READ, MARK, LEARN
A lightning trip though Mark’s Gospel

Part 2
Chaps 4-5
Jesus explains His Kingdom
Intro  Read  3.31-35, 4.11,33,34
Jesus has established his credentials and selected his team – that select group who he will train up in 3 years to change the world.
Jesus knew his ministry was limited to 3 years, and he knew His own  family were not among those called to be in his select group of friends and protégés. Jesus did not have time to wait for his family to recognize his mission and give their support to it – that came only very slowly. Mary who has treasured everything her Son did in his childhood and teenage years was at the Cross; were the rest of the family; we don’t know.

Remember that John tells us in Jn 8 that when Jesus went up to the Feast of the Tabernacles late on in his ministry – at a time when the Pharisees were tightening their net around him – John records:

For even his own brothers did not believe in Him (verse 8)

Jesus is about to begin his teaching; time is short; so earthly intimacy must give way to spiritual intimacy. Verse 35 makes it abundantly clear that the only qualification for admission to the secrets of the K of God is God’s Will.  Before He begins to proclaim the Kingdom he must turn from his fleshly family to his spiritual family.
The verses we have read highlight that. The secrets of the K – the explanation of the Parables – will be only for those ‘on the inside. his spiritual family. Henceforth there is always a division. 2 camps. 2 groups.
But this parable of parables teaches that the inside group, the spiritual family, is potentially wider than the 12. It is open to everybody who:

1. Does God’s will 3.35

2. Has ears to hear  4.9, 23-25 

So Mark is teaching us something very important in this chapter. It’s much more than the 4 parables themselves; it’s something that goes to the root of real discipleship. The question is how do I hear or respond to God’s word whenever I hear it expounded?
That governs whether I am on the inside of God’s plans or on the outside.

Knowing and participating in the will of God – that’s the test from the last verse of chapter 3 – involves not merely intellectual assent – “Hey, this is amazing teaching”  but true faith expressed for example by Peter’s exclamation at Caesarea Phillippi  in answer to the Lord’s question “but who do you say that I am?”    “You are the Christ, the son of the living God.”

There is a huge heart-gap between the crowd who follows the popular hero and those who are prepared to lay down their lives if necessary for the King and His Kingdom,

Even today we need constantly to ask ourselves, which camp am I in? Christ’s path was always a lonely path; nothing changes for the true  follower -  as the Master, so the true disciple.

And this explains why Jesus taught by parables. It was a method designed to sift the wheat from the chaff amongst his hearers. Other teachers might rejoice when great crowds followed them. Jesus however knew the mixed motives of the human heart – Jn.2.24 – after the first miracle at Cana – John records “But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all men.”
Later in Capernaum he says in John 6.26 “I tell you the truth, you are looking for me’ not because you saw miraculous signs, but because you ate the loaves and had you fill.”

Always. Always. Always. Jesus sees thro’ our veneer of thoughts to the motives inside.

Here is a strange and challenging Teacher: His parables are designed to test not the intelligence of the hearers, but their spiritual responsiveness.

And remember in things spiritual there is a sort of arithmetical progression: to him who has something more will be given – insight into one spiritual truth, perhaps one parable, will lead to spiritual perception in another area. That’s verses 24 & 25.
In this, as in all spiritual things, we either see or we do not see. To see is proof we have received the HS who alone can open spiritual eyes. We are blind by nature to the truth of God until He opens our eyes and gives us the mind of God. 1 Cor 2: We have the mind of Christ.

And you know this explains why many church people remain on the fringes indefinitely. Yes, they like the church family. They want to do their bit. They volunteer for church office. They are, if appearances count for anything, part of the church family. But their spiritual eyes have never been opened. Spiritual truths like repentance, assurance of salvation, the real meaning of the fear of God and much else remain veiled. In the terminology of John 3, they have never been born again.  
Look at Mark 4.12 – need one say more?

