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

Part VI
Chaps 14-16.8
The Ultimate Triumph
We come to our last study in Mark’s Gospel.

The plan today is to spend a little time on  chapter 14 and then move into the Passion narrative, becoming perhaps a little more devotional than usual as we tread the sacred ground of Gethsemane and all that followed.

Chapter 14

Verse 1: Notice we are only 2 days from the Passover – many books have been written debating whether Jesus was sacrificed on the cross on the Passover anniversary which of course celebrated the slaughter of the Passover lambs way back in Exodus – the blood had to be painted on the lintel as a sign to the angel of death – ‘don’t destroy the firstborn son in this house – pass over us – we are trusting in the shed blood of the lamb.’
We can’t be quite sure. John’s gospel gives more dates and if you wish to study that intriguing question start there!

Notice too that for the first time a definite decision has been made by Jesus’ enemies. He must die as soon as possible. ‘But we don’t want a riot.’ The most appalling  injustice, fabrication of evidence, perjury, you name it, of all time -  did not matter to these religious men; the possibility of crowd trouble was much more important. How depraved can anyone get, and these were  religious people.
Let’s spend a moment on the anointing of Jesus by Mary of Bethany.  Mark doesn’t name the woman, but John tells us it was his devoted friend and hostess Mary – they were apparently being entertained to dinner in Bethany by a neighbour called Simon the Leper. John also tells us that the ever faithful Martha was serving; probably Simon as a leper was a single man. John also tells us it was a dinner party in J’s honour. How lovely – at least 2 households in Bethany combining to honour J at the end of his ministry – the place you remember where He had raised Lazarus from the dead.

This lovely event has 2 features: One positive, one negative. Verse 9 is the positive. Jesus is so touched that he decrees that this act of love is to be remembered whereever the Christian Gospel goes forth worldwide! In the manger, the 3 Kings came and lavished treasures on the baby Jesus. As far as we know, it wasn’t until this occasion 33 years later that costly treasures were again lavished on Jesus. Does this teach us that as much as it is important to be good stewards of all we have, the Lord loves a cheerful giver more than a careful one. Ultimately the Lord looks not so much at the human wisdom of our acts, but at the love which motivates them.
The negative aspect of the event is of course is the disciples’ critical response, and more specifically the traitor Judas, who John tells us used to steal from the money bag as a matter of course.
 Judas had been with Jesus for 3 years; why Jesus chose him in the first place remains a mystery; there is nothing to suggest that he ever repented of his sins and believed in the Lord during those 3 years; of course even after his treachery he could have repented and come to the Lord. Verses 10 & 11 here show us he was simply motivated by greed.  Matthew 27.3-5 tell us that when he saw Jesus condemned to die, he was ‘seized with remorse’ and he returned the money and committed suicide.  But remorse is not repentance – 3 years of treachery and deceit had so hardened his heart that he couldn’t, it seems, bring himself to repent.

The Passover meal, the occasion for inaugurating the Lord’s Supper is the next event Mark recalls. Rather like the borrowed donkey, now we have unknown  and unnamed disciples providing a borrowed room. The room was furnished and ready for a strategic and vital part of God’s plan. Isn’t this an encouragement to those members of the church who are never in the limelight but who provide a vital service behind the scenes?
From verse 27 onwards we move into the garden of Gethsemane on the slopes of the  Mt of Olives.. Peter brags that he will never disown J even to the point of death. One day that boast will be proved true, one day Peter’s own martyrdom will come; and one day, just before his death,  Peter will write: “ Be self controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion  looking for someone to devour.” (1 Pet 5.8); but first Peter must learn through terrible failure. So often for God’s heroes, failure is the back door to their success.
His one hope, and it was the same for all the disciples, in the face of the coming onslaught, was to fortify himself thro’ prayer -   watch and pray. Earnest prayer in advance of the ordeal, and continual watchfulness at the time.
In verses 32 and 33 J sets up 2 rings of prayer supporters. The inner ring consists of the chosen 3, including Peter; the outer ring the other 8.
But they failed to pray. Even as they see, or certainly P, J and J did, the prostrate figure of their Master and friend pouring out his heart to his Father God, - verse 36 – “Abba Father, everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will be done.” Luke the doctor records in his account the perspiration like great drops of blood as He prayed the more earnestly.
But his appointed prayer warriors sleep on.  3 times Jesus came back to check – 3 times he found them sleeping. They see Him praying as never before; but prayer elides them.
What’s the lesson? Surround yourself with as many prayer supporters as possible; an outer ring of those who support you but are not entrusted with all the details; and then 2 or 3 intimate persons to whom you are accountable and who know everything. BUT don’t ask anyone to pray for you without checking that he is prepared to do the job – especially when the chips are down.

