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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 76 — Sermon Notes

Title: “The end of Mark's gospel”
Scripture: Mark 16:9-20

Date preached: March 31st 2024

Scripture: Mark 16:9-20

9 Now when He rose early on the first day of the week, He appeared first to Mary Magdalene,
out of whom He had cast seven demons. 10 She went and told those who had been with Him,
as they mourned and wept. 11 And when they heard that He was alive and had been seen by
her, they did not believe. 12 After that, He appeared in another form to two of them as they
walked and went into the country. 13 And they went and told it to the rest, but they did not
believe them either. 14 Later He appeared to the eleven as they sat at the table; and He
rebuked their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they did not believe those who had
seen Him after He had risen. 15 And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the
gospel to every creature. 16 He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does
not believe will be condemned. 17 And these signs will follow those who believe: In My name
they will cast out demons; they will speak with new tongues; 18 they will take up serpents;
and if they drink anything deadly, it will by no means hurt them; they will lay hands on the
sick, and they will recover.”

19 So then, after the Lord had spoken to them, He was received up into heaven, and sat down
at the right hand of God. 20 And they went out and preached everywhere, the Lord working
with them and confirming the word through the accompanying signs. Amen.
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Review
You are probably aware of the Chinese proverb which states,
""A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step"

How true that is. We are often daunted before beginning a long journey. We look at the trip as a
whole and think to ourselves how exhausting it will be. But once we take that first step, once we
break that initial psychological barrier we can progress. Perhaps you felt like that when we began
our long and winding journey through Mark's gospel back in 2022. On August 28" of that year we
took our first step. Where would this journey take us? How long would it last? What adventures
might we have along the way? Back then we did not know. Here we are now in March of 2024
bringing our journey of a “thousand miles” to a close. Over the past 75 sermons we have read, and
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considered every chapter and verse of Mark's magnificent account. We have studied in depth the
life, death and glorious resurrection of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ. What a joy it has been to
read, study and think deeply on what God inspired Mark to record. I know personally how blessed I
have been as I have prepared these sermons. I hope you feel the same, I hope it has positively
transformed your life for the better. My biggest hope for you all is that this series has drawn you
closer to, and increased your love for the Lord Jesus Christ.

Before we reach our destination and bring our journey to an end let us consider some of the things
we spoke about last time. As I hope you remember we looked at what happened on that amazing
Resurrection Sunday morning when the women arrived at the tomb.

The Lord Jesus had been placed in the tomb on Friday. Joseph and Nicodemus had hurried to have
the Lord buried before the sabbath officially began at 6pm. Saturday was the Jewish sabbath which
meant that nothing could be done. We pick up the story very early on Sunday morning. It was still
dark and the sun had yet to rise. Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome went to
the tomb in order to anoint Jesus' body. They had prepared some spices and desired to perform this
act of loving devotion for Jesus. As I said last time the climatic conditions in Israel meant that body
decomposition occurs quickly. As the body breaks down various gases are released. This is what
produces the terrible smell. The spices or herbs used in anointing were designed to minimise this
odour. We would do well to remember that because they were going to anoint Jesus body it means
that they were not anticipating a resurrection. They fully expected to find Jesus' tortured and
battered corpse lying on a stone shelf inside the tomb.

As they are making their way to the tomb the women discuss among themselves a very practical
consideration. They wonder who will help them move the stone blocking the tomb's entrance. This
large and heavy stone perhaps weighing close to two tons blocked their access to Jesus. They were
also unaware of the Roman imperial seal that had been placed on the stone or the guards posted
outside. However as they near the tomb's entrance they notice something shocking. The stone had
already been moved aside. The most natural thought would have been that someone had come and
taken the body. Therefore they hurry to the entrance and peer inside. When they do so they discover
that the tomb is not empty. It's occupied by at least one, possibly two angelic beings. Mark only
mentions the angel who speaks but that does not necessarily means that there wasn't another angel
present.

The angel, who had the appearance of young man is described as being dressed in white and having
a “glowing radiance” about his person. Frequently throughout scripture angelic being are described
as being fear inducing. This was certainly the case here. The women are alarmed. The angel begins
by telling them not to be alarmed. He then goes on and rebukes them. They are in serious error.
They have come to anoint Jesus, but He is not there. Why are they looking for a living person in a
place reserved for the dead. He is risen. The women are to take this news back to the disciples. They
are to tell them to travel back to Galilee where they will be reunited with Jesus.

