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The Road Not Taken
By Robert Frost

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less travelled by,
And that has made all the difference.



Lent 2015 Study Guide

THEME
Lord, Teach Us

PURPOSE
To take a clear look at Jesus’ way of thought and action, how it stands in contrast to the world’s 
alternatives, and how to empower us to do it better.

Introduction to Our Study
Our new Long Range Plan describes the mission of our church this way: “Our mission is to send 
well-equipped disciples of Jesus into the world: compassionate, generous, resilient and wise.” But 
what does it mean to be a disciple of Jesus? How do we do it?

In the Gospels, “disciple” literally means “student.” To be a disciple is to be a life-long learner in 
the Way of Jesus Christ. 

The purpose for calling people into discipleship is analogous to the purpose for healing a person 
who is sick. A person calls an individual who needs an alternative mode of thought and action, just 
as a person heals an individual who needs an alternative state of mental and physiological being.1 

Jesus calls us into discipleship to him. This requires us to learn his ways of thinking and acting … to 
see how his ways differ from the ways of the world … and to structure our lives in ways that best 
equip us to keep following him.

Introduction to the Study Guide
This Study Guide was designed to facilitate small group discussions, but feel free to use it for  
personal devotions as well. In this guide, we’ll be engaging in an examination of the Biblical text 
that will be used for the Sunday sermon, and we’ll also be engaging in personal reflection upon our 
lives in light of God’s Word. 

At the end of each study is a section called “Spiritual Practices.” These historic Spiritual Practices 
give a way to continue to reflect upon the weekly theme and are intended for your personal use. 
Think of them as building a tool box of tools to increase our knowledge of God, our love for God 
and our service in the world. I am indebted to Adele Ahlberg Calhoun and her book, Spiritual  
Disciplines Handbook, for introducing the concept that each Spiritual Practice addresses a desire 
of our hearts. We will not sustain Spiritual Practices because we “should.” But when we see how a 
Spiritual Practice addresses a heart-desire, it is enormously helpful.

1 Vernon K. Robbins. Jesus the Teacher, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), p. 109



Introduction to Small Groups
Small groups are a wonderful tool (a workshop, if you will) for spiritual growth. We hope that these 
groups are a great experience for you and those you study with. As you meet, please feel free to 
share your thoughts and learnings, and also leave space for others to share. Careful listening is a 
wonderful tool for spiritual growth, and it is amazing how God uses the group process to magnify 
learnings. 

Introduction to Mark
Mark was probably the first of the four gospels, and it may have been the first true gospel ever to 
be written. Mark may then have invented the form of book that we call a gospel; there does not 
seem to have been anything quite like it before in the ancient world. It seems likely, however, that 
all the other gospel writers knew of Mark, and Matthew and Luke are generally thought to have 
used his gospel when writing theirs (of course, they also added material from other sources). The 
‘good news’ had certainly been preached by word of mouth long before it was written down. There 
were, therefore, probably many short collections of the sayings and doings of Jesus which had 
been made before Mark was written. Maybe, for instance, there was a written account of the last 
week of Jesus’ life, including the story of the cross, since that was so important. Mark’s gospel was 
probably the first time that so many of these stories about Jesus had been brought together, and 
this may explain why the gospel seems a little ‘rough and ready’ to some. Others, however, discern 
a skillful arrangement of material by the author and explain the apparent ‘roughness’ by saying that 
Mark reproduced much early material without making many changes.

Date
Mark’s gospel was probably written quite early, perhaps between ad 60 and 70, i.e. only about 30 
years after the death of Christ. That would put it around the time of the deaths of Paul and Peter, 
which we think took place about ad 64, and just before the Roman armies destroyed Jerusalem in 
AD 70. Although it would not matter if it was written later, this pre-70 date would fit better with 
what early Christians said about the gospel and also with what the gospel itself says. For example, 
in Mk. 13 Jesus prophesies the fall of Jerusalem, but there is no hint in the text that the prophecy 
has been fulfilled by Mark’s time.

