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A PREFACE FROM THE PUBLISHER

I studied, as a mature student, under Lawrence Don-Elysyn, having had previous school
and a technical career experience. Having listened to a great many lecturers, I can be
honest in my opinions. I was first attracted to taking classes at a very small local bible
college because of his particular educational background.

Lawrence has knowledge of the Bible that is not found in books. He applies to his
studies his personal passion for historical accuracy. His enthusiasm brings his audience
into the drama of the situation. Lawrence’s use of the written word and sense of humor
will no doubt draw you the reader in also.

His personal background and working knowledge of Greek and Hebrew supplies a
perspective that is simply missing in the English versions of the Bible that we rely on.

I would like to say that, in the relatively short time that I have known him, we have
become friends. Our conversations are in depth and enriching. He has encouraged me to
apply my science background to the production of science-related texts dealing with the
reality of God’s existence.

I encourage you to consider this commentary, based on his own notes dealing with the
Gospel of Mark.

John Lounsberry
Pastor in waiting
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A Personal Preface

Allow me to begin by admitting something that most Bible teachers would probably like
to keep secret: I grew up in a home without the Bible. Throughout my entire childhood,
not a page of Scripture would be found anywhere in the small apartment I shared with my
Mother and Father in North End Montreal. My parents were hard working and moral
people. Not a Sunday would go by when we were not in church. My Dad, especially, was
a strict temperance man and had very high sexual standards. (He considered even Greta
Garbo to be lewd.) However, they were working-class people with limited formal
education and left the Bible and other such matters up to priests and ministers.
But, I was different. I was curious…about many things, including the Bible. Our church
had prayer books with Biblical quotes in them and these I read avidly. When I went to
High School, I was given a New Testament and eagerly began reading it, back to front.
(The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse seemed more interesting that the Chapter One
genealogy of Matthew.) Later, in my High School career, I asked my mother to buy me a
Bible and, though she looked at me as though I had just contracted leprosy, she did so
anyway. I treasured it and have it still some 40-odd years later.
Later on, in my life I decided to take up Biblical studies full time and went to Dallas to
study at the prestigious Dallas Theological Seminary and Graduate School of Theology
(DTS for short). At a local church in Dallas, I also met and married the woman who has
supported me for over 30 years now. And now, it is time for my second embarrassing
confession.
Men who write Bible commentaries can usually point to a long line of prestigious titles:
Pastor of this or that huge church, Professor at this or that big-name Seminary of School
of Divinity. This, however, I cannot do. I have spent over thirty years teaching high
school, preaching in small churches, teaching Sunday school classes, and writing and
editing technical manuals. Nonetheless, I have always continued to study the Word. This
particular commentary is a result of teaching the Gospel of Mark to an Adult Bible Class
at Trinity Anglican Church in Cornwall, Ontario, Canada, from the Fall of 2005 to early
summer of 2006. The class was small but very attentive and encouraging and, every
week, I tried to present them with the best quality of material I could. After I had finished
and gotten involved with John Lounsberry in the TheEdenFactor ministry, I thought it
might be good to rearrange this class material and offer it up as a commentary on the
Web.
I hope that you who use it find it both enlightening and as source of blessing. It please me
to know that, even in my retirement, I am not entirely “on the shelf” and can still minister
to those who want to know more abut God’s Word and about the Lord Jesus Christ.
Thank you.
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III: The Commentary

Note: In order to save on space (electronic and hard copy) and because
different readers use different translation of the Bible, verses will be
referred to but not necessarily printed out in this commentary.

Chapter 1

Verses 1-8: Mark has no “Christmas” narrative. When we start, we start with a fully adult
and mature Jesus. This is a blow to theologians called “Incarnationists” who somehow
believe that Jesus’ birth was more important than His death and resurrection. Mark,
almost certainly the oldest Gospel and the one probably reflecting most closely the
memoirs and the preaching of the Apostle Peter, says nothing of Jesus’ birth, origins, or
genealogy. In fact, the first major character to be introduced is John the Baptist.
John the Baptist (or “Baptizer”) is a man who has had an enormous impact on the world.
Recognized as the last prophet of Old Testament Judaism, he is renowned as the first
Prophet of the Christian Era. He is even considered an important prophet by Moslems
who claim to maintain his tomb in Damascus.
In v. 3, Mark links John with the prophecy of Malachi 3:1, which predicts the coming of
one to prepare the way for the Messiah of God. John’s “wild” appearance was also
reminiscent of Elijah in the Old Testament and Jesus states clearly that he had come in
the Spirit and Power of Elijah (Luke 1:17 ref. Mark 9:12-13). Malachi also mentions this
in Mal. 4:5.
John himself, despite his enormous popularity, never claimed to be the Messiah but
always insisted that he was the one that “came before” to prepare the way. After all, a
people hardened by sin would not stand a chance of recognizing the Messiah when He
arrived but a repentant people would have turned themselves around to a point where
they could see more clearly.

Verses 9-11 - Concerning Jesus' baptism, it is helpful to do a comparative study of all
Baptism passages.

Matt. 3:13-17
Matthew mentions the following items that Mark does not:
1- John did not want to baptize Jesus.
2- Jesus considered it necessary "to fulfill all righteousness."

However, both contain the following testimony:
1- The Spirit came in the form of a dove.
2- There was a voice from Heaven.
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Luke 3:21-22
Luke mentions all the same items that Mark does. The accounts are virtually identical.

John 1:29-34
John mentions the personal witness of John the Baptist to Jesus. However, note that this
is after the fact. In John, we do not actually have the baptism described but it is simply
implied in John's witness. The real action in John starts in verse 35 of chapter 1, the day
after John preached concerning Jesus whom he had already baptized. The baptism
probably took place at least 1-1/2 months before (time must be allowed for the
Temptation) because by v. 35, Jesus is already gathering disciples.
Note that John omits mentioning the Voice from Heaven.

All four have the following in common:
1- Jesus was baptized by John.
2- The Baptism was attested by the coming of the Holy Spirit "as a dove."

When we put them all together, we have the following:
1- Jesus comes to John to be baptized;
2- John objects (Matt. only);
3- Jesus insists "to fulfill all righteousness" (Matt only);
4- Jesus is baptized;
5- The Spirit descends "as a dove";
6- There is a voice from Heaven (Matthew, Mark, and Luke - the Synoptics);
7- John witnesses that this is "the One" (John only).

Verses 12 and 13
Immediate following the baptism there is this truly Synoptic passage (totally omitted by
John).
Note the following:

- The Spirit "drove" Him into the wilderness to be tempted
(Sometimes when we have trials and temptations, we think "What have I done wrong?"
The trial/temptation may indeed be a sign that we have indeed done the right thing.)

- It lasted forty days. It was physically and emotionally grueling.

- He was indeed tested. Matthew and Luke elaborate the nature of the test (Matt 4:1-11
and Luke 4:1-13).
- He was in communication with all of nature except humankind (beasts below, the devil
on earth, the angels from above). This is a great example of what Arnold Toynbee called
"withdrawal and return".

14, 15-Note the following:
The Timing (v.14a) - This is after John is put in prison. The events dealing with this are
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recapitulated in 6:17-29. (v. 14- [of the Kingdom] is not in the oldest manuscripts.)

The Location (v. 14)
Jesus preaches first in home territory: Galilee "of the Gentiles". (This referred to the fact
that the Jews in Galilee were surrounded by Gentiles but, according to some historians,
may refer to the fact that many Galilean Jews were, at least in part, descended from
Gentiles forcibly converted to Judaism during the Maccabean wars.

The Message (v.15)
Some key terms here are the following:
- Fulfilled: the time is now; everything is done that had to be done
- Kingdom of God: there are two ways of looking at this:

- The sovereignty of God on a rebellious earth (This is the Christian and
contemporary Jewish view.)