We ended last time by reading that this whole experience left the women trembling with fear. They
left the tomb and fled into the brightness of that momentous Sunday morning.

Today we will conclude our study of Mark's gospel.
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Introduction — The conclusion to Mark's gospel

I spoke a little last time about the controversy in some circles regarding the end of Mark's gospel. A
large number of biblical scholars and bible translators are troubled by the ending of Mark. It has
been described as one of the major textual problems in the New Testament. I should note before
moving on that this is not an ancient problem. It has not been a problem for the vast majority of
Christians over the centuries. In fact this issue of questioning and doubting the authenticity of
various parts of the bible only dates back to the late 1800’s. It was around this time that we saw the
emergence of the Wellhausen School Of Higher Criticism or just Higher Criticism in Germany. Very
simply higher criticism is a particular method or approach to examining the Bible. It seeks to
discover what was originally meant in the various documents as they were penned in their culture
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and time. It is an approach that assumes a secular perspective and denies the supernatural
inspiration of Scripture. I'm sure you can see just from that last sentence where the problems
emerge. It was scholars from this particular school who began to have serious doubts about the
ending of Mark.

Many concluded that the original ended at verse number 8. Therefore the ending that we will
consider today; verses 9 to 20 is not genuine. They argue that it was not written by Mark and was a
later addition. It is typically flagged, bracketed or footnoted in modern bible translations. In the NIV
for example a note is inserted between verses 8 and 9. In the ESV the section is placed in brackets.
In the NKJV that I am using there is a footnote telling me that this passage is questionable as
regards its authenticity. The main reason for questioning the authenticity of this portion of scripture
comes from the fact that it does not appear in the two oldest existing Greek manuscripts (dated from
325 and 340 A.D.). The technical names for these manuscripts are the Codex Sinaiticus and the
Codex Vaticanus.

So what are we to believe? Do these verses belong in our bibles or not? Let me very briefly make
the case for and against.
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Arguments against

As 1 just noted this passage (Verses 9-20) does not appear in the two earliest manuscripts we have.
The assumption here is that older means more reliable. The more copies that are made and the
longer period of time elapses the greater the possibility of mistakes or errors creeping in. So the
closer the document is to the original then in theory at least its more likely to be accurate.

Another line of evidence against the authenticity of these writings is that some of the early church
fathers show they had no knowledge of these verses. They neither mention nor cite them.

We might also highlight the abrupt and awkward transition between verse 8 and 9. They don't seem
to flow very smoothly together. Verse 9 switches from the women to Jesus without specifically
identifying him, but just saying s#e. We might also consider the stylistic changes evident in this
passage and the kind of vocabulary used. It reads somewhat differently to the rest of Mark's gospel.
For example there are 18 words used in this passage that do not appear elsewhere in Mark.

What about the evidence in favour of including this passage in our bibles.



Mark 76 — Sermon Notes Page 5

Hilsl=EE
HiZ AHZWS0| O] 7959-20 )= o#E0k= 71 27 [0| T AI=20ll= LK QEELIEE O N 712 @Pf=!
0000 OO0 0 OO0 OO0 0. § B2 EARES DED QE ARI0| HipksE A+ Q=TS 7154

Of FHEILICE [t ZAP 0] AR AP (0| 7 PSS “S2iat 7 15°90| o =O0RIEH= ZIILIEt

Of 72| L12k50]| Ithok= B LIS S71= 250 wie| 1S & &5+ O 77201  Chiol| 2K X3 = Z4RILIEL
IS2 0| 7258 ek Q8= oiK| LIt

EE5kg Ziikg H Aloje] ZEAR O Fels Zisat et QUELIEE = 77R0| 2P| DiIEH| S=A L= R
A ZEHH 9 2oz OIS0 OfEe= THeiolo] Ok HiES TR BIoIK| R EX| 222t &
Lk B0t O 70N 20| LEILI= 2AIC| Hlolt A El Oflo| SFE 1ofet 4= UELIEL O F22 0Pt
=20 LITK| it i CEA| oL O 201 0| 720i= 0P 1532 CIE 20ki= LIE-IX| B=18
7He| ToPF MEERIELIEL

O| 7720| J801| Z=ICh=H| Relet SH= 7AW

Arguments for

We noted in our arguments against that two early manuscripts do not have this ending to Mark.
However this needs to be balanced against the overwhelming majority of ancient manuscripts which
do include this passage. It was well known to many in the early church. More importantly there was
no debate regarding its authenticity. It was simply accepted as being part of God's revelation. It was
quoted or mentioned by numerous influential church fathers. Included in this group are Papias
writing around 100 AD, Justin Martyr in around 151 AD, Irenaus in “Against Heresies” quoted
Mark 16:13 (180 AD) and Hippolytus quoted Mark 16:18 and 19 (190-227 AD).