Author
The book was probably written by the John Mark of whom we read several times in the NT (e.g. 
Acts 12:12). We have to say ‘probably’ because, as in so many other cases, we cannot be certain. 
Although the gospel itself nowhere says that it was written by Mark (the heading at the beginning 
is not part of the gospel but only its ‘title page’), the early Christians had no doubts about it. John 
Mark was not a famous figure like Paul or Peter, so there does not seem to have been any good 
reason for his name being given as author unless it was so. He was a younger co-worker at different 
times with Paul, Barnabas (his relative; Col. 4:10) and Peter. 

The early church believed that Mark got many of his facts from Peter, for they knew that Mark 
himself had not been a disciple of Jesus during his lifetime. We cannot prove this point, but we do 
know that both Mark and Peter were together in Rome in later years (1 Pet. 5:13). We also know 
that Peter was intending before his death to make a permanent record of his memories of Christ 
(2 Pet. 1:15). 



Purpose of the Gospel
It would seem that Mark had more than one purpose in mind when he wrote his gospel.

1. To make the good news accessible to Gentiles. Mark seems to have been written with a  
missionary purpose, to spread the good news to the outsiders, the non-Jewish world.

2. To encourage those facing persecution. Rome, being the imperial capital and therefore  
directly under the eye of central government, was the very place where persecution was most 
likely to occur.

3. To defend the faith. Mark could be described as an apologist for the Christian faith. Like 
Luke in Acts he wanted to show that Christians were good citizens of the Roman Empire, not 
revolutionaries. Mark makes clear that in the case of Jesus, the charges that he was a rebel 
against Rome were trumped up and completely false. Marks wants to explain the true nature of 
Christianity and remove false ideas about it that might hinder evangelism.

4. To explain the significance of the cross. Mark is anxious to avoid not only political but also 
religious misunderstanding, which was a far more serious hindrance when preaching the gospel, 
his great task. He makes it clear that the death of Jesus was not a tragic accident but part of 
God’s plan from the start, and that Jesus not only knew this but also told his disciples of it. He 
is clear that the cross was God’s age-old plan of salvation, even if he does not quote as much 
from the Old Testament as the other gospel writers do, to prove the point.

Mark points out in his gospel that Jesus was not merely a good man or even a prophet: he was the 
Son of God. He proves this, not by telling the story of the virgin birth (which he must have known) 
but by showing how God himself proclaimed Jesus as his Son at his baptism and later at the  
transfiguration.

Jesus never told anyone directly that he was God’s Son or the Messiah; he did not even admit it 
publicly until his trial before the high priest. This silence of Jesus is what we mean by the ‘Messianic 
Secret’: he waited until God revealed it to others. For example, Peter came to realize that Jesus 
was the Messiah and acknowledged him as such, but the idea of a suffering Messiah was still very 
far from his mind (Mk. 8:29). Jesus accepted the title when it was given to him, but not if the  
witness was given by demons.

Part of the reason for Jesus’ reluctance to reveal his true identity was that he did not wish to be 
known as a mere wonder-worker. Perhaps this is a word of warning for us today, in the midst of 
times of spiritual renewal in which we all rejoice, for such times bring their own danger. Jesus 
saw his task rather as that of bringing the good news about God and his rule, and that is why he 
warned healed people not to tell of their healing. It also explains why he escaped from the crowds 
when there was a danger of his mission becoming a mere ‘healing campaign’ and no more.

The secret became plain at the cross. The words of the Roman officer (15:39) were, for Mark, a 
clear confession that Jesus was the Son of God, whatever the centurion himself may have meant at 
the time. The second proof was the empty tomb and the message of the angel on the resurrection 
morning: the Son of God had conquered death and his identity need no longer be a secret.2 

2New Bible Commentary: 21st century edition. 1994 (D. A. Carson, R. T. France, J. A. Motyer & G. 
J. Wenham, Ed.) (4th ed.) (946–948). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press.



Reading Through the Gospel of Mark
We will be studying six particular texts in Mark, but we encourage you to read the entire Gospel. 

We suggest doing it two times, in two ways. 