It’s a sacred trust – supporting someone, or some ministry, maybe a team in prayer. Don’t ever offer to do it for someone else unless you really mean it.

And so the arrest – only John writing much later than the other Gospel writers dares tell us that it was Peter who cut off the servant’s ear – probably Peter was dead by the time John wrote so there was little chance of retaliation. And note verse 51 - probably a verse of anonymous autobiography.

And so to the Sanhedrin – the Jewish court of  injustice. Never were the basic rules of Jewish OT justice so ignored. Never was there a court with such pre-judice. Prejudice. Pre-judging.

Jesus is magnificently dignified in the face of it – indeed divinely regal. His simple answer to the charges in verse 62 is the Divine affirmation  “I am”. He might have added “Before Abraham was, I am.”  But to the High Priest “I am” was enough. 

Jesus does add however a clear reference to the coming judgement………..If only the High Priest had had ears to hear He would have heard J saying……’Yes, maybe you think you sit in judgement on me today….but a day is coming when I shall come in the clouds to sit in judgement on you. 

In fact it was the Jewish priests who were on trial that day, and the sentence of execution would be carried out both in AD70 when the priests would be cut down at the altar, and again in a day to come when He comes in the clouds as judge of all men.
And so we move into the agony and passion of the Cross.
Verse 65 introduces the physical abuse; for the first time He suffers not merely words but violence. Note too, not just the pain of which far worse was to come, but  the terrible humiliation. The creator of each man who put the boot in, who spat, who punched and beat……. meekly – Isaiah tells us like a lamb being led to the slaughter – accepts it all. We all find it hard to be put down, to be laughed at, to be mocked…….don’t let’s forget that aspect of Jesus’ passion.

You know I think we get a hint here that Peter heard what was going on through the open doors and windows. V.54 – he was right in the courtyard; v.66 – he was below in the courtyard.

Peter had bragged about his loyalty, but it was self-deception. He was no match for the holocaust which came that night. Without prayer he was helpless. He denies 3 times – in the face of  torture such as J was facing ? – no, in the face of just one servant girl, and a handful of bystanders. How are the mighty fallen who do not prepare for the battle in prayer. How bitter the tears of failure when the cock crows! (verse 72)
And so to Pilate – chap 15
From Jewish injustice to an equally inexplicable failure of Roman justice – Roman law has such a high reputation in history that 2 millenia later, law students still study it and write exams in it. But not that night.

The innocent is condemned. The guilty is set free. Not a case of mistaken identity – nothing like that. Just a deliberate decision by a weak judge in response to a shouting crowd. Verses 10 and 14 – Pilate was in no doubt whatever that J had done nothing wrong, and that it was out of envy that the Jews wanted him executed.

Mockery – hadn’t there been enough already from the Jews? Now much more from the Roman soldiers. They seemed to delight in it – vv 16-20. They called together a whole company of soldiers to mock him. Note more spitting and false homage.
Verse 21- what a privilege for another Simon from Cyrene. Is there a hint that the first Simon, Jesus’ friend and right hand man – should have there to carry that cross?

Notice – that so much of the crucifixion account is about SUBSTITUTION. 

Jesus the innocent dies in place of the guilty Barabbas.

Simon steps in for Jesus, faint with loss of blood…..He can carry the cross but he can’t die on it.

It’s almost as if we are being prepared for the central truth of Calvary:

Sin is man substituting himself for God.

Salvation is God substituting himself for man.
At the cross of J, Pardon is complete

Love and justice mingle, truth and mercy meet.

Tho’ my sins condemn me, J died instead

There is full forgiveness in the blood He shed.

J bore my sins on Calvary

In my place He took the penalty

He came down from heaven above

How great my sin –

How deep his love.

I am at present re-reading the 8th and final volume of the authorized biography of the life of Winston Churchill. This volume alone runs to over 1400 pages. I don’t know the total number of pages of the 8 volumes – but well over 10,000. In the last volume there are 4 pages about his death and funeral.