As regards the stylistic changes or even the new words Mark uses these differences are often
overblown. The same criticisms have been levelled against the different writings of Paul for
example. The issue with this kind of observation is that it can be highly subjective. If I am inclined
to see a stylistic change then I can probably find one.

I hope that wasn't too overwhelming. This is of course a highly technical subject. I have barely
scratched the surface here. If the subject interests you there are plenty of good sources arguing for
both for and against its inclusion.

In my opinion after studying the subject myself, and consulting with those who have researched the
matter thoroughly the evidence I think is strongly in favour of this being the original ending of
Mark's gospel. I don't think that we have a good reason to discard it, or consider it spurious. Let us
turn and examine it now.
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9 Now when He rose early on the first day of the week, He appeared first to Mary Magdalene,
out of whom He had cast seven demons. 10 She went and told those who had been with Him,
as they mourned and wept.

We find ourselves still on the first day of the week; Sunday. The Lord Jesus has risen and the tomb
is empty. This is what the women discovered when they first arrived. We spoke last time about their
encounter with the angelic being and the fear he elicited. The women flee from the tomb and go to
inform the disciples. Peter and John accompanied by Mary Magdalene run back to the tomb and
discover that the body has gone. This is Mary's second visit. Peter and John then leave presumably
to report back to the other disciples. Mary remains at the tomb site. Mary is about to become a very
important figure in gospel history. She will be the first person to witness the risen Christ. This may
be why Mark takes the time to identify exactly which Mary he means. She is the Mary who Jesus
had exorcised of seven demons.

Mark's account of this momentous encounter is brief, it receives far greater coverage in John's
gospel (John 20:11-17). John tells us that Mary was outside the tomb weeping and greatly
distressed. He also tells us that she looked inside the tomb and saw two angelic beings. They ask her
why she is weeping, and she tells them it is because Jesus's body has been taken. It is at this point
that Mary encounters the risen Lord Jesus. Interestingly she doesn't recognise Him at first and
mistakes Him for a gardener. This failure to recognise Jesus has led to much speculation. The Lord
Jesus appeared in His resurrected body which meant He could do things that were not possible in
His human body. But it's also interesting to consider whether His appearance had changed in some
way. Why was it that Mary did not recognise Him? It's certainly possible that His appearance had
altered in some way. But there may be a more mundane explanation. Perhaps it was dark in the
garden under the trees and Mary could not see Him clearly. Maybe her eyes were blurry from
crying. Perhaps he was some distance away when she first saw Him.

We should also not overlook the fact that she did not anticipate meeting the risen Lord Jesus.

They have a brief conversation during which Jesus instructs her to go and tell the others that He is
risen. Mary dutifully obeys. She finds the disciples who are as we might imagine in a wretched
state; mourning and weeping. Their beloved rabbi was dead and all the hopes and dreams they had
invested in Him were also seemingly dead.

Let us see how this message is received.
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11 And when they heard that He was alive and had been seen by her, they did not believe.

Let us try to imagine this scene. The disciples gathered together in a room. They are in a state of
abject misery. In comes Mary Magdalene full of unbridled joy. She tells them that she has just met
the risen Lord Jesus. Not only did she see Him, but she touched and spoke with Him. She must have
expected that they would respond with great happiness. When we give people life transforming
news we expect them to be elated. How tragic then for us to read that they did not believe her
testimony. Perhaps this should not surprise us. The unbelief of the disciples has been a constant
theme throughout Mark’s Gospel.

Did they disbelieve the testimony because it came from a woman? Perhaps this was the case.
Remember in that culture the testimony of a woman was not accepted in a court. Did they not
believe because Mary was considered unreliable, or prone to making up tall tails? Or did they
disbelieve her because Mary had the reputation for being a little strange, or even crazy! We have no
reason for suspecting this to be the case. After all they had seen and witnessed it's odd that they
simply dismiss what she says. Let us continue.