• First, in preparation for Lent, read the Gospel of Mark in one sitting. Though that sounds 
daunting, Mark is only 16 chapters long, only about 20 pages in most Bibles. It’s very doable, 
and will give you a bird’s-eye view of Jesus’ life and ministry.

• Second, read the chapters in between our weekly lessons. Since you’ll have a full week to 
read just a few pages, you can read more slowly and prayerfully. This will help understand 
the context for each week’s lesson better.

• Always be open as God brings other/additional things to your mind in your weekly reading.

Summary Outline: Here’s a bird’s-eye view of our Lenten Study topics and texts

Sunday Text Worldly Value Kingdom Counterpoint

February 15 Mark 8:34 – 9:8 Self-fulfillment
Self-indulgence

Deny Ourselves, take 
up our cross and follow

February 22 Mark 1:15-21 Self-planning Follow, the Kingdom 
of God is at Hand

March 1 Mark 2:23 – 3:6 Time is mine to do 
with what I want

Sabbath Keeping
Rebooting priories
Mindfulness of God’s 
grace

March 8 Mark 4:1-20 Worldly distractions
Fear of missing out
Always plugged in

Focus: what gets in the 
way?
Learn to live Jesus’ 
way

March 15 Mark 6:30-44 Self-serving Service & serving in 
practical ways

March 22 Mark 9:30-37 Personal aspirations 
and ambitions

Set down worldly  
aspirations and  
ambitions for sacred 
calling

  

 
  
 
  
 



February 15: Transfiguration Sunday
Mark 8:34 – 9:8 (NRSV)

34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let 
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who want to save their 
life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 
36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37Indeed, what can they 
give in return for their life? 38Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and 
sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his 
Father with the holy angels.” 9And he said to them, “Truly I tell you, there are some standing here 
who will not taste death until they see that the kingdom of God has come with power.” 

2Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain 
apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, 3and his clothes became dazzling 
white, such as no one on earth could bleach them. 4And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, 
who were talking with Jesus. 5Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us 
make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 6He did not know what to 
say, for they were terrified. 7Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a 
voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” 8Suddenly when they looked around, they saw 
no one with them anymore, but only Jesus. 

Focus Verse 
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves, take up their cross and follow 
me.” – 8:34

Context
Peter has just made his great confession that Jesus is the Christ, an amazing declaration of faith 
and trust. But then Jesus declares that he will eventually have to go to the Cross and die. Peter 
protests and is rebuked. The crowd comes alongside Jesus and the disciples, and Jesus teaches a 
challenging word about what it means to follow him.

Important Words
Deny: (ἀρνέομαi - arneomai): to refuse to give thought to or express concern for—‘to disregard, to 
pay no attention to, to say No to.’ There are a number of problems involved in rendering  
appropriately ἀρνέομαιd and ἀπαρνέομαιb as in Lk 9:23 and Mk 8:34. In a number of languages it  
simply makes no sense to translate ‘to say No to oneself,’ nor is it possible in many instances to 
use an expression such as ‘to deny oneself,’ since it almost always implies to deny oneself  
something. Sometimes the meaning may be expressed in a figurative or idiomatic manner, for  
example, ‘to refuse to pay attention to what one’s own desires are saying’ or ‘to refuse to think 
about what one just wants for oneself.’ 
 • In certain instances other kinds of idioms may be employed, for example, ‘to put oneself at  
    the end of the line’ or even ‘to say to one’s heart, Keep quiet.’3 

Follow (ἀκολουθέω - akolouthew): a go/come behind; to accompany, to be a disciple

Listen (ἀκούω - akouo): we get the word “acoustic from this root: to hear; be able to hear; receive 
news; pay attention to; obey; understand”4  



Commentary
In that time and place, there were many itinerant teachers roaming the world. They each had  
message, and many gathered significant followings. Each asked interested listeners to follow them, 
and many did. So when Jesus asks this of the disciples and, later, the crowd, this would not have 
been a surprise to those listening.

In verse 34, Jesus summoned the crowd, interested onlookers (cf. 4:1, 10–12; 7:14–15), along with 
His disciples and addressed them both. His words, If anyone (not just the Twelve) would come after 
Me (cf. 1:17) indicated that Jesus was talking about their following Him as disciples (cf. 1:16–20). 
He then stated two requirements which, like repent and believe (cf. 1:15), are bound together.