- A political Kingdom that is God's kingdom (This is an older Jewish view,
current in Jesus' time; it is also an Islamic view.)
- repent: “Metanoia” in the Greek, meaning to change your mind, to turn around
- believe: “pisteuo: in the Greek, meaning to trust in. (This is more than just "believe that
it exists; it is akin to "trust in this")
- Gospel: This is the good news. In other words, Jesus is saying the following: Change
your mind (and your heart) and trust in the good news that Messiah is here declaring
God's sovereignty on the earth.

16- Simon: full name Simon bar Jona. He is better known as Cephas or Peter: the rock.
He came to be recognized as the true leader of the apostles (though note also that the
leadership of the Church at Jerusalem fell on James, the Lord's brother, who was NOT
one of the original apostles. Being a bishop called for a "pastor-teacher". Apostleship was
more of a "missionary-teacher" gift.)

- Andrew: a Greek name meaning "manly". (We do not know his Hebrew name.
This was "Galilee of the Gentiles” after all. Even in our own day, Jews often take on
Gentile names: note Albert Einstein; George Gershwin...etc.)

- Note also that God comes calling us. It is not we who seek him and He can call
us even as we work.

17- Whatever your trade or profession, it has taught you lessons that will help you reach
others for Christ. Jesus does not so much call us away from our trades but He calls us to
use for His sake the life-lessons we have learnt in plying them.

18- The "forsaking" here is interesting because we sometimes catch the apostles doing
some fishing (e.g., as in John 22). However, as a full-time trade and interest, the nets
were now part of the past.

19- These are the big James and John combo: the "Sons of Thunder". One was destined to
be the first Apostle to be martyred (James) and the other was destined to be the only
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Apostle who, according to tradition, was never to be martyred (John).
Note also that John, though but a fisherman, was to be, with Paul and Luke (educated
men), the most prolific New Testament writer. He went from being a headstrong semi-
educated youth through his great personal devotion to Jesus to become the "Apostle of
Love" and writer of some of the most profound literature ever penned.

20- Note the "hired servants." Though neither rich nor noble, most of the Apostles were,
like Jesus, from the "trades" class, which in modern terms might be described as the
"skilled working middle class" or the "small business class".

21- This incident is in Chapter 8 of Matthew and Chapter 4 of Luke. Jesus was becoming
known by now and the Synagogue at Capernaum probably was happy to have Him come
and speak to them.

22-When Jesus taught, He told it straight. No dawdling. No maybes. He spoke as one
who was assured that God wanted Him to speak as He did.
When a scribe would teach, he would quote authorities. For example:

"Rabbi so-and-so says this while Rabbi this-and-that says something else..." And
then, he would go on to weigh the alternatives "On the one hand...On the other hand".
(Recall Tevye in "Fiddler on the Roof".)

Christian teaching has sometimes been like this, but Christian preaching is a
"kerugma", a declaration. In this way, we faithfully preach the message of Jesus and the
Apostles in the same manner as Jesus and the Apostles ("The medium is the message.")
We, after all, also have the "authority" (ref. Jn. 1:12 and others) and it is received from
Jesus by faith and is to be exercised in a ministry of outreach (Matt. 28-18-20).

23- The controversial term is "man with an unclean spirit". This is both a controversial as
well as a highly unpleasant topic. However, to understand this, we must go into it. (Ref.
Edersheim, pp. 118-119)

-As believers are told that the can be "filled with the Holy Spirit", we are also told
that some people can be filled with a "dirty spirit". In some other faiths, the faithful are
told to go only on our own personal resources but, in the Christian faith, we are given
extra resources that come from God.

-However, if we do not give ourselves to the Lord, we may, through the pursuit of
evil habits, give ourselves to other influences. Note that men like Hitler, Mussolini,
Lenin, and Stalin regularly spoke of being "driven" by "the spirit of the age" or "the spirit
of Progress" or "the force of Evolutionary Determinism" or "Destiny". (And they were
not excusing their deeds because they were actually proud of what they were doing.)

-There is no doubt that the New Testament and the Church has always taught that
we can be mentally and emotionally influenced by forces that are in the nature of
disembodied consciousnesses.
(Funny enough, in our society, older people, closer to the old "Enlightenment" thought of
the 18th and 19th century find it hard to believe in demons but younger people, brought
up on such popular fare as "Rosemary's Baby" and "The Exorcist", have no problem
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believing in this phenomenon. I have even seen TV documentaries that left one with a
strong feeling that the young-sounding narrator was quite convinced of the reality of
demonic activity.)

24- Spirit sees spirit. Flesh sees a traveling Rabbi with a lot of chutzpah and charisma.
Spirit (even an evil spirit) sees the "Holy One of God".

25- Note the utter helplessness of the evil spirit before Jesus. Jesus simply says, "Shut up
and leave" and there isn't even an argument. James tells us to "resist the devil and he will
flee from you" (James 4:7b). If the demonic is prevalent it is because of one of the
following:

- The Holy Spirit is not present anywhere.
- The Holy Spirit is present but "subdued" by doubt or inaction.
- Christians are Spirit-filled and doing good deeds but are not invoking the

authority they have in Jesus against the deeds of evil.

26- The influence of a “spirit” is probably what physicists would call a field-effect
phenomenon. Psychologists would term it a conflict in the "Gestalt". The brain and
nervous system have been invaded by a major "virus". The "virus" is so powerful that, in
being deleted, it actually does some almost certainly temporary damage to the "hardware"
(the body, probably the spinal column).

27- Note, that though Jesus did not say anything that was not in the OT, the "teaching"
was indeed "new".
It was new because it was all about Him. (Interestingly enough, Jesus never taught
anything that was not in the OT. It is simply that, having taught the OT, He would point
to Himself and say, "What you have read, is now really here in Me.")

28- The news spreads by "jungle telegraph" and "back-yard web": the oldest and best
methods. The presence of common languages (Aramaic in Palestine, Greek throughout
the Eastern Roman Empire, Latin for the Western Roman Empire) helped a lot.

29- Note that these were the first four called by Jesus. Note also that we are now moving
into a home scene. God does not only work in church.

30- As a boy in Catholic school, this passage seemed to be always an embarrassment to
the teacher. After all, here is the man they believe is the First Pope and he's obviously
married. In a Jewish context, though, it would have been strange if he had not been
married.
More importantly, however, is the fact that his mother-in-law is ill.
It is also strongly implied in this passage that she is a widow and is living with Peter.
(There were no pensions or retirement accounts in those days.)

31- Note the sudden and authoritative nature of this cure. (See also Mt 8:14-15 and Lk. 4:
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38-39.) Jesus doesn't even say anything. This contrasts to the long, complex, and
"magical" process that was recommended in the Talmud (Ref. Edersheim, pp. 120-121).

Note also that Peter's mother-in-law exhibits a genuinely "good attitude." No
sooner is she up, but she "ministers." Some have called her "the first Deaconess".

32, 33- This is a heart-breaking scene of human need. So many sick. So many broken.
And, despite our modern-day welfare and scientific medicine, we continue to be a
"broken race."
And we continue to need Jesus.

34- Jesus, even as the night wears on, attends to these people.
But, why is He doing this? This is not just a meeting of need. This is an declaration of
authority. (Note also how He is asserting authority: not by the sword nor by a display of
wealth nor by a display of great learning but by meeting need.)

35- Now, note that, despite the very busy evening Jesus has had, He is up, probably as
early as 3 or 4 in the morning, to pray.
The story is told about Martin Luther that, at one point in his career, he was given even
more duties (and, as Pastor, Teacher, Writer, Father, Husband, and leader of the
Protestant Reformation, his plate was already quite full). Consequently, instead of
praying for two hours every day, he began praying for three hours.
The greater the responsibilities, the more prayer you need. Herein is wisdom.

36, 37- In human terms, Jesus had been a "hit" in Capernaum. He was a "hero" and could
have "hung out his shingle" and spent decades as the "wonder-working Rabbi of
Capernaum." He would have become a Jewish legend to this day.
But that's all He would have been.
He had a far greater destiny and He knew it. Consequently, He said what He said in v.38.