11 52 Of=lo]| KoL k= Zdut Do o] LENE = 22 S0k o 5K It

O ZHS chelol| EA Lt MXIS0| ot 2of| ERSLICE 252 S== Siokl USLCE K 5= Bl 7 B2
= Qg ORop | SERLICE Jid= F2bk F= o2 W P IRISLICL 4= JR2 HE
ORIt 122 DIR[0 O RESLICE 4= 120| 2 7 [BC= BIS2 Z0RH Ofefis AL 2=
oI OO O OO0 M 0000 00 IO O . J0H 30| e S92 |
K| 2RACR= A2 H0fHHISZR! 2RI p7k OZJ0] =22 22 OF 24RO MKISR| 242 Op iea Tt
Of| 284 BR[| OoiK|= FHIRSLICE

T1320[ oiKfoipiM 2P | [H20| 2R ST IS i RUEHE FH E210ikd= 0rde| S2H0] BE0|
A 2IOISOIIK| BRESLIEL DROP} RIS == Bi= MEOIRLIR OfLH RS X|ofUi= Z2o] R4S Ot-IH
HEP Rt OfefoA-t K101 DPSE = B =0 S BX| (US7IR P2k= O] AkORFL 4273t O
e SEHH OS2 1 BE 258 B =20t MKIS0| 0| SRis Thed| PABHS 20| & Ofefelt-It
AL




Mark 76 — Sermon Notes Page 8

12 After that, He appeared in another form to two of them as they walked and went into the
country. 13 And they went and told it to the rest, but they did not believe them either.

What we are reading here is a very condensed version of the encounter Jesus had with two of His
followers on the Emmaus road. You can read this fascinating story in Luke chapter 24. Let me
briefly summarise it here. Jesus joins the two men as they are travelling on the road from Jerusalem
to Emmaus. He doesn't reveal to them who He is. As they walk along He asks the two men what
they are discussing. They explain that they follow a man who they'd believed to be a prophet. They
thought He might just be the Messiah. The one who would rescue Israel from Roman rule. But
sadly things had not gone as they had hoped. This man upon whom they had pinned their hopes had
been crucified. The two men go on to say that some of the women in their company had gone to the
tomb and found it empty. An angelic being had told the women that this man is now alive. Two men
(John and Peter) also found the tomb empty, but none of them knew what it meant.

Jesus responds to these men by explaining how the Old Testament specifically says the Messiah
must die and be raised again. The two men invite their companion to stay for a meal. It isn't until
Jesus takes the bread, breaks it, and prays over it that they realize who He is. Jesus vanishes from
their sight, and they rush back to Jerusalem and report to the disciples.

The disciples are delighted to hear this news and go around sharing this amazing revelation with
everyone they meet. No, this is not what happens. Again they respond with unbelief. They didn't
believe a woman (Mary) and now they won't believe two men. A more direct manifestation is
required to break these men out of their unbelief. Let's find out what happens next.

12 1 ¥ FHRPHAER LV L U= ofYEo] CiE 2oz ISoipl LELEEL 13 IR 80| S0Pt
A 0] 2AMS CIE HKIS0iPl fikicH 152 0] it 2] It

O] TES2 Of=0| AP 2O T T SIS0t 2t LIES ZIER| |fet AL 0] SDI=2 0P t=
15224 YO SE = USLIEL 21| 228l 2AELIEE OF-EPHME OiRaE0IM APIR2 V1= 201 =
0O T T, 322 ARO[ +712K| IS0 BolR| RealL b ZoP k= SRt o2 30| 7955
=2kl QUEX EEHEE 252 ARISO0| HARIZEL FIAE ARS HECED 2l 352 10| HIZ O~
CIZS 20| SXOINM Tzt MK K= RECED 2SI IR QIERZAIE =i 50| HIZIE O
= TR RIRELIEE 50| SRS ZR{H Of AR—0| MAR 1ol MSEIRELIEL 5 AR ARSI 2510t 2|
QU S OXIS0| FEOf 7P 2L 70| BI0] RQIEE 2Rk ikl 22 EAP H RS0 I20| Xig &
ORACI TR, = M Sehi HER) = FEO| HIO| UAZS ERMXIZH 20| OfH 2P [RX| OF= A2 O
SRS