Negatively, one must deny oneself decisively (“deny” is an aorist imperative) saying no to selfish 
interests and earthly securities. Self-denial is not to deny one’s personality, to die as a martyr, or to 
deny “things” (as in asceticism). Rather it is the denial of “self,” turning away from the idolatry of 
self-centeredness and every attempt to orient one’s life by the dictates of self-interest. Self-denial, 
however, is only the negative side of the picture and is not done for its own sake alone.

Positively, one must take up one’s cross, decisively (“take up” is also an aorist imperative) saying 
yes to God’s will and way. Cross-bearing was not an established Jewish metaphor. But the figure 
was appropriate in Roman-occupied Palestine. It brought to mind the sight of a condemned man 
who was forced to demonstrate his submission to Rome by carrying part of his cross through the 
city to his place of execution. Thus “to take up one’s cross” was to demonstrate publicly one’s  
submission/obedience to the authority against which he had previously rebelled.

Jesus’ submission to God’s will is the proper response to God’s claims over self’s claims. For Him 
it meant death on the cross. Those who follow Him must take up their (not His) cross, whatever 
comes to them in God’s will as a follower of Jesus. This does not mean suffering as He did or  
being crucified as He was. Nor does it mean stoically bearing life’s troubles. Rather, it is obedience 
to God’s will as revealed in His Word, accepting the consequences without reservations for Jesus’ 
sake and the gospel. 

(cf. 8:35). For some this includes physical suffering and even death, as history has demonstrated (cf. 
10:38–39). 

In Jesus’ words, Follow Me, “follow” is a present imperative: “(So) let him/her keep following Me” 
(cf. 1:17–18; 2:14; 10:21, 52b; cf. “daily” in Luke 9:23). Saying no to self and yes to God is to  
continue all through one’s following Jesus (cf. Rom. 13:14; Phil. 3:7–11).5

3Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Vol. 1: Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 
semantic domains (electronic ed. of the 2nd edition.) (355–356). New York: United Bible Societies.

4Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Vol. 2: Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 
semantic domains (electronic ed. of the 2nd edition.) (8). New York: United Bible Societies.

5Grassmick, J. D. (1985). Mark. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge  
Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck, Ed.) (Mk 8:34).  
Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.



Reflecting on the text
Jesus uses the word “want:” If any want to become my followers….

• Why would one want to be a follower of Jesus?
• What does it look like to be a follower of Jesus?
• Who do you know whose Christian life is a strong example to you?

There are three “polarities” in the text. Discus them:
• Want/deny (verse 34)
• Save/love (35)
• Gain/forfeit (36)

What might the disciples thought of the call to deny themselves? 
• What might they have thought they could lose?
• What might they have imagined they could gain?

Jesus says that some will see the Kingdom of God come “with power.” At the Transfiguration: 
Elijah was considered the greatest of the Prophets, & Moses was the bearer of the Law. How 
might the vision of the three together communicate the concept of a powerful God?

Mark records the Transfiguration at the very center of his Gospel. What might be the  
significance of this?

Read 2Peter 1:16-18 
For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. 17For he received honor 
and glory from God the Father when that voice was conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory, saying, 
“This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 18We ourselves heard this voice come 
from heaven, while we were with him on the holy mountain.

• This is Peter’s reflection on the Transfiguration, written toward the end of his life. 
• Why did this event, over all the others in Peter’s life with Jesus, make such an impression on 

him that it is the one he writes about?

Responding to the text
What brings you fulfillment?

What does it mean for us deny ourselves to follow Jesus? What would it mean for you?

When have you:
• Denied yourself for Jesus?
• Followed Jesus?

What is hardest about self-denial? Is it that act of doing it, or is it the consequences, or  
neither?

What is hardest about following?

At the Transfiguration, Peter desires to preserve the experience by “building three shelters” 
for Moses, Elijah and Jesus.

• When have you had a God-experience that you wanted to preserve, or never end?
• How did that experience reshape or influence your life?



