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The Gospel of Mark: Sermon Notes
Title: “The view from 20,000 feet”
Scripture: Mark 1:1-3

Date preached: August 28th 2022

Scripture: Mark 1:1-3

1The 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 Your face,
Who will prepare Your way before You.”

3“The voice of one crying in the wilderness:
‘Prepare the way of the LORrDp;

Make His paths straight.” ”
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Introduction

Today we are beginning a new sermon series. We are going to work our way through Mark's gospel.
It's been several years since we went through the gospel of John, so I think it's time to bring our
focus back onto the life, ministry, death and glorious resurrection of our Lord and savior Jesus
Christ. We must never neglect books or parts of the bible. I know that sadly there are some churches
that seldom or rarely preach from the Old Testament. I have always been very careful to preach
through both Old and New testaments. I am sure that you appreciate that all of God's revelation to
us is valuable and worthy of our attention. For this reason it is useful and beneficial to read widely
through all of God's revelation.

However, I'm sure we all agree that there is something particularly special, and alluring about the
gospels. This should not surprise us. For the follower of Christ He is, or should always be our “great
interest.” If He's not your great interest I think you need to question whether you truly know Him. I
hope like me you feel a unique thrill reading about what He did and said as He forever changed
human history 2000 years ago. So I for one am very excited today as begin our examination of the
Lord Jesus Christ as recorded for us in the gospel of Mark. Recently as preparation for this sermon
series I read a book called “Mark as story.” The book presented the gospel as a straightforward
story. So no chapters, verses or paragraph headings. Just the plain text as you would read in a book.
It was an eye-opening experience. Mark's gospel is a thrilling, engrossing page turning story. I
encourage you to try reading it in this form.

I have titled today's sermon “The view from 20,000 feet.” When you are in a plane and look down
you can see the earth spread out below you. You can enjoy a perspective from a distance that you
cannot get from being on the ground. That will be our approach today. As we begin our introduction
to Mark's gospel we will do two things. Firstly we will ask and answer the important questions as
we survey the book as whole. This will help us better appreciate what we are reading. Following
this we will look at the first three verses of chapter 1.
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The view from 20,000 feet

Let us then find a window on the plane and peer down at the gospel spread below us. Before
reading any book of the bible there are basic questions we need answered. They are what are known
as the journalistic questions; who, what, why, when, where, and how. Any journalist when
researching a story must ask and answer these questions. If they neglect any one of them the story
has a hole. So if there was a robbery for example. The reader needs to know who the thief was,
what was taken, when and where it happened and how the police caught the thieves. If for example
they forget to mention what was taken we are left to guess. Was it a diamond a famous painting or a
bunch of bananas?

These questions are not exclusive to the bible. We ask them, subconsciously to ourselves whenever
we read any piece of writing. We want to know who the author was. This is important because it
helps us validate the claims they make. How reliable are they, can we consider other things they
have written? Were they an eyewitness to what they are writing, or is this someone else's account?

Next we want to know what exactly it is we are reading. An advertisement, a poem or a work of
fiction is very different to an eyewitness account or the report of a journalist. We also want to
discover why the author wrote what he or she did. Can we determine the authors intent or purpose
for writing. This helps us decide whether they are fair or biased in what they are writing.

Next we want to know when and where it was written. As with any accounts of real events the
closer the writing can be dated to the actual event the better. For example, I could write an account
of the great fire of London that took place in 1666 based on a TV show I saw on the subject. But the
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report of someone who actually lived through it would be much more credible. Finally, it may be
appropriate to ask how something happened the way it did. We will tackle some of these questions
now as they relate to Mark's gospel. Let us begin with the who.
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Who wrote Mark's gospel

The writer does not mention himself by name in the gospel. This is not unusual. The same could
also be said for the other three gospels. In our bibles today it typically says something like “the
gospel according to Mark.” We should note that this title was a later addition. Remember that such a
title would not have been needed until such time as there were more than one gospel being read. It
is however worth noting that the title “the gospel of Mark™ appears on the oldest manuscripts we
now possess. In other words there are no other credible writers claiming to be the author. It's not as
if there were a variety of possible authors and those in the early church went with Mark.