38, 39- Jesus' destiny was much greater than simply being "the wonder-working Rabbi of
Capernaum". He had to present Himself to all Jews as the Messiah, the "Suffering
Servant" who was the "Holy One of God." And, furthermore, rejected by most of His
people, He then would become the Saviour of the entire world and one that would send
God's Spirit onto everyone who believed.
The Apostles, as well as the people in Capernaum, were probably disappointed. They
could not see beyond what He was right then and there.
Eventually, the Apostles and disciples would understand that He was also Messiah.
Finally, at Pentecost and, after the conversion of St. Paul, they would understand that He
was the Saviour and Sanctifier of all the world.
Right now, however, only Jesus realized this (and, ironically enough, so did the demons,
who were, of course, beyond salvation).

40- This involves a leper. We must now understand the Biblical meaning of the term
"Leper".
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1. It is NOT the same as our term, which is Hanson's Disease (Elephantiasis
Graecorum). This disease is (or, at least, has been till recently) incurable. It deforms the
patient and makes him/her a cripple.

2. Biblical leprosy did not cripple anyone. It referred to a whiteness (Exod. 4:6)
"which disfigured the victim but did not disable him" (Ref. Unger, UBD 3rd Ed. p. 266).
It was a type of psoriasis known as lepra simplex. Strangely enough, if the leper was
entirely covered with this whiteness, he was declared clean (Lev. 13:12, 17).

3. "The secret of the ceremonial uncleanness of [lepers]...is the piebald
appearance, not the disease...."(UBD p. 267) The Mosaic Law forbade any sort of
piebaldness. This applied to animals, clothing, and buildings as well. Piebaldness implied
dying and rotting and God was a "God of the living". The Mosaicist could not, with
Gerard Manley Hopkins, cry out "Glory be to God for dappled things..."

4. The treatment of lepers, by Jesus' day had become nothing short of cruel. The
Pharisees especially had expanded the Mosaic "ceremonially unclean" person into the
No. 1 social pariah (Ref. Edersheim, p. 123).
No cure was given for it. And those who suffered from it had to avoid all social contact
with the "clean." They were considered as good as dead.
Rabbis actually chased away lepers and the poor lepers were regarded as those who had
been stricken with disease because of their sinfulness.
To touch a leper was out of the question.
But, herein is something new:

- The leper has faith that Jesus could effect a cure.
- The leper states "if you will". Now, Christians have taken this statement in one

of two ways:
- God only does the miracle if He wills to do it. Emphasizes the "if".
- God always wills because He can. Emphasizes v. 41:"I will".

41- Jesus' compassion contrasts with the Rabbis, some of which boasted of chasing away
lepers. None of them would ever approach a leper.

- Jesus TOUCHED him. This was a very daring act. To touch a leper was
considered serious defilement.

- Jesus says, "I will." Is this to be taken as a universal statement? Some Christians
today would say that it is (Ref. I Peter 2:24 ?). Much of the miraculous in the Christian
tradition has been based on the idea that there is healing in the Atonement and that a
Jesus that cured lepers would not simply save souls. However, if this is so, why is not
everyone we pray for healed? Some are. Some are not. Are we lacking faith or is it
simply not always God's will?

42- Note that, when anyone else touched a leper, they were defiled but when Jesus
touched the leper, the leper was cleansed. Again, we see His authority. He was literally
"greater than" the disease.
Note also that the force of compassion and love overcomes the "pariah" syndrome. For
the Christian, there is no "unclean". All people are cleansed in Christ. Not only can others
come and "touch" but we ourselves are also commanded to go and "touch" (e.g., Mother
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Teresa et al.).

43, 44- In this, Jesus, as always, was a faithful Jew. He immediately, and forcefully, told
the leper to go do what he had to do, according to Lev. 14:1-32. This was a long and
complex ceremonial and would have been a strong witness to the priests both of Jesus'
Messiahship as well as His faithfulness to normative Judaism.

45- Unfortunately, the ex-leper, being all too human, does the exact opposite of what
Jesus' desires and the result is chaotic. Like a "Superstar", Jesus cannot even walk down
the street.
I know something about this. I lived for many years in the Ahuntsic area of Montreal not
far from the home of Maurice "the Rocket" Richard. However, I never caught a glimpse
of him at any time. For years I wondered why until, quite recently, someone explained to
me that he may have been avoiding public contact for fear of being mobbed.
You can be "too popular" (and, generally, for the wrong reason) and Jesus was reaching
that stage.

Chapter 2

1- This was probably Peter's house (ref. 1:29). It seems to have become something of a
"worship center" in Capernaum.

2- Once more, the word gets out and Jesus is mobbed by the crowds (ref. 1:45).

3- The Greek is clear here: the word is "paralytikon". The man is paralyzed, either by a
stroke or by some other infirmity. He is in a paraplegic or quadriplegic state. He has to be
carried on his mat by four other men. He is totally incapacitated.

4- Jesus was probably preaching in a room just off a small courtyard. Virtually all houses
then (as many Mediterranean house even now) have outside stairways leading to the roof.
The roofs are generally flat and made of adobe (mud and straw mix) covered with loose
tiles for drainage. They probably used some loose tiles to hack away at the adobe.
The "bed" was probably a canvas mat in a light wood frame and was in all likelihood
lowered down using the sheets the man had been covered with. It was "quite a show".

5- Some key words here:
Faith: The term "pistis" in fact means "trust". They trusted that Jesus could do this

and proved it by the action. (Faith is not faith if not active.)
Sins: Sin refers to our "missing the mark" - coming consistently short of the Glory

of God. In the Old Testament, as well as in Orthodox Judaism, the sense of sinfulness is
fully encouraged.

Forgiven: The idea here is that the sinfulness has been either "covered over" or
simply "forgotten" by God Himself. To the Jewish Rabbi, then as now, forgiveness is not
something to take for granted. The Orthodox Jew, as well as the Orthodox Christian, is
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not as cavalier about forgiveness as most of us are wont to be. It is indeed a very "big
deal".

6, 7- The term Scribe deserves some defining here.
The Greek term is "grammateon" and refers to a post-exilic group that not only wrote out
the Scriptures but also sought to explain them and to use them as the basis for a Law
Code that dwelt with every single aspect of life.
The history and development of the scribal office takes us from Ezra (c. 400 BC ) to the
present day. In Ezra's day they were known simply as "the writers"; they copied out
Scripture and explained it to the people since the people spoke Aramaic and the OT was
in Hebrew.
Later on (the NT period), they were known as "the Repeaters" and were, in fact, not so
much repeating the Law of Moses but "filling it in" with traditions concerning every
single aspect of life.
At this time, they were also being addressed as "Great Ones" ("Rabbi").
They would go on to formulate rituals, form a complex law code, comment on the OT,
and even speculate on mystical meanings of Scripture. (The results of these various
activities have Hebrew names such as Halacoth (ritual), Gamara (legends), Mishna (legal
decision), Talmud (ritual and decisions), Hagada (reasonings), and Kabala (mystical
speculations).)
After the Jewish War of 70-73, they would take over the leadership of the Jewish People
and hold it to this day (at least for Orthodox Jews).

Forgiveness. Familiar with the demands of Mosaic ritual and the complexities of
Yom Kippur(Day of Atonement) and the High Holy Days, they object to a man assuming
the authority to forgive sin. It was a serious and complex matter for them.

8, 9- This is the beginning of official opposition to Jesus. He clearly asserts His
Messianic authority and they clearly reject it.
Jesus here links the man's spiritual wholeness to his physical wholeness. The man
probably did not expect Jesus to even mention sinfulness. After all, Jesus did not mention
sinfulness to the leper in Ch. 1. However, He does here and clearly linked healing and
forgiveness.
Jesus also took sin to be a serious matter. It was so serious, in fact, that it brought disease
and death to all humanity. And He came to take all that away.

10, 11, 12- This was more than just a miracle.
It was a lesson in theology, linking physical and spiritual wholeness.
It was an assertion of Messiahship.
It was a test to see who would accept and who would not.