But make no mistake, this parable which comes first of all the parables in all 3 synoptic Gospels, is the key to all other parables because it deals with – look at v.13 – our reception of all Christ’s parabolic teaching.
When seed is sown, don’t blame the sower if the ground is not perfectly tilled and free from stones and weeds. Those things are a fact of a farmer’s life.

By analogy says Jesus, don’t blame the preacher – the parable is not about him – its about the hearer – God sends his rain on the just and the unjust. The question is how we respond?
The 4 categories – the hard heart, the shallow heart, the overcrowded heart and the good heart are all present whenever the Word of God is preached. And this principle does not only apply to what we call evangelistic preaching, when the preacher is seeking conversions, it refers to the whole of the Christian life which is one of continual and progressive response to spiritual revelation.

 So of all the 20 verses here on the parable of the hearer, the key one is undoubredly verse 9. ‘He who has ears to hear, let him hear.’
Never dismiss the Word of God without searching your own heart. Dr Cole is his commentary says: “The constant peril facing the believer is the temptation to apply the Word of God to others, without applying it first to himself.”

Do you know anything about that temptation? If I were a blue-blood charismatic I would ask you to raise you hand. But I’m only an apprentice charismatic preacher!

You see this is the point. If we want to understand a parable, if we want to do God’s will, the intellect poses no problem. If we qualify for the mind of Christ how can we fail to understand.

Always, always it comes back to last verse of chapter 3 – are you trying to do God’s will? Every morning when you wake up do you say – Lord today, I choose to do your will and bring glory to you.
The heart is where that decision is made – not the head. J spelt it out in Jn 7.17 to the Pharisees; “If anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out whether my teaching comes from God”

You see their problem was they didn’t have genuine enquiring minds. Their pride wanted to be rid of him. That was the goal of all their questions.

And so with us. Do I genuinely want to hear God’s word for me or have I come to church with a critical spirit? Critical of the worship – critical perhaps of prophetic words, critical even of the notices. Critical of the preacher, perhaps his style, perhaps his anecdotes    ?
What sort of ground in me is this talk falling on today?  Hard, shallow, overcrowded or a good receptive heart?

This is serious stuff:  - look again once more at vv 24-25.
That’s the typical backslider:  A heart that does not choose every day to do God’s will, quickly becomes hard, or shallow or choked with other things, and all of a sudden all that I had – my joy, my zeal, my thirst for more – its all gone – taken from me.

So do you see how this parable is the key to all parables.?

And remember of course when J was telling this parable he was practicing what he was preaching. He was sowing the seed. He was his own visual aid.

Second Parable:  vv 21-22
Why put in this little parable?  I think Jesus was using this parable to answer the question in the disciples hearts: ‘Lord we haven’t yet latched on to this method of yours of not telling it straight. Why hide things?’ Jesus says look – you know how you may have to light the lamp out of the wind in a concealed place– but the objective is to bring light. The ultimate purpose is to reveal truth, not conceal it. But  it’s a two stage process – the temporarily hidden stage is the testing stage – has the hearer got ears to hear? Is he choosing to do God’s will? If so, the truth will be revealed. All is brought out into the open. That’s why he adds again vv 22-24 and 25 after only a 2 verse parable.

There is a law of spiritual revelation. We choose to hear or not to hear. We choose to do God’s will or ignore His will. We choose spiritual atrophy or spiritual growth. If we choose to learn, and then to pass on to others, more is given to us. The OT Rabbis used to call it minor to major. Is your Christian life at present in the minor key; that’s fine as long as you choose to be a hearer – you will soon move into a major key.
Third Parable  vv 26-29

Again there’s a clear link. Verses 27 & 28 are the movement from the minor to the major key of the Christian life. It’s growth in grace to borrow a phrase from the last verse of Peter’s second letter’

No striving, no hair shirt, just simply one day at a time, then going to sleep and getting up, all the time the Divine creator ensures we see more and more. Our veiled eyes are opened more and more; we move everyday imperceptibly closer to the major until one day – verse 29, the harvester takes me home and I see Him face to face. I know Him even as I am known.
Fourth Parable  vv 30-32
A tiny seed produces a huge tree.  It could happen here tonight. Someone here says, I haven’t got many years left, but from now on I’m going to be a hearer. Even at this late stage in my life move me, Lord, from the minor to the major. I choose tonight to put your will above all else.
Verses 35-41
Do you remember the 6 credentials which Jesus showed in chapters 1-3?