It was the unanimous belief of the early church that this gospel was written by John Mark. He
actually goes by three names. Mark is derived from the Latin Marcus.

His Hebrew name was Johannan or John. Most often in scripture he is referred to as John Mark. It
was not unusual in the ancient world for people to have dual names like this. The Apostle Paul is an
obvious example. His Roman name was Paul, and his Hebrew name was Saul. Mark's third name is
actually a nickname. It is the name Colobodactolus. It means “stubby fingered.” How, when or why
he got this nickname is lost in time. We can probably deduce that he didn't have long slender
fingers!

How do we know John Mark wrote this gospel? The best evidence we have of this comes from the
early church father Papias the bishop at a church in Hierapolis (circa 140 AD). He is quoted by
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Eusebius (c. AD 263 — 339) as saying that John Mark was a close friend of Peter and that he was the
source of his knowledge. Mark's gospel then is a recording of Peter's eyewitness testimony. This of
course means that Mark was not a disciple or a direct eyewitness himself. He would only have been
around 14 to 16 years of age when Jesus had His public ministry. However it is highly likely that he
does include himself in the gospel. Many scholars think that the account of a young man feeling
naked at Jesus arrest is John Mark (Mark 14:51-52).

That the early church accepted this gospel without argument is strong evidence that they believed
that Mark wrote it, and that his information came from Peter. We turn next to the question of who is
John Mark?

He is mentioned on several occasions throughout the New Testament. His first mention comes in
connection to his mother Mary who had a house used by believers in Jerusalem (Acts 12:12). He
next appears when Paul and Barnabas (his cousin) return from Antioch to Jerusalem (Acts 12:25).
He is next mentioned as travelling with Paul and Barnabas as a helper on their first missionary
journey (Acts 13:5). For reasons not given John Mark leaves the missionary journey to return home
(Acts 13:13). The Apostle Paul was very disappointed with him and refused to take him on the next
mission. His cousin Barnabas was more forgiving and John Mark travelled with and supported
Barnabas (Col 4:10). Later Mark appears in Paul's letter to the Colossians. I am happy to say that by
the end of Paul's life he and Mark had reconciled and were again working together. Paul expresses
his final, gratifying tribute to the young man in 2™ Timothy where he says, “Get Mark and bring
him with you, for he is useful to me for ministry.” (2 Tim 4:11)

Naturally, as is always the case there are some biblical scholars who doubt that Mark is the gospel
writer. But I think we have no good reason to question that he, inspired by the Holy Spirit was the
author of this gospel. Let us turn next to consider the what of Mark's gospel.
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What is Mark's gospel?
When we read Mark's gospel what exactly are we reading? This may sound like an odd question.

We are of course reading one of the four accounts we have of the life and ministry of our saviour
the Lord Jesus Christ. In Mark's case his account is mostly chronological. We meet Jesus as He
begins His earthly ministry at around 30 years of age and the gospel concludes with Jesus ascending
to be with the Father.

As with all the gospel writers his aim is to present to his readers the truth about the Lord Jesus
Christ. However we all recognise that the gospels are all different in some way. They have a
particular focus or emphasis and often a different readership in view. What then is Mark's particular
focus? How is he presenting the Lord Jesus Christ.

In Revelation 4:7 we read about the cherubim around God’s throne as beings with four faces; a lion,
an ox, a man, and an eagle.

The church has traditionally attributed one of these “faces” to each of the Gospels. The choice was
determined according to the character and message of the particular Gospel. Mark's gospel is
represented by the Ox. This is appropriate, an ox is an animal that lives to work and serve its master.
The Jesus Marks reveals to us is the workman and servant of God. This is why Mark does not tell us
about Jesus genealogy or birth. No one cares about the pedigree of a servant or slave.