Mark 2: 13-22…
In these verses, Jesus proclaims clearly that something new is happening. To begin with,
he calls a Tax Collector to join his ministry. Now, in those days, a Tax Collector was
considered as socially acceptable as a leper. Tax Collectors, after all, were working for
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the Romans and the Herodians. They had “contracts” that permitted them to literally
bully the people into paying whatever tax they wanted. (The Romans and Herodians only
wanted their predetermined cut.) Furthermore, this tax collector, as we can tell from his
name, may have been from a priestly or Levitical family. He was a living shame to all
Jewry.
But to Jesus, he was a man who, in his heart, was seeking the Kingdom of God. Verses
13 and 14 show us someone who was just waiting to be called. When the call comes, he
immediately follows.
Verse 15 shows us what to Orthodox Jews of the time would be a scandalous scene: a
man claiming to be Messiah eating with collaborationists, with tax collectors and their
“girlfriends”. Jesus’ answer to them in verse 16 has a slightly sarcastic edge. He points
out that, as a physician of souls, he must go to those that acknowledge their “sickness”.
He cannot go to those who believe they are “righteous.” The double-entendre here is that
the critics are not really righteous but self-righteous. After all, like all human beings, they
also are sinful. They just don’t think they are. As stated above, Jesus can only go to those
who are repentant (verse 17).
However, the criticism continues. The ascetic ways of the Pharisees and of the disciples
of John the Baptist are contrasted to the feasting of Jesus’ disciples. Jesus, referring to
Himself as “the bridegroom” points out that, as long as He is around, the “party is a go.”
The following parable (verses 21 and 22), one of the few in Mark, underlines and
summarizes the theme here: “old” and “new” do not mix. What divides “the sheep and
the goats” ultimately is the desire to “change one’s mind”, to repent, as some do and
others do not. God’s favorable judgment is ascertained by one’s own openness to repent.

Mark 2:23 – 28
This passage involves the Sabbath, which is a lasting controversy.
When I think of the controversy of the Sabbath, I think of a personal incident, something
that happened to me a few years back.
When I was still working for Bombardier, I was on a junket to New York City. I don't
sleep well in strange places and so, unusual for me, I found myself watching late night
TV. There were several "Christian channels" available on my hotel room TV and one I
found rather interesting. Instead of displaying the usual Southwestern American drawling
televangelist, this station showed me one of the locals. This evangelist was speaking in a
church setting (he may have been the Pastor?) and, by his accent, was Brooklyn Italian to
the core. His message? Our society is disobeying God and trying (in vain) to fool nature
by thinking that it can run business 24/7. In the city that never sleeps, this native New
Yorker was telling his fellow New Yorkers to take a break...a one-out-of-seven break.

Jesus' first and one of His greatest and continuing controversies involved the Sabbath.
First, let us take a look at the original commandment, Ex. 20, 9-11:
“Six days shall you labor and do all your work
But the seventh day is a sabbath of the Lord your God; in it you shall not do any work,
you nor your son, not your daughter, your manservant, nor your maidservant, nor your
cattle, nor that stranger that is within your gates.
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For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested
the seventh day; wherefore God blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it.”
Furthermore, it is solemnly repeated in Ex. 31, 12-17.
Note how serious this commandment is. It is linked to the very creation of the world. It is
telling us that this demand is built right into nature itself. It is declared to be a sacred and
inviolable sign of the People of God.

Now, let us remember that Jesus told us that the Law of Love summarizes all the
commandments. But how does the Sabbath commandment show love?
First of all, consider what it does command.
Sabbath means "seventh". The "seventh (day)" was set aside for rest. Note that there is no
religious festival connected to it. The commandment never says, "You must go to
synagogue (church) on the seventh day."
Now, we know from Pharisaical additions, Church tradition, and old-time blue laws that
this simple command has been subject to every kind of interpretation.
For example:
- Orthodox Jews cannot light their stoves.
- Certain hard-line fundamentalist Christians spend practically all of Sunday in church.
- You can sell gas but you can't sell beer.
These are things it does not command.

In Mk. 2:27, Jesus reminds us that the Sabbath was made for mankind and not mankind
for the Sabbath. In other words, when correctly observed, it is for our benefit.
What is God saying here?
What He is saying is simple. Human beings are so built that they need a one-out-of-seven
break.

In that case, what was the problem with the Pharisaical, as well as certain traditional
Christian and legalistic, interpretations of it?
Instead of giving rest, these interpretations added burdens and commandments and laws.
The "thou shall not" that was meant to give rest became a social and legal threat. God's
"please take a break" quickly became man's, "Do not do this or else you will be
considered a sinner and/or criminal and ostracized/jailed/fined accordingly."
In conclusion, it is important to note that Jesus takes Lordship of the Sabbath to be a
Messianic attribute (v.28).

Chapter 3
Verses 1-6. The Sabbath controversy mentioned above continues in this chapter (and we
must remember that chapter divisions were not part of the early manuscripts). Jesus here
is once more making the point that He made above: the Sabbath was made for mankind,
to serve mankind, as a declaration of God’s love and concern for mankind. Jesus heals on
the Sabbath (a “work” that most scribes at that time considered as sinful to do on the
Sabbath) and dares them to call it evil (verse 4). They are silent but Jesus sees that it is
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not the silence of consent, it is the silence of people that have been bested in a quarrel and
are plotting revenge. This becomes clear in verse 6.
What is also remarkable about verse 6 is that Pharisees and Herodians are conspiring
together. As a rule, these two groups did not work together. Herodians, after all, were
friends of the Herod family, collaborationists with Rome, while Pharisees were religious
legalists. This, in contemporary terms, would be like Islamist insurgents collaborating
with the supporters of a pro-American mid-east government. This would be unthinkable
unless the person under consideration was seen by both to be “dangerous”. Since the
“traitor” of one was also the “blasphemer” of the other, they could work together.
Verses 7-12.
However, to the common people, He was simply their last and dearest hope. They were
hurting and neither the Pharisees nor the Herodians were helping. Jesus was helping
however, and they eagerly sought him. Verses 7 through 12 show us a pitiful scene of
desperate human want but they also show the love and care of Jesus for those who seek
Him and receive Him.