OfHk= IS0 AP F SRR FERA| 201-{0F SIEt 71=ot 71eo] x5S 20| oKL = Al

Of~EE A0l 2L OfAN S S0 0] 7 |=5k 20i0F 252 =20 1K ML O
M 252| AP ARKINA O52 20| ORaRo= =0 b MKISOH| L=t

HRIS2 O] 2AiE S0 7 ol Zht= = AR O] =212 AME TR OfLlR, K| RiSLIEL OfH
O J52 ShRyo= HISei [ 352 o[ OI20hE BX| RR4=H| Ol = SRl BX| RiatIt 322l =
A THERP | fiikt= TS 2REMNR1 =510| ERRiLCE TS0 72 20| ZOJLR=X| ZOREAEL

14 Later He appeared to the eleven as they sat at the table; and He rebuked their unbelief and
hardness of heart, because they did not believe those who had seen Him after He had risen.

Mark tells us that later, on that same Sunday evening (Resurrection day) Jesus appeared to the
eleven. Mark here means the remaining disciples. Actually there were only ten present. Judas
Iscariot had departed and Thomas was absent (John 20:24). The ten disciples were gathered together
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behind locked doors because they feared the Jewish authorities. Jesus we read in John came and
stood among them.

He gives them a very stern rebuke. He is greatly disappointed in them for two reasons. Firstly they
have failed to believe the eye-witness testimony of three followers. We don't know what the basis
was for this dismissal of eyewitness testimony. Did they think that these people were making the
whole thing up? Or that they were simply grief stricken and hallucinating? Or that they were simply
mistaken?

Secondly, and this is much worse their hearts are hardened to even the possibility of the
resurrection. Had they been just a little sceptical, or suspicious but at least been open to the
possibility of the resurrection then that would have been better. Not great, given all their
experiences but better. However they are totally closed to the possibility of the resurrection being
true. It is this attitude that earns them the strong rebuke. Let us continue and see that they Lord will
command these men to do.
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15 And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature. 16 He
who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned.

Mark here gives us his version of the Great Commission. We see it given slightly later in Matthew's
gospel. In Matthew, they receive the command to go and share the gospel when they have met Jesus
in Galilee. Here, in Mark they are still in Jerusalem. I want you to note that this is a command. It's
not a suggestion. In the military when an officer gives a command he expects it to be obeyed. It is
not open to discussion or debate. To disobey or refuse to obey an order is grounds for a court-
martial.

So Jesus is commanding the disciples to go. It's not an option, its an order. Where are they to go?
Jesus provides the widest possible scope for operation. All the world needs to know. There is
nowhere that is off limits. There are many places today where it is difficult or challenging for a
Christian evangelist to go. But this should not serve as an excuse. We are to obey our Lord's
command and trust Him to protect and provide for us.

What was it they were to tell people? They were to give them the gospel. The English word gospel
is the translation of the Greek noun euangelion meaning “good news,” and the verb euangelizo,
meaning “to bring or announce good news.” When we speak of the gospel we might have either a
broad or narrow definition in mind. Broadly speaking the gospel is the whole of Scripture. All that
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God has revealed is “good news” in the sense that it tells us about a God who created, loved and
desired to save us. More narrowly, the gospel is the good news concerning Jesus Christ and the
specific way of salvation. It is the narrow definition that the disciples are to preach to the world.

The word preach here is from the Greek root word kerusso. It can be translated as “fo proclaim” or
“to herald.”

In England every town has a town crier or a town herald. Today their role is purely ceremonial but
in the old days they performed an important public function. They would travel around the town to
prominent public places and shout out important news. They would announce in a loud booming
voice that a king or queen had died, a plague had hit the land, or that a war had been declared. The
disciples were called upon to perform a similar role for the people in their day.

They are to go out to all of God's creation and shout out to all willing to hear what needs to be
heard. What exactly is it that people need to hear?