Mark is the shortest gospels coming in at a little over 17,000 words in our English bibles today.
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Rank Gospel Chapters Verses words
1 Luke 24 1151 24,944
2 Matthew 28 1071 22,642
3 John 21 879 19,009
4 Mark 16 578 17,171

It is also the “simplest” of the gospels. I have read it described as being “written clumsily and
ungrammatically, in an unpolished Greek style.” I prefer to think he simply had vivid, energetic
style of writing. We do know that he employed a relatively limited vocabulary. He used only about
80 words that occur nowhere else in the New Testament. We might compare this with the much
more polished and refined Gospel of Luke which contains about 250 unique words. In terms of
repetition Mark has a number of much loved and repeatedly used words. You cannot read his gospel
and fail to notice his frequent use of these words. The word “began” is found 26 times in Mark and
one of his favourite words “immediately” appears 41 times. But this just reflects Mark's style. He is
so eager to tell us what Jesus did.

This brings us to another distinctive in Mark. He is much more focused on what Jesus did rather
than what He said. This is why Mark doesn't include many or Jesus' sermons. As you read it you
cannot fail to notice the gospel's breathless pace. It reads a little like a young child's account of a
day at school.

“First I saw the teacher and said hello, then we began to play outside, and after that we drew
pictures, immediately after that it was lunchtime, then it was time for music class.”

I'm sure you have all had experiences talking with very excitable children. Mark in some ways
writes like an excitable child. His gospel is one of almost continuous action. This emphasis on
activity meshed nicely with the expectations of his target audience. The Romans appreciated and
admired men of action and deed.

Also worth observing is Mark's clever technique of addressing his readers directly through Jesus
words. This gives the reader the sense that they are actively involved in the story. This makes this a
wonderful gospel to read. It also reminds the reader that they must respond to what is being
presented. All of the gospels are designed to confront us. They all challenge us to ask who Jesus is,
and what that means to us. Mark wanted his readers to believe that Jesus is the Messiah and the Son
of God, and accordingly to follow Him. Let us look now at when and where Mark wrote his gospel.
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When and where

Many scholars consider Mark to have been the first gospel written. In terms of dating the gospel we
cannot be very precise. I think we can narrow it down to sometime between the mid 50's and the
late 60's AD. We can fairly safely assume that it was no later than 70 AD because this was when
Jerusalem was destroyed. An event that surely would have been included in the gospel had it
occurred.

In terms of where it was written we cannot be sure. The earliest traditions all say that Mark wrote it
in Italy and more specifically in Rome.

Many indications in the text point to Mark's having written for Gentile readers, particularly
Romans.

With our brief introduction complete let us now look at the opening to Mark's gospel.
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The opening to Mark's gospel
1The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Today when we browse a book store or the library it is a book's cover that initially attracts us. We
may be drawn to an arresting image or picture, or we may like the way the cover is laid out. Today a
great deal of time and thought goes into designing book covers. When John Mark wrote his gospel
there were no such things as book covers. So it was necessary to explain to the reader what exactly
it was they were reading. Therefore ancient writings normally begin either by describing the
purpose of the book, or with an opening line treating the main subject matter. Mark begins his
gospel with a sentence describing the main subject to be discussed. This is not a debate or a
discussion, this is an announcement. Mark is announcing to the world that what they are reading is
the good news regarding Jesus Christ, who is none other than the Son of God.

Mark's word choice is also interesting. Why do you suppose Mark starts off with the words “The
beginning?” I think he wants to draw our minds back to how the bible begins. The first words of the
bible are;

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. (Genesis 1:1)

Mark is reminding us that in the beginning God created all that now exists. That long era of time
has now run its course. Now God has sent His Son into the world. His world changing public
ministry is about to begin. The gospel then represents a new and glorious beginning. This is indeed
good news, the best imaginable news. The word gospel derives from the old English word
“godspel” meaning “good story” or “good news.” It is a very accurate translation of the Greek word
euangelion which means “a good message, or good tidings.” To Mark's original reader when they
heard the word “gospel” they would understand it as meaning “Joyful news about the emperor.” The
gospel in a sense is joyful news about a king. Not an earthly king, but the King of kings. What
exactly is the nature of this good news? The good news is that God is providing salvation through
the life, death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. It is the good news that our sins can be
forgiven, that we can belong to the family of God and one day go to live with God in heaven. It is
the announcement of victory over sin, death, and hell. It is the greatest news ever to be announced.
Let us read on.
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2 As it is written in the Prophets:

“Behold, I send My messenger before Your face,
Who will prepare Your way before You.”