Mark 3: 13-19: Choosing the Apostles.
The Apostles are often portrayed as the first “Bishops” of the Church. In fact, they are the
first Missionary Evangelists. Notice that they are given the authority to preach, to heal,
and to exorcise demons (verses 14-15). There is nothing here about founding and
superintending churches. They are leaders in outreach.
The Apostles are named here. The are the following:
Peter (“Rocky”), the name Jesus gave to Simon Bar Jona, a fisherman of Galilee, who, of
the original twelve, was to be considered the leading missionary.
James and John: two brothers, called by Jesus “the Sons of Thunder”. Both were sons of
a man called Zebedee and were also Galilean fishermen. James is the English for
“Yakov” (Jacob) and John is the English for “Yahanon”, a Hebrew name that was
popularized during the Maccabean period.
Andrew – the brother of Peter. His name is actually a Greek work meaning “manly.”
Also a Galilean fisherman, he is destined to become a subject of many legends in the
post-Apostolic Age. He may have ended up in Scythia (the Ukraine) and Galician
(Gaelic) Ukrainians might have carried his memory to Scotland, where he also reigns as
the “Patron Saint.”
Philip – this is also a Greek name, meaning “lover of horses” and was the name of
Alexander the Great’s father. The Gentile influence of Galilee can be seen in many of the
Apostles’ names. He is not to be confused with Philip the Deacon mentioned in the Book
of Acts.
Bartholomew. In the Synoptic Gospels, Philip is always paired with Bartholomew.
Nothing is ever said of any Apostle called Nathaniel. However, in John, Philip is paired
with Nathaniel and Bartholomew is not mentioned. From this, certain Bible students have
concluded that Bartholomew and Nathaniel are two names for the name person. Under
the name Nathaniel, Jesus refers to him in the Gospel of John, as an “Israelite in whom,
there is no guile” (1,47). This is a compliment of the highest order.
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Thomas. Also known as “the Twin” (Didymus), Thomas became known as “Doubting
Thomas” because of the incident related in John 20:19-29. This incident, though it shows
Thomas’ reluctance to believe in the resurrection also shows his ready discernment of
Jesus’ complete Divinity. There is a great deal of post-Apostolic legend concerning
Thomas and the Ancient Christian Church of India is named Mar Toma in honor of his
missionary efforts there.
Matthew (Levi). Matthew was also called Levi and was said to be the son of a certain
Alphaeus, also said to be the father of James the Less. (However, this might have been
another Alphaeus since these two are never clearly said to be brothers.) Matthew, as a
collector of taxes, had a profitable but hated job. It was a case where wealth did not bring
social standing with it. After his conversion, he proved to be a faithful disciple, wrote a
Gospel in Aramaic, and was said to have done a lot of evangelistic work amongst his own
people.
James the Less. James was closely related to Jesus and may have been his first cousin, his
mother and Mary, Jesus’ mother, being sisters. He also, like Matthew, seems to have
ministered largely in the Holy Land.
Simon Zelotes. The “firebrand” of the Apostles was Simon “the Zealot” or “the
Canaanite”. In contemporary terms, he would be the Jewish equivalent of an Al-Queda
insurgent. It was something of a miracle the Jesus could get Matthew, a former
collaborationist with the Romans to fellowship with a man who had been maniacally anti-
Roman. Both must have realized that, in the end, salvation was not a matter of politics.
Jude (Lebbaeus, Thaddeus). This Jude, also called Judas, is not to be confused with the
traitor or with Jude the Lord’s brother. However, he is also called “Judas of James” and
may have been the brother of James the Less and, therefore, also a cousin of Jesus. There
are few traditions about him but he may have had a ministry to the early Syrian church.
Judas Iscariot. Together with Peter, this is undoubtedly the best-known Apostle. To this
day, in many languages, his name means “traitor.” The man of “Kerioth” was the
treasurer of the Apostles and John points out that he had a tendency to pilfer (John 12:6).
We do see more of this man further on, of course.
Mark 3: 20-33.
The last verses of this chapter deal with how people are reacting to Jesus. An adjunct of
all this is the problem of the “unpardonable sin.”
The crowds continued to consider Him a wonder-worker and could not be suppressed (v.
20). However, Jesus’ old acquaintances thought he had gone mad (v. 21). Their reaction
was perfectly logical in fact. As C.S.Lewis once pointed out, calling Jesus merely a
“great teacher” is not an option. He is either the Messiah of God or He is a madman.
Jesus leaves us no alternative.
Verses 22-30. The Scribes, however, had one other alternative: He is demonic. They were
aware of the supernatural aspect of His miracles. They knew that no ordinary madman
could do what He had done. Since they refused to acknowledge Him to be God’s
Messiah, there really only was one alternative, He is the Tool of Satan. However, Jesus
quickly points out that Satan cannot act against Satan (verses 23-27). A possessed human
being is a great tool for Satan’s work and Satan, of all creatures, would not think of
undoing this.
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In this context, Jesus speaks of the unpardonable sin. To ascribe Satanic power to the
work of God’s Holy Spirit is the ultimate sin. It demonstrates a heart that is unbreakably
hard. When a human being has come to the point where they face the awesome power of
God’s spirit and yet, because of self-righteousness, ascribe that power to Satan, they are
beyond redemption.
Note that, in Jesus reckoning, all else is pardonable: massacres, rapes, torture, fornication,
sexual perversity, looting, stealing, idolatry, and so on. Only when a person has arrived at
this point can they no longer be pardoned. Only when a person has reached this point can
they no longer repent. Only when a person in inextricably within Satan’s grasp can they
ascribe God’s power to Satan.
Verses 31-35. Jesus was forming a whole new family. His old family, his “blood” family
no longer counted. The genealogies end with Jesus. The importance of blood relationship,
so vital in the old Jewish order of things, was now no longer of any importance. Doing
God’s will is what counted (verse 35). And, what God wills, we are taught elsewhere, is
to trust in Jesus (John 6:39-40).

Chapter 4
Mark 4:1-34
Though Mark’s Gospel does not contain many parables, verses 1-34 contain four of them.
The fact that Mark has included them points, I believe, to their great importance.
Otherwise, knowing his action-oriented audience, he would not have included these here.
If there is anything like a discourse in Mark, this is it.
These are “Kingdom” parables. Jesus is a King but the nature of His Kingdom requires
explanation. A Roman audience, as well as a Jewish one, would think of a Kingdom only
as a political reality. It was vital for Jesus to point out that His Kingdom was not political,
though, of course, it might have political impact (as has proven to be the case).
The Parable of the Sower seems to be very important. All in all, it occupies twenty verses
(1-20) and is explained in detail by Jesus in verses 13-20. He tells a story in verses 3-12
about a man that goes out to sow seed. Some falls on the road and is eaten by birds (v.4),
some falls on hard ground, springs up quickly but, having shallow roots, cannot withstand
the heat of the day (vv.5-6), some falls on good ground but is surrounded by thorns that
choke it (v.7), but some falls on good ground and yields an abundant harvest (v.9).
In verses 10-12, Jesus also explains the nature of a parable: it is light but only to those
who see. A parable remains only a parable to those who will not see. To His disciples,
then, Jesus explains this parable and the explanation is simple and yet strikingly
profound.
The “seed” is the word, the proclamation of the Gospel (v.14). Some just don’t get it and
readily yield to demonic influence (v.15). Some get it but in a superficial way and, when
there is trouble, they do not persevere (v.17). Some get it, but do not produce the fruit
they could because they are encumbered by the cares of this world (vv.18-19). Others,
unencumbered, produce a rich harvest.
One must be careful when considering parables to not put more into them than Jesus
Himself warrants. They are some of take the four-fold division here quite seriously. They
declare, for example that 25% of the people you preach to will become great witnesses



