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			Introduction

			The Gospel of Mark is widely considered the first written account of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection. The author, Mark, is understood to be the “John Mark” mentioned in Acts and in Paul’s letters. Early church tradition was that Mark put this gospel together based on the preaching of Peter. So it’s likely that we are reading Peter’s eyewitness account of the life of Jesus. This is the earliest account of Jesus’s life and one source used for both Matthew and Luke. 

			Mark is the shortest gospel, emphasizing what Jesus did more than what he said. Words like “immediately” and “at once” move the action forward. Although Mark is short and succinct, as with all the best writing, every word counts. It proclaims and calls us to believe the gospel of Jesus Christ—the good news that God has come to earth to save his people through the life, death, and resurrection of his Son Jesus. Jesus begins his ministry by saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15). The Gospel of Mark shows (rather than tells) readers what happens when God comes near and brings his kingdom with him. By the end of the book, we will see the kingdom of God fully revealed in the suffering and resurrected Christ. 

			As you study Mark, look for these things:

			
					Amazement and awe. Mark opens the gospel by calling Jesus the Son of God. As he tells the stories of Jesus’s life, he often records the astonishment, amazement, and awe of those who meet Jesus. “Who is this?” the disciples wonder when Jesus calms the storm at sea with a word. The answer could only be God himself. 

					The personal and human. Mark adds details that give us a picture of Jesus as a person. He sleeps on a pillow in the boat in storm-tossed waters. He lays his hands on children’s heads when he blesses them. These and many other details show that Jesus is fully and tenderly human as well as fully divine. In addition, these details verify that the stories in the book of Mark are eyewitness recollections. 

					The cross. Almost all the action in Mark takes place in the shadow of the cross—beginning with the plot to kill Jesus (Mark 3:6). As Jesus dies on the cross, his identity as the Son of God is revealed even to the Roman centurion. For Jesus, the way of the cross defines what it means to follow him and to be a servant leader in his new kingdom. Mark emphasizes that Jesus came to serve his people by laying down his life for them. 

					The cross-shaped life. Mark was written to suffering Christians. Most scholars agree that Mark recorded Peter’s eyewitness account of Jesus for Roman Christians who were being persecuted and martyred. We learn from Mark the way of the cross, that Jesus walked this way before us, and that he will be with us through all suffering. Walking the way of the cross with Jesus also means serving others by laying down our lives.

					Faith. How should we respond to this amazing and astonishing Savior? Jesus calls all different kinds of people to follow him by turning to him in faith. All things are possible for all who believe—even mountains are moved to the heart of the sea. Along our journey through Mark, we will be challenged to turn to Jesus in faith and follow him by faith in laying down our lives for others. 

			

			HOW TO USE THIS STUDY

			This study guide is designed to help you dig deeply into Mark in a small group. Make your group a place where people feel free to share what they are learning from God through the book of Mark. Also make it a place where it’s safe to still be partly broken, often discouraged, or slow to learn, just as many of the people we meet in Mark are.

			Each participant should have a study guide in order to join in reading and be able to work through the exercises during that part of the study. The study leader should read through both the lesson and the leader’s notes in the back of this book in advance of each lesson. No other preparation or homework is required. 

			There are ten lessons in this study guide. Each will take about an hour to complete, perhaps a bit more if your group is large. And each lesson will include these elements:

			BIG IDEA. This is a summary of the main point of the lesson.

			BIBLE CONVERSATION. You will read a passage from Mark and discuss it. As the heading suggests, the Bible conversation questions are intended to spark a conversation rather than generate correct answers. The leader’s notes at the back of this book provide some insights, but don’t just turn there for the “right answer.” At times you may want to see what the notes say, but try to answer for yourself first by thinking about the Bible passage.

			ARTICLE. This is the main teaching section of the lesson.

			DISCUSSION. The discussion questions following the article will help you apply the teaching to your life.

			EXERCISE. You will complete the exercise section on your own during group time. You can write in the book if that helps. You will then share with the group some of what you have learned. If the group is large, it may help to split into smaller groups to share the results of the exercise and pray, so that everyone has a better opportunity to participate.

			WRAP-UP AND PRAYER. Prayer is a critical part of the lesson because your spiritual growth will happen through God’s work in you, not by your own self-effort. You will be asking him to do that good work.

			Jesus is still at work today. His kingdom is still growing all over the world. May he fill you with faith as you meet him in the book of Mark. Be amazed, and find your place in his story.