Teaching with authority

Power over evil spirits

Healing
Forgiving sins

Unparalled popularity and yet a desire to shun it.

Lord of the Sabbath

Talking in riddles

Now he adds one more. He is Lord over nature. He controls the natural processes of creation.

Who is this? Even the winds and waves obey Him?
I want us to notice 2 things:
This boat trip was undertaken at J’s suggestion. There was no question of the disciples having taken a wrong turning, or being outside the will of God.

And yet this terrible life-threatening storm hits them.

Why?

Surely there is a very important lesson here. Even when we are in the centre of the Lord’s will and busy with his business, Satan is active too.

Don’t be surprised when you are tested by problems, illness, and any other sort of fiery dart from the wicked one. It does not mean you are in the wrong place or that you have misheard God.
J’s own ministry and the trials He endured are proof enough of that.
Secondly, notice that the Lord’s sleep in the boat was both the sleep of weariness and the rest of faith. We too need both!

Chapter 5
We have only a few moments to identify the gems in chapter 5. Really it belongs more to last week’s talk –Jesus’s credentials,

than to explaining the Kingdom.
We have another instance of overcoming demons – in fact the worst case of demon-possession which J ever had to deal with. This wasn’t one demon, or 7 demons, as we have elsewhere. This was a battalion of demons.

This is followed by a case of incurable disease and the first raising of a dead person. Jesus having shown He was Lord over nature in the boat, goes on to show that He is Lord over every demon, every disease and even Lord over death itself. 

So very quickly:

Verses 6&7:   What a vivid example of James’ statement that ‘even the Devils believe and tremble.”

How extraordinary that ordinary men are so slow to recognize J’s divinity when the demons have an immediate insight into it.
There could be no better reply than that to the Pharisees’ accusation in 3.22 that by the prince of demons He was driving out demons.

Why send the demons into the pigs? We don’t know. Perhaps this was such a severe case of demon possession that the reality of the expulsion had to be clear for all to see. Some suggest that the 2000 doomed pigs matched the number of demons expelled,

Others have suggested that the pigs provided a sort of lightning conductor diverting spiritual violence from the healed man to the pigs.

Others suggest that the owners of the pigs were Jews – this is borne out perhaps by  v.17 – and the Jews should never have been breeding pigs and selling pork to the Gentiles.

Next notice the striking contrast between the local people who begged J to leave, and the healed man who begged to be allowed to stay with him. There is another paradox. In other healings, including the raising of the little girl at the end of this chapter, Jesus commands silence. But the healed demoniac is told to return home and spread the good news.
The answer is almost certainly that this most unlikely candidate was appointed the first missionary to a remote part of the country where J himself could not continue to minister. Decapolis is a large remote area to the east of Galilee. Jesus as we see from verse 21 knew his ministry was back on the other side of the lake.

The woman with the incurable hemorrhaging and Jairus, the synagogue ruler were both marked by great faith. The woman knew that just to touch Jesus’ garment would bring healing – but Jesus asked her to confess with her mouth also – v.35
Jairus’ faith was severely tested. His daughter was dying. He needed J now, now now. But the crowds delayed his progress and then J stops and turns aside to meet with the woman.

But of course there was divine purpose in it all. The little girl was meant to die, in order that she should be the first person to be raised from the dead. The son of the widow of Nain and Lazarus were to follow.

But I love the last line of the chapter – rather than bask in the astonishment and gratitude of all around him, J is concerned for the practical human needs of the little girl. 

What a God! But what a Man also! What a blend of the divinity and humanity!
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