Mark puts it simply, but in a way that a surface reading only may lead to a misunderstanding. Please
allow me to point out an important truth here in order to prevent confusion. You might read the first
part; who believes and is baptized will be saved and think that Mark is saying the following. In
order to be saved one needs to believe in Christ AND be baptised. That would make baptism a
requirement for salvation. That is not what Mark is teaching. Baptism is not a requirement for
salvation. The second part of the verse affirms this, but he who does not believe will be
condemned. Mark is saying that those who don't believe in Christ are condemned, not those who
believe but are not baptised. So simply put you can be saved without being baptized. So why be
baptised? Baptism comes as a response to salvation. When we a baptized we are giving a public
affirmation that we choose to follow Jesus. So this is why we should seek to be baptised, not
because it adds in any way to our salvation. Let us continue.
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17 And these signs will follow those who believe: In My name they will cast out demons; they
will speak with new tongues; 18 they will take up serpents; and if they drink anything deadly,
it will by no means hurt them; they will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover.”

These verses indicate that the disciples will be supernaturally empowered by God for the work they
are to do. They had already had some experience with this. Back in Mark chapter 6 we read about
Jesus equipping and sending out the twelve two by two. As part of this ministry they cast out
demons and healed the sick. Jesus tells them that they will again be empowered, or given spiritual
gifts in five particular areas.

The first spiritual gift would be the ability to cast out demons. In the beginning years of the church,
casting out demons was a common miracle that identified the speaker as a follower of Jesus (Acts
5:16; 8:7; 19:12). In one case, Paul cast out a demon just because it was irritating him (Acts 16:18).

They will also have the ability to speak with new tongues. This is the second gift. We have no
record of the disciples speaking in languages they didn't know prior to this point. However as we
know on Pentecost all that changed (Acts 2:1-13). God enabled them to speak real languages in
order to communicate with a whole range of different nationalities. I very purposefully used the
word “real” in that last sentence. Tongues in the New Testament were always human languages. In
the bible the gift of tongues is the God given ability to be able to speak a known language of which
you have no previous knowledge. It would be like God giving me the ability to speak in Russian so
that I could share the gospel with some Russians. So, this is not the “gift of tongues” practised by
many today. Tongues in most cases today is the uttering of complete gibberish that is understood by
no-one. What use would this have been in proclaiming the gospel and establishing the church?
None at all.

The third spiritual gift regards snakes. The disciples would be able to take up, literally pick up
serpents and not be harmed. Or more practically that the venom of snakes would not harm them.
Again we saw an example of this in the book of Acts. When the Apostle Paul arrives in Malta he is
bitten by a deadly viper (Acts 28:1-6). The local people watch him carefully expecting him to drop
dead at any moment. But God ensured that the viper's poison does not affect him. Sadly the same
could not be said for John David Brock. Brock was a member of Mossy Simpson Pentecostal
church in Jenson, Kentucky. In July of 2015 he was taking part in a snake-handling session at the
church. The rattlesnake he was holding bit him. He refused medical treatment, citing this verse from
Mark and later died of the poison.

The fourth spiritual gift is the ability to withstand the consumption of something deadly. This may
refer to the accidental drinking of something that is tainted or off. Without refrigeration foods and
drinks spoiled quickly in the ancient world. Drinking such a liquid wouldn't render the disciple sick
or debilitated.
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Or maybe if someone should seek to poison a disciple in order to stop them preaching the toxin will
not affect them. We do not have any accounts of this occurring in scripture but Jesus tells the
disciples that if they were to consume deadly liquids they will not harm them.

The fifth and final sign will be the ability to lay on hands and heal the sick. We have a great deal of
scriptural evidence for this in the book of Acts. Peter and John healed a lame beggar (Acts 3:1-10).
Soon after, the Holy Spirit becomes so present that even people who crossed Peter's shadow were
healed (Acts 5:12—16). Later, the Holy Spirit validated Paul's ministry by healing those who
touched an apron or handkerchief that Paul had previously touched (Acts 19:11-12).

So what's going on? Why did Paul show no ill effects from the snake bite but John David Brock
died? It's actually very simple. The sign gifts were only intended for a limited time. If you study
periods of signs or miracles throughout the scripture you will see that they were only ever for short
periods of time. The disciples would be empowered at this time in order to better and more
effectively establish the church. So as the first century came to a close so too did the sign gifts given
here. This does not mean that God does not continue to perform miracles today. He does.