19

for God. However, Jesus is not talking about percentages. Some wonder who is really
“saved” here. Are only 25% really damned? And how about the “perseverance of the
saints”? This, however, is reading more into this that I believe Jesus intended. What is
clear here is that God’s Kingdom has a lot to do with hearing His word and obeying it.
We learn His will by His word and we must store that inside us like a precious treasure. It
must be deep-rooted. It must not be shaken by the difficulties of life or the cares of this
world. It must be free to grow into whatever God intends. What is also clear is that
superficial enthusiasm is not enough and that the cares and responsibilities of this world
are a trap.
The other, shorter, parables fill in the picture. In verses 21-25, Jesus proclaims a truth
that, when I was in living in Texas, was summarized in a common saying, “What goes
around, comes around.” There are no eternal secrets and the very nature of life will make
you reap what you indeed have sown. What has sown grows slowly, imperceptibly (v.27-
28). Almost as a surprise, harvest-time comes. Suddenly, we see the results of what we
have done. Even something as small as a mustard seed (the smallest seed known to
Middle Eastern farmers at that time) can grow into a tree. What seems to be “no big deal”
can become a “very big deal”.
Incidentally, the mention of birds in verse 32 inspires some commentators to ascribe a
rather evil aspect to this mustard tree. After all, in the Parable of the Sower, the birds do
represent Satanic forces. Personally, I think this is stretching a point. What is clear is that
God’s Kingdom is something sown within a person like a small seed. One must be
careful to nurture it properly.
Mark 4: 35-41
To understand this incident, we should consider the geography of this area.
The Sea of Galilee is, by North American standards, a rather medium-size lake (13 X 7
miles or 21 X 11 km). However, in an arid place like the Middle East, it is a true God-
sent. Collecting fresh clear water from Lake Huleh in the Lebanese Mountains (as well as
several hot springs), it brings them south to a place 690 feet (210 m) below sea level that,
from that point on, becomes steadily more desert-like.
It is enclosed by hills that rise about 1300 ft. (400 m), on the average, over the surface. Its
proximity to the Lebanese mountains (cool and sometimes snowy) to the north and the
hot dry deserts to the south as well as sudden rises and falls in the landscape make it a
place where sudden gales can easily and suddenly develop.
Note the following theological points:
This is called a Nature Miracle.
Miracles are generally done to people but sometimes Jesus performs a miracle directly on
Nature itself. The "water to wine" incident in John is another example as is the
multiplication of the loaves and fishes.
In these miracles, personal feelings and opinions do not at all enter in. In personal
miracles, some can say that the person was predisposed or “wanted very much” to see a
certain result. But the only person involved in a Nature Miracle is Jesus Himself.
The Natural Force under control here in one that, even with all our technology, we have
no power over...namely, the weather. This involves forces of wind and water many times
more powerful than any atomic blast. Wind and water, as we all are aware, can destroy
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any man-made object. We are generally helpless before these forces.
Now, why did Jesus do what He did?
Well, what else could he have done?
Like Paul in the Book of Acts, Jesus could have foreseen what was to happen and warned
them to not set out. If they had disobeyed, like Paul, He could have rested in faith,
knowing that the Father would save them in any case.
He does neither.
He asserts authority in the most frighteningly powerful way possible: by controlling the
weather.
Now, some others have said that, in fact, this was not a natural storm but an attack from
Satan. However, Jesus, in calming the storm, does not exorcise Satan in any way. His
words cannot be twisted into declaring any sort of exorcism.
In an exorcism, an evil spirit is either bound or transferred into another "container" (like
the Gadarene pigs). Nothing like this happens here.
However, interestingly enough, He does "speak" to the sea.
This is perhaps a good place for a scientific footnote. Scientifically, wind occurs when
there is a steep pressure gradient. To calm a wind, the pressure would have to increase
along the gradient in such a way as to even it out.
Of course, scientifically, we can only observe what does happen and not why it happens
the way it does. Are there spiritual forces regularly monitoring natural laws or were they
just created the way they were to begin with? Even the most knowledgeable scientist is
amazed at the fact that water expands when it freezes, does not really know what gravity
is, and is puzzled by dark matter and the overweight condition of every galaxy we have
ever observed.
Einstein himself said that you either live life as if nothing were a miracle or everything
were a miracle.
What is the personal application for us here?
The personal application here revolves around v.38..."Do you not care..."
The Apostles dared to accuse Jesus of not caring.
This is often our problem as well.
We think He is asleep when, in fact, He has the situation in hand.
We think that we are undergoing hardship because He does not seem to be taking care of
us.
Only later do we realize that the hardship was there to make us grow in Him.
"What manner of man is this?" is indeed the question to ask. And, it is, of course, a
rhetorical question. The very assertion of Divine Authority over nature shows us clearly
what manner of man He is.
He is Lord.

Chapter 5
Verses 1-20
This incident is well attested in the Gospels. Matthew also tells about it in Matthew 8:28-
34 and Luke relates it in Luke 8:26-39. Matthew, however, mentions two men and Luke
calls the place Gerasa instead of Gadara. Admittedly, the place is hard to locate. In Jesus’
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time, there was a town called Gadara about four or five miles (just under 10 kilometers)
southeast of the Sea of Galilee. One could say that the area from the Sea to Gedara was
the “Region of Gadara.” Gerasa, however, also known as Jerash, was located about half
way between the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea and about 40 kilometers (c. 25 miles)
east of the Jordan. It is possible that the Lucan text may have made a scribal error here
since Gadara fits the narrative much better than Gerasa. (The pigs would have had a very
long run into the sea from Gerasa. See v. 13.) Scribes did make errors, after all, and some
probably came early on in the transmission of the text. As far as the presence of a second
man is concerned, there is really no problem. There was, after all, at least, one demoniac
and both Mark and Luke have concentrated on that one.
Concerning demonic possession, please refer to my comments above on Mark 1:23. The
only difference between that possession and this one is the intensity of the present case.
This man has a “Legion” of demons (v.9). A human being, after all, being a “tselem” for
God, can, when he/she goes wrong take in a whole army of evil influences. (Concerning
the idea of “tselem”, please refer to my comments above on The Jews in the introductory
material.) This man had a “Legion” and a Roman Legion consisted of 2000 men.
What is interesting here is that these demons ask to be sent into swine (v. 12) and swine,
of course, are not made to be possessed by spirit beings. The swine, when possessed, go
insane and literally commit suicide (not a normal animal reaction). Incidentally, the
mention of swine is not out of place here since this area was part of a region known as
Decapolis, the region of the “Ten (Greek) Cities”. Most towns here had a strong Greek
and Roman presence and pork was much prized amongst both Greeks and Romans. Many
Jews did a good bit of business supplying this “unclean” craving. Now, note that Jesus
was a good Jew and the presence of such a “business” was certainly not pleasing to Him.
The “ruining” of a herd of swine (vv. 13) would not be considered a particularly bad
thing to Orthodox Jews.
The locals, of course, do not like this (vv. 14-16). It ruins their “dirty little business”.
They are upset furthermore by the suddenly normalization of the demoniac (v.15). He is
no longer someone on whom they can look down. In their minds, they had assigned him
(or them) a low place and he was (or they were) no longer in his/their “proper” place.
Consequently, Jesus is not welcomed here and He is asked to leave (v.17). The demoniac
(or at least one of them – Matthew does not mention this incident), however, is very
grateful. He wants to become one of Jesus’ followers but Jesus tells him to go witness to
his own people of his restoration (v. 19). Of course, the whole Decapolis hears of this and
everyone wonders what to think of it (v. 20). Note that this included many Gentiles as
well as Jews. The ground, as we say, was being prepared.

