no record that any observers witnessed the opening of the heavens, but Mark succinctly states that Jesus saw this happen. He also knew the Old Testament import of the rending of the heavens, representing God’s breaking into human experience in order to deliver His people (Psalm 18:9, 144:5-8, Isaiah 64:1-5). Jesus then saw the Spirit coming down upon Him “like a dove.” Luke indicates this was a dove-like form, not a dove-like way (Luke 3:22). Thus, Jesus was not just water-baptized at Jordan, but Spirit-baptized also. The fourth Gospel writer said that Jesus received the fullness of the Spirit without measure (John 3:34). Finally, the Father’s voice of approval rang out with great delight, inaugurating Jesus’ ministry as the anointed Suffering Servant (Isaiah 42:1). Prior to this moment, the Lord had preached no sermons, healed no persons, and performed no miracles. Now His ministry commenced.     

c. The Renouncement – Mark 1:12, 13. “Immediately the spirit driveth him into the wilderness” (v. 12).

The rapidity of Mark’s pen is evident again here. Matthew and Luke each take about a dozen verses to detail the temptation narrative, while Mark summarizes it in only two verses (Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). Readers should note that Satan did not lead Jesus into the wilderness; the Holy Spirit did. Luke adds that after 40 days Jesus left the wilderness in the power of the Spirit as well (Luke 4:14). Only Mark mentions the “wild beasts” present in the desert area (v. 13), undoubtedly to set in contrast to the ministering angels. 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( ANALOGY: John the Baptist was called the “voice” (Mark 1:3), while Jesus is identified as the “Word” (John 1:1, 14). Just as what we say is greater than the sounds we use to say it, so also was the Word of God superior to the voice who heralded Him. This is only one of several analogies used to show that John was not equal to Christ (John 3:30). For example, Christ is called “that Light,” but John came only “to bear witness” to Him (John 1:8). Jesus was the “bridegroom,” and John was merely a “friend of the bridegroom” (John 3:29). May we use our voices rightly to introduce others to Him who is the Word. 
( ILLUSTRATION: In one sense John the Baptist was the last of the Old Testament prophets and the first of the New Testament preachers. With one hand he seemed to be closing the door of the law, and with the other hand he was opening the door of grace. 

( OBSERVATION: There are two places recorded in the Gospels where an angel or angels came and ministered to Jesus. One was at the beginning of His ministry after 40 days of temptation in the wilderness (Mark 1:13); the other was at the end of His ministry in Gethsemane after praying the most anguished prayer in human history (Luke 22:43). Undoubtedly the words of both angelic messengers strengthened Jesus by confirming from the Father that He was indeed under His watchful care as the Beloved Son.

2. Preaching and Calling Disciples

(Mark 1:14-20)

COMMENTARY

a. The Master Preaching – Mark 1:14, 15 (v. 15 not in Printed Text). “Now after that John was put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God” (v. 14).
At this point in the narrative Mark mentions the imprisonment of John the Baptist only in passing, to serve as a benchmark for Christ’s entrance into Galilee. Not until later does Mark explain why the Baptist was incarcerated and eventually put to death (Mark 6:14-29). For Mark, the focus in this section was a summary statement about Jesus’ ministry and a record of the selection of His disciples. When the Lord entered Galilee, He was proclaiming “the gospel of the kingdom of God.” The word gospel means “good news,” and His was the greatest good news of all! His expression “the kingdom of God” speaks of the rule of God breaking into humanity’s existence. The oft-repeated phrase “kingdom of God” refers to the Lord’s sovereign activity of ruling over creation. The next sentence in verse 15 – “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand” – is gloriously true because the King has now come near to people. Therefore, the only proper response to this news is for hearers to “repent… and believe the gospel” (v. 15). Thus, Jesus’ first recorded words in Mark’s Gospel echo the message of His forerunner in calling on the nation to change their belief and behavior. 

b. The Master Reaching – Mark 1:16-20 (not in Printed Text). “Now as he walked by the sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew his brother casting a net into the sea: for they were fishers” (v. 16).
Mark quickly moves to another major moment in the early ministry of the Lord, relating how Jesus called four specific disciples to a lifetime of living for Him. All four of these followers were fishermen. It is noteworthy that Jesus called two sets of brothers. Jesus found them all in the midst of their routine duties near the area where He spent the most time in ministry, the shores of the Sea of Galilee. (Note: This is not a huge body of water like our oceans. Despite being called a “sea,” this body of water in Galilee is about the size of an average man-made lake, approximately 7 miles wide and 13 miles long.) 

The urgency of His initial announcement (vv. 14, 15) led Jesus to begin to select those who would eventually make up “the twelve” (Mark 3:13-19; 6:7-13). This proved to be a significant event in Mark’s Gospel record, for he chose to tell much of the story of Jesus through the eyes of His often bewildered disciples. The first two men mentioned in this account are Simon (Peter) and Andrew. They had experienced a previous encounter with Jesus (John 1:35-42), yet Mark made no mention of it. Jesus’ invitation included a metaphor especially adapted for these recipients, a promise to make them “fishers of men” (Mark 1:17). As with many actions in this Gospel narrative, Mark indicated their response was immediate. They left their nets and followed Christ. The scene was duplicated a short time later with the calling of James and John, the sons of Zebedee. Here Mark noted they “left their father Zebedee in the ship with the hired servants, and went after him” (v. 20). This forsaking of family and finances to follow the Master is an indication of the price of discipleship, which Mark emphasized repeatedly in his text.