		

	
		
			[image: Lesson 1]

			A New Beginning 

			Mark 1:1–13

			BIG IDEA

			Right from the start, the gospel of Mark invites us—and the whole world—to a new beginning through the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

			BIBLE CONVERSATION  20 minutes

			Mark’s first words are “the beginning” not just because he is starting a story, but because he wants readers to know this is a new beginning similar to the creation of the world. Genesis starts with “in the beginning God,” and this start to Mark’s gospel is alerting readers to a momentous new beginning for the whole world: “the beginning . . . the Son of God.” God is doing a momentous new work. What is that work? “The gospel of Jesus Christ.” Gospel means “good news,” but not just any good news; this is world-changing good news. That’s what Jesus’s arrival brings into the world. 

			Read Mark 1:1–13 aloud. Then discuss the questions that follow below: 

			Mark skips the birth of Jesus and brings us right to the beginning of Jesus’s ministry. Why do you think he starts with John the Baptist preaching and baptizing? 

			What happens in this section to “to prepare the way for the Lord”? How were the people prepared? How was Jesus prepared? 

			If this was the first time you read the Bible, what words and actions would alert you to why “the gospel of Jesus Christ” was so needed? 

			****

			Take turns reading the article aloud, switching readers at each paragraph break. Then discuss the questions that follow the article. 
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			Preparing the Way

			5 minutes 

			Forty years ago, we moved into my parents’ house to help care for my elderly grandmother and my aunt, who had intellectual disabilities. Because we were there, my parents were able to spend a good part of the year traveling for their mission work. We arrived with a toddler and an infant and soon—to add to the fun—we had two more little ones. Needless to say, there was always a lot going on in our house, and it might not have been the cleanest or the best organized. But when we knew that my parents were returning, we made a big effort to get everything straightened, cleaned, and sometimes even painted. It was their house, and we wanted to prepare for their arrival. 

			Imagine if God was coming to stay in our house. Would a little superficial cleaning be sufficient preparation? John’s answer is no; instead, hearts must be prepared. Mark puts together prophecies from the Old Testament1 to explain that John has come to “prepare the way for the Lord; make his paths straight” (v. 3). John has come to call all Israel to a house cleaning—not of their homes but of their hearts. 

			God’s often-repeated promise through the Old Testament is that God himself would come and be with his people (Jeremiah 30:22). And now, in a small corner of the world, John is calling God’s people to repentance to prepare the way for his long-awaited arrival. 

			In the Exodus story, Israel went through the waters of the Red Sea to begin a new life of freedom. Now John is calling God’s people out to the wilderness to once again pass through the water to prepare for a whole new life. In the Old Testament, baptism was a ritual used to cleanse those who had been defiled. It was also used when a foreigner wanted to become a follower of Judaism. Baptism was for the unclean. Now John is saying to all Israel “you are all unclean.” Every heart needs to be cleansed. 

			But who will do the cleansing? A superficial house cleaning will not do the job. John’s message is that the water of the Jordan River that symbolized cleansing will be replaced by the real thing. The One who is coming, the One whose sandals John is unworthy of even untying, will cleanse them with the Spirit of God. That great invitation still stands. 

			Today we also are being invited to a cleansing that goes beneath the surface of our lives to clean out deeply held desires that take us away from God and mess up our lives. That’s what I need. That’s what you need. That’s what our world needs. 

			While John is calling for all Israel to come out to the wilderness to repent and be baptized, an unexpected guest shows up—Jesus of Nazareth. We know from the other gospel accounts that John was taken aback by Jesus coming to be baptized. John knew immediately that Jesus didn’t need to be purified. But Jesus was coming not to be cleansed, but to identify with God’s people and be prepared for the great work of our salvation. As the representative of God’s people, he would be anointed not with water but with the Spirit of the living God. 

			Mark tells us that as Jesus came up out of the water, “he saw the heavens being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove” (v. 10). The idea of the heavens being “torn” was a common Jewish expression used to introduce a divine revelation. God comes down to speak with his people. God tears down the barrier that separates people from him and answers the prayer from Isaiah 64:1 (niv): “Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains would tremble before you!” 

			And what does God say from the suddenly near vantage point of heaven? His voice thunders, “You are my beloved son; with you I am well pleased” (v. 11). At this moment, the whole of the Trinity has come together to say yes to God’s plan, purpose, and chosen way to save the world. The Father thunders from heaven that Jesus of Nazareth—a carpenter from an obscure town—is his beloved Son. The Spirit comes down like a dove, anointing him with power, and the Son says yes to carrying forward the plan of salvation. The heavens were certainly torn open. 