3“The voice of one crying in the wilderness:
‘Prepare the way of the Lord;

Make His paths straight.” ”

Mark moves on now to talk about what the prophets had said about this special time. They had
prophesied that there would be a forerunner for the Messiah. Someone who came before to
purposefully announce His arrival. Mark is blending together two passages of Old Testament
scripture (Malachi 3:1, and Isaiah 40:3). In some translations Isaiah is actually mentioned by name.
Here in the NKJV it says prophets. The prophecy from Isaiah takes precedence because he is the
more prominent prophet and he better emphasises the point Mark is trying to make.

Let me read the two passages now.
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Se) WA & Ak mhobe ok Aol F pARE) 30, olAlebA 403) Edeta A%
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“Behold, I send My messenger,

And he will prepare the way before Me. And the Lord, whom you seek, Will suddenly come to
His temple, Even the Messenger of the covenant, In whom you delight. Behold, He is coming,”
Says the Lord of hosts.

(Malachi 3:1)

The voice of one crying in the wilderness:
“Prepare the way of the LORD;

Make straight in the desert

A highway for our God. (Isaiah 40:3)

This is a significant announcement. Remember at this point in history God has not spoken through
any prophets for around 400 years. The long years of silence were about to end. God had something
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of great importance to announce to the world. So John the baptist would be the last “Old testament”
prophet. He had a wonderful and vital task to perform. He was to herald or announce the arrival of
the anointed one, the one God would send to save.

The passage Mark quoted from Isaiah 40:3 had in mind the building up of a great road for the
arrival of a majestic king. In the ancient world when a king or other important person was coming a
messenger would be sent in advance. Their job was two fold. Firstly to tell the people along the
route that someone important was coming soon. Secondly to make the road as smooth and easy to
travel along as possible. To literally fill in the potholes and smooth the bumps. It was a task that
John the baptist would perform perfectly. As the bible commentator Ray Steadman neatly put it,
“John would be God's bulldozer.” Next time John will be our focus of attention.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make from today's message.

1 The bible is all one single important book

some Christians and even some churches spend all their time in the New Testament. It's almost as if
they feel the Old Testament has nothing of value or importance to offer. Let me remind you that the
bible although made up of 66 books is really just one united revelation from God. When Mark told
his readers that the prophets had foretold what to expect when the messiah appeared he was
reminding them, and us about the importance of God's revelation. We do believe that the bible is a
progressive revelation from God. The full picture only became known over time. The Old
Testament prophets did not see the whole picture as we now see it. But that does not mean that we
should ignore what they had to say. In the same way we don't skip to the final chapters of a book, or
only read the final paragraph of a letter. So let us always value and appreciate the Old Testament.
Let us read, study and learn from the full counsel of God's revelation to us.
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2 The importance of preparing the way
When an important person like the president or a royal personage travels someone is always sent

ahead of them. Imagine if the president of Korea was coming to visit Anyang. What would we
expect? Before he arrived secret service agents and the police would make sure things were safe.
They would prepare all the things necessary for a smooth and safe visit. Naturally our focus is on
the important person. But we should not neglect to recognise the value of those who prepare the
way. Their efforts usually go unnoticed and unappreciated. But without their efforts who knows
what misfortunes might take place.

As Christians our focus is always the Lord Jesus Christ. He is the beginning the middle and the end.
But we should recognise the role that John the baptist played in preparing people for His arrival. We
too in some small way and appointed to tell people about the Lord Jesus. After all how can people
know about Him if they aren't told. It would be wonderful if unbelieving people were curious and
read the bible for themselves or visited a church. But this rarely happens. There are people in your
family, at work at school in your community that need you to prepare the way for Jesus. It is always
God who saves, but we are often called to participate. So my challenge for you today is to think of
what you can do to prepare the way for Jesus. Who can you share the gospel with today?
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