But Jesus here is speaking directly to His disciples and equipping them for their mission. If the
disciples survived serpents and poison, it was because the Holy Spirit was validating their message
and providing divine protection. So just let me drive home the point. Please do not read this verse
and think that we are to measure or test our faith by handling dangerous snakes or drinking poison.
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19 So then, after the Lord had spoken to them, He was received up into heaven, and sat down
at the right hand of God.

Following His resurrection Jesus stayed on the earth for a further 40 days. He spent this time
teaching and preparing the disciples for what was to come. At the end of this time period He led the
disciples back toward Jerusalem. Near Bethany, He met with them one last time, telling them to
wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:1-9). Following this He was received or
taken up into heaven. This is how the event is recorded in Acts.

Now when He had spoken these things, while they watched, He was taken up, and a cloud
received Him out of their sight. (Acts 1:9)

Once the Lord Jesus reached heaven He sat down at the right hand of God the Father. That He
would do this is affirmed in several places in scripture. Jesus said that the Messiah will sit at God's
right hand in His teaching at the temple (Mark 12:35-37). Peter asserts that Jesus is at God's right
hand during his first sermon after he received the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:33). We also get Stephen's
account. As he is being stoned to death, he says he sees Jesus standing at God's right hand (Acts
7:55).

What does it mean to be at God the Father's “right hand?” God’s right hand is the place of highest
honour or favour with God the Father. In the bible it is often used as a symbol for strength and
power (Psalm 18:35; 20:6). Several psalms assert that salvation comes from God's right hand
(Psalm 60:5; 98:1; 108:6).

John Calvin in his Institutes explains Jesus taking up this position as follows,

“Christ was invested with lordship over heaven and earth, and solemnly entered into possession of
the government committed to him — and that he not only entered into possession once for all, but
continues in it, until he shall come down on Judgment Day” (Institutes 2.16.15).

The Lord Jesus will remain here, at God's right hand until He returns at the time of His second
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coming. Let us conclude our study of Mark's gospel with verse 20.
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20 And they went out and preached everywhere, the Lord working with them and confirming
the word through the accompanying signs. Amen.

What an appropriate way for this gospel of servant-hood to conclude. After all, a servants work is
never done. A master, or king can sit and rest but a servant always has things to do. The disciples
knew there was much work to be done. They did not sit around chatting or basking in the good
news they immediately began to work. This work involved them travelling around and preaching
the gospel as they went. We can read about how this transpired in the book of Acts. As they
faithfully went God confirmed they were doing His will by allowing them to perform signs that
confirmed who they were and the message they carried. Its amazing to think that this small group of
Jewish men (empowered by God) transformed the world.

And so our journey through Mark comes to its end. Let me close by giving you something to think
about.
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Things to think about
I have just one comment to make on today's passage of scripture.
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The continuing great commission

Before Jesus left the earth He gave the disciples a command. Today we refer to it as the great
commission. It was to go out into the world and share the good news (the gospel). How did the
disciples respond to this command? Did they sit around discussing things? Did they elect
committees? Did they develop three-year courses to train future evangelists? No they went straight
into action. Off they went and preached the gospel. They laid the foundations for the church. As we
know the key to success with any structure or organisation rests in its foundation. If the foundation
is suspect the whole edifice on top may be precarious. So we should be thankful for the solid
foundations the apostles built. But please note carefully the church is not complete. It's still being
built and expanded. The church remember comprises the people God calls out. It's not the brick and
mortar place we meet in each Sunday. So whilst God continues to call people the church is still
growing. It won't be complete until the end of the church age. That means that we are still living
under the great commission. The Apostles' work may have ceased when they died but every
subsequent generation picks up from where the previous left off.

It means that you and I are called to go out into the world to share the gospel. We are workmen
tasked with building Christ's church. What kinds of workmen will we be? Will we continue with
great passion and vigour, or will we be half-hearted and apathetic. It's interesting to think that God
could work in any way He chooses. He could build the church in whatever way He desired. He
chooses however to work in and through His people. You and me. That means as His servants we
are called to work and toil in this lost and dying world. There is much for each one of us to do. No
matter how small, ill-prepared or insignificant you may think you are God can use you. What a
great privilege that is. Mark's amazing gospel ends with Christ's disciples going out and preaching
everywhere. How will our record of service conclude? With us sitting around and being ineffective.
I hope not. Or with us going out and fulfilling the great commission? Let us follow the lead of those
first disciples and take the good news to the world.
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