Contrast the Gospels. One third of each Gospel is about J’s death.

The manner in which J died was considered terribly shameful. Infinitely worse than hanging – that’s bad enough. Saddam Hussein says as a soldier he should be spared that shame, and be executed by the much less ignoble means of the firing squad.

But Christians never stop talking about the Cross. I remember the headmaster of a school in Zimbabwe where I used to preach and take morning assembly often, calling me in and asking why I talked so frequently about the cross.

It’s a stumbling block to the Jews, and foolishness to the Greeks – anyone who thinks himself wise – but to those who recognize their sin and their need of a Saviour it is the glorious power of God!

There is no other way by which we can be saved. That’s why we didn’t choose a manger to remind us of Christ’s birth, or a scroll to remind us of his sublime teaching -  as the symbol of our faith.
That’s why – like no other religion – we celebrate the death of our founder, more than his life.

Let’s home in on verses 33 & 39 to understand the transaction that took place at Calvary.

Verse 33 tells us Jesus was facing a God of justice, rightly angry about what? Answer – the sin of the world that J was carrying on his shoulders.

The 6th hour was high noon. The sun should have been at its brightest in the sky.  Instead it was dark for 3 hours. It could not have been an eclipse – the Passover was always at full moon when a solar eclipse is impossible – and solar eclipses, even total, only last a few minutes.

Something supernatural was going on. This was the event that broke the very backbone of history. Darkness symbolizes God’s anger and judgement. God’s anger is a righteous, controlled personal hostility to all man’s sin.

Evil matters to God. Sin matters to God. Every sin is an affront to his holiness. If we care about injustices in the world He cares infinitely more.

God was angry, and it followed that J had to be abandoned. God is too holy to look upon sin. J could not address his Father as Abba Father – as he had done for 30 years, last time you remember Gethsemane – this time it had to be Eloi. That means God, my judge – gone are the warmth and the intimacy of Abba Father – God my daddy. God was judging Jesus – because he had sinned ? – of course not – but because I had sinned. He was my substitute.
DVD illustration – all my sin on this DVD. Left hand. Cuts me off from God. Rt hand Jesus on the cross. Is 53.6 – Jesus took the DVD and all its sordid contents on himself..

Lots of good stuff. But lots of sin, many sins, often known not to my friends, but all on God’s DVD.

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle – Sherlock Holmes creator – sent a telegram to  12 friends. “All is revealed. Flee” Within 24 hours, it is said, 6 had left the country.

Why is verse 38 so important? It tells me I am now accepted!

Instant unhindered access to the holy of holies. To God himself.

Who was the first to see, it or maybe he was second to the penitent thief – the Roman centurion who had killed so many men. V.39.

And so ends the greatest death of all time! But not of course the story! There’s another chapter in Mark’s gospel, and there’s always another chapter in the life of every penitent sinner who comes to the foot of the Cross and receives J and His forgiveness.
There was a new chapter for each of the disciples, and of course Peter. But not for Judas who knew only remorse, not repentance.

The cross always divides. 

You can see it even on the skyline of the City of London.. Look one way and you see the Old Bailey, England’s central criminal court where I sometimes worked in bygone days. On the top is Pomeroy’s golden statue of the goddess Justicia holding the scales of justice in one hand and the sword of judgment in the other. She is blindfolded, unable to show favoritism or partiality; the message is clear – the sword must fall on those found guilty.

But in God’s court there is no issue of guilt or innocence; all are guilty. So we turn 90 deg and see also on the skyline another golden symbol. The cross on the top of St Paul’s cathedral.

We all have to choose. The sword or the cross.

The Resurrection is of course the miracle of miracles. Although it had to happen. If J was God he had to be finally vindicated. Death could not hold him.

And death will not be able to hold any of us who have chosen the cross rather than the sword of justice.

Look finally at verse 7. ‘There you will see him, just as he told you.’

He had told them at least 3 times:

Chap 8.9 and 10: 

“ The Son of Man must be killed and after 3 days rise again.”

“They will kill him and after 3 days he will rise.”

“ The Gentiles will mock and spit on him, flog him and kill him. Three days later He will rise.”
So we end Mark’s Gospel on this note: Jesus always delivers on His promises. He died for you, He rose for you and He cannot fail you in the future.
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