Mark 5: 21-43
We deal with two miracles here. Each one, in its own way, testifies to the place of faith in
the outworking of the miraculous.
In the first, it is the faith of the one being healed.
In the second, it is the faith of others for one who requires healing.
Considering both tells us a great deal of the nature of FAITH.
The first miracle is detailed in vv. 25 - 34.
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Chapter 6
Verses 1-6. These verses tell us a quiet and sad story. There is no great miracle here or
stunning discourse and that is what is sad because here, Jesus is back home in Nazareth,
where he grew up. What he meets up with is the “Who does he thing he is?” accusation.
Unfortunately, this is all too common in human history. All too often a person is willing
to accept a foreigner as a spiritual guide before he/she will accept the person next door or,
even worse, a member of one’s own family. Such people, of course, are confused. They
keep on asking the question, openly or silently, “Why didn’t he end up like the rest of
us?” It is said that Michelangelo’s brothers never understood his art and Thomas
Aquinas’ brothers positively abhorred his scholarly nature. Why wasn’t he a Knight like
the rest of them? He was just as big and just as strong. He had the same mother and
father. He was raised in the same castle. Why then did he like books instead of swords?
But God works His wonders even through the jungle of genetics and the Spirit does blow
where It wills. With consistent frequency, those most influential to human history come
from “left field”.
Jesus meets the same sort of rejection (vv.2-3) that other influential men have and ever
will encounter. He summarizes the problem in a pithy and well-known phrase, “A
prophet is not without honor except in his own country…” (v. 4). Consequently, there are
few miracles (v. 5) because miracles require faith and there is little faith here, only
confusion and resentment.
Mark 6:7-13 and 30-31.
The Apostles being chosen (ref. Mark 3:13-19 above), Jesus now sends them out. The
very word “Apostle” means “sent-out one”. The Apostles were to be the missionary
leaders. They are given power over evil (v. 7) and they are also given a “protocol,” a code
of procedure. They are to go completely “by faith.” Contrary to travelers, especially at
that time, they are not to take any extras, any provisions, any money. They are to set out
like a man leaving his house to stroll around his back yard: he has little more than what
you see. They will be dependent on those who hear them (v. 10). In fact, the quality of
the reception is all-important. People would be judged by how they received the Apostles
(v. 11). Consequently, it is “by faith” that they set out completely without provision to
preach, to heal, and to take authority over evil (v. 12). In Luke 22:35 we also learn that,
despite the fact that they took nothing with them, they lacked nothing.
(It personally amazes me that Judas, as one of the Apostles, was one of these that went
out on this mission, that was empowered to do miracles, and that was provided for
despite the lack of any money. Every human being, no matter how gifted by God must be
aware of his/her prevailing weakness. If not carefully watched and restrained, the
weakness can often overcome the gift. Peter’s deep-dyed cowardice as well as Judas’
greed did them both in but Peter repented and was restored. There is always room for one
who repents. The ultimate sin of Judas was despair, not greed or treachery.)
Note also that this incident is only completed after the story of John the Baptist’s death in
verse 30-31. The mission was a success but rest was now the order of the day (vv.30-31).
There is nothing wrong with resting, by the way. God commands us to rest one day out of
seven, after all. No person who has done good work should feel guilty about taking a
break.
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Mark 6: 14-29.
Here follows a truly tragic tale. However, the tragic part is not so much the execution of
John the Baptist. The real tragedy is the fate of Herod Antipas. Herod Antipas seems to
be a man who wavered between two opinions. He found people like John and Jesus
“interesting” but could not bring himself to really repent. When he hears about Jesus, he
immediately thinks of the unfortunate way things turned out between himself and John
the Baptist. It is almost as if he is filled with regret and fears the “ghost” of John the
Baptist, or, in this case, a resurrected John the Baptist who, because he has been
resurrected, can now do miracles.
Antipas is an interesting study. As a son of Herod the Great, he had been brought up in
the lap of luxury and the depth of corruption. Regarded by the common people as a King,
he was, to be more accurate, a “Tetrarch”, who ruled only over Galilee and Perea. Sly by
nature, Antipas is branded by Jesus as “that fox” (Luke 13:32). However, like many sly
people, he would soon be caught in his own craftiness. In fact, at this time, he was a man
in political “hot water.” Soon after this incident, he was to be banished by Caesar
Caligula to Gaul (France) and his estates would be confiscated. He is believed to have
died in Spain.
The politically “hot” issue here was his elopement with Herodias, the wife of his half-
brother Phillip (as well as his niece). Both were married at the time and it became a “hot”
issue in a country where marriage laws and customs were ancient and strict. John’s open
condemnation of his adultery, in accordance with Leviticus 18:18 and 20:21, was
potentially destabilizing to an already shaky regime. Antipas had a palace close to where
John was baptizing and took advantage of that to have him seized and jailed.
What is interesting is that John’s condemnation seemed to upset Herodias more than it
did Herod Antipas (vv. 19-20). Herod Antipas was fascinated by John. As Mark tells us
he “heard him gladly” (v. 20). But the day would come when Herodias would have her
way and Herod Antipas was pushed over the brink to do a truly horrible thing. During his
birthday feast, Herodias’ daughter, a girl here unnamed but that tradition has named
Salome, danced for him and pleased him. (This Salome, of course, is in no way to be
confused with the Salome who was a female disciple mentioned in Chapter 16.) Already
well plastered, Herod Antipas made a stupid boast (v. 23). Now, the boast of “I’ll give
you anything you want” is truly idiotic. What was tragic, of course, was the fact that he
stuck by it. Herodias, of course, took advantage of it and told Salome to ask for John the
Baptist’s head on a platter. The weakness of Herod Antipas can be discerned in v. 26:
“for his oath’s sake and for the sale of those who sat with him, he would not reject her.”
A stronger, more confidant man might have called this request ridiculous or barbaric but
Herod Antipas was not a strong and confidant man. Therefore, John is executed (though
admittedly, in a manner that Romans would consider as “honorable”) and his disciples
are permitted to then take away the body and bury it (v. 29).
Incidentally, it is interesting to note that, according to Islamic lore, John’s body now rests
in a luxurious tomb located within the splendid Great Mosque of Damascus while Herod
Antipas and Herodias expired poverty-stricken in the wilds of an ancient Spain, a place
that was then on the frontier of civilization. Once more, who would have thought it at the
time?
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Mark 6: 32-44
What follows now, after the conclusion of the Apostles’ mission, is the first of the
feeding miracles. It is also traditionally termed a “Nature” miracle.
This is considered so important a miracle as to be in all four Gospels. There is, evidently,
an important lesson to be learned here and an important proclamation to be made.
Furthermore, in Chapter 8, there is another feeding (of the “4000”). The “problem” of
having two similar miracles almost back to back is dealt with below.
Now, personally, when considering this miracle, one of my questions has always been,
“If you were making a film of this, how would you show it?”
One of the things that most disturbs me about this miracle is how to imagine it. In all the
other miracles, I imagine how they might have looked were I there. I see twisted limbs
straightening out and blind eyes suddenly focusing properly. People bent over straighten
out. Choppy waters grow quickly still.
But what would I show here?
Would Jesus be breaking bread and stretching the halves? Would He, magician-like, be
pulling more and more loaves out of an empty hamper? Some have even suggested that
He simply might have persuaded the people to "cough up" their secret stores and share
what they had.
I find the feeding miracles the hardest of all miracles to portray in my imagination.
Interestingly enough, there are testimonies of miraculous provision in the modern church.
Corrie Ten Boom, the Dutch lady evangelist who spent years in a concentration camp
during WWII, testified that a small bottle of vitamin drops, vital to the health of the ladies
in her camp, sufficed for over two years for about a dozen women. Mel Tari, the
Indonesian Evangelist, tells of stories from Indonesia where small meals that seemed
hardly sufficient in fact fed a great number of people. Some people I have personally
known have told me that, when they knew for certain that they were down to their last
potato, they opened the bin to find half a dozen.
Nonetheless, I still find this one hard to picture.
However, is it important to know what really did happen?
As certain preachers point out when preaching about this miracle, it is really not
important to know what happened from a technical point of view. What is important is
contained in the fact that where once there was want, now there is prosperity.
There are two key statements concerning Jesus:
v. 34 - He had compassion on the people because they were as shepherdless sheep.
v. 38 - He asks the disciples what they did have.
The sequence is important here.
First, Jesus expresses His love.
Then, He asks ask what we have for Him to work with. He will not create "ex nihilo". He
will create with what we give him. This is why giving is so important in the Christian
faith.
After we give, He takes the gift and works with it and increases it.
The gift is like a seed that grows. It works like Nature works (and God created nature,
after all). Give back the seed to the earth and it will produce an abundance.
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The result is this, that, though our little bit seems insufficient for us, it becomes sufficient
when we give it willingly back to Him.

Mark 6: 45-52
Following this Nature miracle, Jesus does another one. After the feeding, Jesus tells His
disciples to leave Him alone so that He can have a time of prayer (v. 45-46). Then
follows an incident that, uniquely enough, is recorded in Matthew, Mark, and John but
not in Luke. (As a rule, of course, incidents are recorded in the Synoptics or John. This
one is an exception. Then again, John was in the boat.) As the disciples are rowing across
the Sea of Galilee, Jesus comes walking out to them…on top of the water.
Now, this miracle has occasioned some ferocious guesswork on the part of various
commentators. Some say that He was walking on a sandbar. Well, the ones rowing the
boat were born and raised on this Sea and had worked there since they were boys. They
probably knew where the sandbars were. Some say they were deluded. Once more, note
that these were seasoned veterans of this Sea. They would not all be deluded. What they
see is something very unusual and it inspires fear in them (v.49).
But why did Jesus do this? In my reading, I have noted that, for many, this miracle is
either explained away, or entirely denied, or made to be a “trick” of little consequence. I
quote from memory but I do believe one Hindu commentator once said that a miracle of
someone crossing a body of water by walking on the water is only worth the price of a
boat ride across the water. (Certain Hindu Holy Men have also claimed this ability.)
What becomes clear to me upon reading this is that Jesus really did walk on water. The
Apostles knew this Sea as well as they knew their own names. They were seasoned
Galilean fisherman. This was their “territory.” What they saw was something truly
bizarre. They thought it was a ghost, in fact (v.49) and could not account for it any other
way. But it wasn’t a ghost. As Jesus showed Peter, James, and John on the Mount of
transfiguration, He did have power over his own body to an unreal extent. Even as I write
this, there are multitudes that believe that we human beings can, by effort of mind, so
alter our own molecular composition as to be able to do everything from floating to
withstanding extremely cold temperatures when naked. If this is so (and right now, it is a
definite maybe), then Jesus is here displaying not so much His divinity as His full
humanity.
Interestingly, enough, Mark does link this miracle with that of the multiplication of the
loaves (v. 52). This would make it, in fact, a Nature Miracle that does display Divinity
and show Jesus’ power over nature. Mark also links the fear and amazement of the
Apostles with “hardness of heart”. The Power of Jesus is indeed frightening until one
yields to it in repentance and faith.
Verses 53-56
Following all these nature miracles are even more miracles. These, however, are healing
miracles and, as stated above, a broken humanity consistently needs and seeks healing.