			Jesus hears God’s great affirmation over his life, and “immediately” after he comes up from the waters of the Jordan River he is sent into the wilderness. Just as the Israelites were sent long ago into the wilderness after they came up from the waters of the Red Sea, Jesus must also be tested. Both his baptism and his testing in the wilderness were essential preparation for his great work of salvation. 

			What happens to your heart in the wilderness of life? A lot of grumbling, complaining, unbelief, and fear came from the hearts of the Israelites in the wilderness. That sounds about right for all of us. 

			But what came out of Jesus’s heart was trust in God and a steadfast refusal to listen to any other voice, to any other benediction than the one he had just heard from his Father: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” Because he trusted his heavenly Father, he passed the test that Adam and Eve had failed in the garden. Now our Savior was prepared—full of the Spirit, fully faithful, and fully willing to go to the cross for his people. 

			Today John’s invitation still stands. It’s time to prepare the way for the Lord to come into our hearts. The way is still the same. It’s still “repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” But now we know the great gift that Jesus gave us—his life for our lives. His resurrection is God’s amen and promise that turning to Christ means life forever as God’s beloved child. This is the new beginning we all need. And just as in John’s day, it’s ours for the asking. We only have to come to the river of God’s grace to be cleaned up and have a whole new life of faith. 

			Who could refuse such a great salvation? Only those who think they are clean enough already and respond, “Thank you very much, but I can manage life on my own.” But the needy, the broken, the disappointed, the discouraged, the addicted—all the sinners who know they can’t save themselves—come for cleansing to the cross of Christ. How about you? 

			DISCUSSION  10 minutes

			What are some of the “wildernesses” you have encountered or seen others encounter? What do they all have in common? How do you typically respond when you are in the wilderness of life? 

			Is “repentance for the forgiveness of sins” something that we do only once? What does a life of repentance look like? 

			

			
				
						1. See Isaiah 40:3; Malachi 3:1.
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			Whose Voice Are You Listening To?

			20 minutes 

			If you have turned to Jesus in faith and asked forgiveness for your sins, then God’s affirmation given in Mark 1:11 is also for you. Stop for a moment and put your name into this sentence:

			“____________, you are my beloved child. With you I am well pleased.” 

			We might know many reasons for God not to be pleased with us. We might think those reasons mean we can’t be God’s beloved child. But the words said to Jesus are also for all those who are in Christ. Jesus represents us to God. His baptism, death, and resurrection are ours. His victory is ours.2 And the Father’s voice over Jesus’s life also belongs to us. It’s the voice we need to hear every day because, like Jesus, we are also sent out into the wilderness where we are tempted to believe what other voices say about us and our lives. 

			In this exercise, you will consider the other voices you hear in the wilderness of your life. And you’ll practice “talking back” to them—that is, responding with the words God has given you. You’ll work through this on your own and then regather with your group to pray.  

			First, read through the examples of what the voices of fear, discouragement, frustration, and doubt can sound like. Put a mark by any messages that sound familiar to you. Write a description of other messages that come at you in the wilderness. 

			Voices of

			
					You are not safe. 

					Nothing can fix this; it’s only going to get worse. There’s no hope for your future.

			

			
			
					No one cares. You are alone. No one understands.

					It’s all your fault and you’ll never change.

			

			
			
					Everyone and everything is against you.

					You’ve really messed up this time.  

			

			
			
					You have to figure it out. You have to make sure you get what you want because no one will help you. No one is in your corner. 

					You’re best off escaping your present suffering by numbing your mind.

			

			
			

			
			
			
			
					“All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.” (Psalm 139:16 niv)

					“Do not fear, for I am with you.” (Isaiah 41:10)

					“Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by your name; you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you, and the rivers will not overwhelm you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched, and the flame will not burn you. (Isaiah 43:1–2)

					“For I know the plans I have for you”—this is the Lord’s declaration—“plans for your well-being, not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.” (Jeremiah 29:11)

					“And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)

					“I will not leave you as orphans; I am coming to you.” (John 14:18)

					“In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33 niv)

					“I will never leave you or abandon you.” (Hebrews 13:5)

					“Casting all your cares on him, because he cares about you.” (1 Peter 5:7)

					“We know and rely on the love God has for us.” (1 John 4:16 niv)

			

			
			
			
			WRAP-UP AND PRAYER
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