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( AMPLIFICATION: The “kingdom of God” motif originated in the Old Testament (Exodus 15:18; Psalm 29:10; Isaiah 43:15). There is a twofold aspect to this declaration. First, the Lord’s kingship is a present reality: God reigns even now over the whole universe. Second, the Kingdom is also a future hope that will be ushered in at the consummation of all things at the end of the age. This tension between the present and future dimensions of the Kingdom existed in the teachings of Jesus. In Mark 1:15 and elsewhere (Matthew 12:28; Luke 11:20), He indicated the kingdom was near. On other occasions, Jesus emphasized the future reign of His kingdom (Matthew 8:11; 20:21). Both are blessed realities, manifested by the presence of the King. 
( SONG: Share with the class the lyrics to “The Stranger of Galilee” by Leila N. Morris:

In fancy I stood by the shores that day of the beautiful murm’ring sea,

I saw the great crowds as they thronged the way of the Stranger of Galilee,

I saw how the man who was blind from birth in a moment was made to see,

The lame was made whole by the matchless skill of the Stranger of Galilee.

And I felt I could love Him forever, so gracious and tender was He,

I claimed Him that day as my Savior, the Stranger of Galilee.

3. Teaching and Healing

(Mark 1:21-35)

COMMENTARY

a. Astonishing Words – Mark 1:21-28 (only vv. 21, 22 in Printed Text). “They went into Capernaum; and straightway on the sabbath day he entered into the synagogue, and taught” (v. 21).

Jesus and some of His recently called disciples came into Capernaum. This city located in Galilee, in the northern part of Palestine, proved to be one of the most prominent locations for the ministry of Christ. While Jesus was teaching in the synagogue on the Sabbath day there, “…a man with an unclean spirit … cried out, saying, Let us alone; what have we to do with thee, thou Jesus of Nazareth? art thou come to destroy us? I know thee who thou art, the Holy One of God” (vv. 23, 24). The irony from Mark’s perspective is that these demonic beings recognized Jesus early and quickly while His own disciples struggled throughout the first half of the book to comprehend His identity and purpose. Even though what the demons said about Jesus was true, the Lord silenced those voices, not wanting to receive the witness of such a fallen source. Jesus proceeded to cast the spirit out of the man, causing the observers to be amazed with His actions, just as they were with His words (vv. 25-28).

b. Amazing Works – Mark 1:29-34. “Forthwith, when they were come out of the synagogue, they entered into the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John” (v. 29).
The word forthwith once again signals the language of immediacy that Mark used so much. The four former fishermen had witnessed the exorcism in the synagogue; now they entered Peter’s house. Upon their arrival, they notified Jesus that Peter’s mother-in-law was sick with a fever. Jesus responded by touching her and lifting her up. Her fever left her instantly (v. 31). Once again, this led to a great number of people coming to Christ in order to be healed or delivered (vv. 32-34). Mark simply summarizes Jesus’ activity by saying, “He healed many that were sick… and cast out many devils [demons]…” (v. 34). 

c. Alternative Ways – Mark 1:35. “In the morning, rising up a great while before day, he went out, and departed into a solitary place, and there prayed.”
After such an exhausting day filled with numerous ministries of healing and deliverance, Jesus did what was customary for Him (Matthew 14:13; Mark 6:46; 14:32-40). He woke up before the darkness had vanished and sought a place of solitude in order to pray to His Father. Note that the Lord sought out a solitary place instead of the acclaims of the crowds in Capernaum. At each of the three occasions cited by Mark when Jesus did this, He was faced with the possibility of achieving His messianic mission in a more appealing, less costly way. This happened at the start (v. 35), the middle (6:46), and the end (14:32-40) of His ministry. In each case He gained strength to continue in the will of His Father through intimate communication with Him.
 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( DEVOTIONS: Challenge the class to begin or intensify a daily devotional time that includes prayer and reading the Bible. Ask students to be specific in regard to day(s), time, and place. Use Mark 1:35 as an example of beginning this practice at the start of the day rather than trying to do it at the end. Share the benefits of starting out the day with the Lord before interacting with a computer, a telephone, or a television.

Closing the Lesson

( SUMMARY: The theme of our series of lessons, “The Servant Messiah,” is evident in this and all future studies from Mark. His swift-moving style, including only details relevant to his theme, is trademarked in the early part of his Gospel. Consider the example of Mark’s taking only two verses to describe the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness. He does not mention the content of it, the climactic end, or even the Lord’s victory over Satan. Evidently, his intention is to alert his readers that an ongoing conflict with Satan has begun. This archenemy will repeatedly try to detour Jesus away from the Father’s will (Mark 8:11, 32, 33), yet the climax of victory will come at the cross (Mark 15:39).
  
( IMPLEMENTATION: Since this lesson focuses on the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, what new ministry could the class begin that is currently not in place at your church? A visiting ministry? Contact ministry? Prayer ministry? Benevolence ministry? Missions ministry? Evangelism ministry? With approval of church leadership, introduce a new ministry effort to last at least through this quarter of lessons. What principles from this study of the first chapter of Mark could apply to this new endeavor?

Looking Ahead


One of the things that began to happen when Jesus started His earthly ministry was that His authority was constantly challenged. The Pharisees led the onslaught of opponents who regularly questioned His message and methods. Next week, we will examine how Jesus responded to these recurring accusations.  Mark’s continuation of the early ministry of the Master will provide the basis for this study in a lesson titled “Jesus Proves His Authority.”
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