Chapter 7
Mark 7:1-13
In this passage, Jesus teaches a very important lesson. Furthermore, He does it directly.
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There are no parables here and no hidden meanings. The message is “loud and clear.”
A central bone of contention in Christianity has been the place of tradition versus
Scripture. Are Christian religious traditions on a par with the Bible? Or, are they simply
“nice to have” as long as they don’t contradict Scripture? Or, are they against God’s
teaching in Scripture and, consequently, should be completely eliminated. Roman
Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy have tended to the first opinion. Anglicanism has
championed the second one and the rest of Protestantism has gone with the third.
Which opinion did Jesus have? This incident tells us.
Once more, this incident involves a conflict with the Pharisees. The Pharisees were very
heavy on tradition. Their interpretation of exactly what Scripture meant to say had
spawned a whole tradition of living that continues to this day in the stricter forms of
Jewish Orthodoxy.
This particular tradition dealt with washing. Now, the ancient Rabbis (“Scribes”)
believed that no tradition of theirs (“Hallakah”) could contradict Scripture (“Torah”).
Though washing, in and of itself, is not only inoffensive but, for health’s sake, can be
recommended, the Rabbis had made it a point of conflict. How you washed and when
you washed and what you washed were all proscribed and they believed that all their
detailed regulations supported the Law of Moses. Jesus’ contention is that they did not.
They had become extra burdens for the people. For Jesus the “commandments of men”
must never be taught as if they were Godly “doctrines” (v.7). Religious teachers that do
this have a heart that is far from God (v.6) because God, of course, is love and religious
teachers must not hold their traditions over the people’s heads as if they were Damoclean
swords.
In fact, in vv.9-13, Jesus gives a specific example of how tradition has voided Scripture.
Tradition allowed a man to withhold help from his needy parents if that resource were
under a vow (“Corban” v.11). “Vowing” a resource, in a way, “locked it up”. This was
practiced and this was allowed by the religious authorities who, nonetheless claimed that
all their regulations were consistent with Scripture. Jesus has here pointed out at least one
instance where this was not so.
What can we say then? Who is right in a Christian context? The Catholics and the
Orthodox? The Anglicans? Other Protestants? Certainly the radical protestant solution at
first seems to be the best. “Don’t take chances. Do away with all traditions.” The problem
is, in my experience (and I know something from personal experience of all three
approaches) is that there is no church without some sort of tradition. “That’s the way we
do things here” is a phrase you hear in every denomination. A rubric does not have to be
written down to be a rubric. People, being people, will make up traditions like spiders
make up webs. Consequently, it may be best to face that fact and to be careful, as are the
Anglicans or even certain Catholics, that tradition be always weighed in the light of
Scripture. As one Anglican priest told me, “If the Bible doesn’t speak against it, we’ll
keep on doing it.” What is certain is that tradition must never be accorded the same
authority as Scripture because, by nature, tradition is of human origin but Scripture is the
word of God.
Mark 7: 14-23
These verses contain a necessary appendix to the teaching on tradition. Once more, this
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teaching emphasizes the “inner” nature of God’s Kingdom. Verse 15 is central here: outer
defilement is never sin. Inner defilement is. It may be a good idea, hygienically speaking,
to wash your hands but it is not sinful if you do not. The very nature of sin has nothing to
do with the observance or nonobservance of a particular rite. It has everything to do with
one’s heart attitude (v.20). (Note the “sideswipe” at the “Kosher hang-up” in verses 18-
19.) Jesus correctly points out that true sinfulness begins deep within a person (vv. 21-
23). A man desires money or a woman or to get rid of an enemy. His desires drive him to
think of a way to get that money, ravage that woman, or get rid of that enemy. Then, he
steals, he rapes, and he kills. The problem started with the desire, the greed, the lust, the
arrogant desire for revenge. Incidentally, that is why God’s Kingdom has to start deep
within. Evidently, no Kingdom will stand if greed, lust, and arrogance have their way.
The only Eternal Kingdom must be one that is regenerate.
Mark 7: 24-30
This next incident is rather curious. As a rule, Jesus did “stick to His own.” He Himself
stated that He was sent “but unto the lost sheep of the House of Israel.”(Matthew 15:24)
Salvation, even if it were to go unto all the ends of the earth, had to start with the Jews
(John 4:22). However, here he was on the border of Tyre and Sidon, close to the
Phoenicians, a people that were racially similar to but religiously far from the Jews. And,
even here, His fame had spread. A Gentile came to him. She was Greek-speaking but of
the Syro-Phoenician nation (or, as we would say today, Lebanese). Her daughter was
demon possessed and no one of the many pagan magicians and priest of Tyre and Sidon
had obviously been able to help her.
Now, what happens next is subject to controversy. Some people think that Jesus was
rather rude to her. Verse 27 can be taken to be a rather rude comment making the
Lebanese out to be the “dogs” while the Jews are seen as “children.” However, it does
draw a picture that, at that time, was true. Jesus did come as the Jewish Messiah, after all.
As the Jewish Messiah, He would convey God’s Fatherly love for them and they would
be like his “children.” However, dogs, then as now, can be beloved pets in a household.
At that point, the Gentiles did not yet have “full citizenship” since the Church was not yet
founded but they were still dear to the heart of God.
This now brings us to the key point. The woman insists. She is not put off by Jesus’
comments. She does not dispute His word. Verse 28 shows us someone that is not only
very intelligent but a marvelous negotiator and a person of faith. “I may be more like a
pet than a child in God’s household” she states, “but even pets get fed the crumbs.”
Jesus is impressed by the fact that she does not dispute him and that she continues to ask
for this blessing. In verses 29-30, we read that He grants her the blessing she desires and
releases the daughter from the evil that has oppressed her.
Could Jesus have been Jesus testing her? Jesus, after all, knew what was in the heart of
people. No answer that she gave Him could have really surprised Him. In a way, I believe
there was a real test here. When God speaks to you, do you “take it personally” and
object to what He says or do you continue to seek a blessing? Her concern for her
daughter as well as her faith in Jesus’ powers would not dissuade her.
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Matthew 7:31-37
Chapter 7 closes with yet another miracle. This one is back firmly in the area of the Sea
of Galilee. They bring Jesus a deaf man with a speech impediment (v.32). This time, as in
some other miracles, Jesus seems to employ some unusual and yet clearly medical
methods. He puts His fingers into the man’s ears, He spits, and He touches the man’s
tongue (v.33). He calls out “Be opened” (rendered in the Gospel in the original Aramaic
“Ephatha”) (v. 34). The ears open and the tongue is loosed (v. 35).
As I state below in a miracles related in chapter 8, Jesus indeed uses different techniques
in different miracles. Sometimes He commands directly and sometimes from afar.
Sometimes He touches and sometimes others touch Him. This is probably because the
ailments differ as well as those suffering the ailments. Jesus meets you where you are,
takes into consideration who you are, and goes at least as far as you can believe.

(Commentary continues in Booklet 3.)
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