Spiritual Practice: Confession and Self-Examination
Desire: to surrender my weaknesses and faults to the forgiving love of Christ and intentionally  
desire and embrace practices that lead to transformation.6

Confession frees us to follow Christ wholeheartedly. In the experience of confession, we do several 
things:
o We unburden ourselves
o We encounter the forgiving love of God
o We receive a fresh start
o We declare our trust in God’s grace

This week, use your prayer time to confess your sins and receive the assurance of your  
forgiveness as Scripture teaches us:

As you receive God’s forgiveness and experience God’s love, reflect upon what it means to  
follow Christ, and be open to experiences of God’s in-breaking love in your daily life.

Scripture for the week:
1 John 1:8-9: If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If 
we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.

6Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, (Inter Varsity Press, 2005)



February 22: Lent 1
Mark 1:15-21

14Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15and 
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the 
good news.” 16As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew 
casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 17And Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I will 
make you fish for people.” 18And immediately they left their nets and followed him. 19As he went a 
little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the 
nets. 20Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired 
men, and followed him. 

21They went to Capernaum; and when the Sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and taught. 

Focus Verse 
“Jesus said, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.’” OR “The kingdom of God has come 
near; turn, and believe in the good news.” 

Context
Mark begins his Gospel with John the Baptist preaching in the desert, and baptizing people as they 
confess their sins. He immediately points out that one more powerful than he is on the way. Jesus’ 
baptism by John in the Jordan River marks the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, and he begins 
his proclamation that the Kingdom of God is near. His first act is to call disciples to follow him.

Commentary
There is a long-standing debate on the function and extent of this section, which is usually called 
Mark’s prologue. It would appear that its purpose (like the birth narratives in Matthew and Luke 
and the prologue in John) is to introduce the reader to Jesus’ true significance as Messiah and Son 
of God before the story about him begins. But where does the prologue end and the gospel  
‘proper’ start? Is it just the first verse that is introductory or vss. 1–8? If the introduction includes 
vss. 2–11 then the place of John the Baptist is shown to be very important, not only as the  
promised herald or forerunner of the Messiah but also as setting the pattern for his life, rejection 
and death.7 

Kingdom of God: The declaration, The kingdom of God is near, presents a key feature of Jesus’ 
message. “Kingdom” (basileia) means “kingship” or “royal rule.” Involved in the term is the  
sovereign authority of a ruler, the activity of ruling, and the realm of rule including its benefits. Thus 
“the kingdom of God” is a dynamic (not static) concept that refers to God’s sovereign activity or 
ruling over Creation.8 

7New Bible commentary: 21st century edition. 1994 (D. A. Carson, R. T. France, J. A. Motyer & G. J. 
Wenham, Ed.) (4th ed.) (950). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press.

8Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co.)



This concept was familiar to the Jews of Jesus’ day. In light of Old Testament prophecy (cf. 2 Sam. 
7:8–17; Isa. 11:1–9; 24:23; Jer. 23:4–6; Micah 4:6–7; Zech. 9:9–10; 14:9) they were expecting a 
future messianic (Davidic) kingdom to be established on earth. So Jesus did not have to arouse 
interest in His message. His hearers naturally understood His reference to the kingdom of God to 
be the long-awaited messianic kingdom predicted in the Old Testament.9 

Jesus did not invent the term “fishers of men.” In that day, it was a common description of  
philosophers and other teachers who “captured men’s minds” through teaching and persuasion. 
They would “bait the hook” with their teachings and “catch” disciples. It is likely that as many as 
seven of our Lord’s disciples were fishermen (John 21:1–3). Surely the good qualities of successful 
fishermen would make for success in the difficult ministry of winning lost souls: courage, the  
ability to work together, patience, energy, stamina, faith, and tenacity. Professional fishermen  
simply could not afford to be quitters or complainers!10 

Reflecting on the Text
John goes almost immediately from having a successful public ministry to being arrested and 
removed from further impact. 

• Why might Mark not feel the need to supply more details?
• What might God me up to in John’s life?

Mark is specific about the first details of Jesus’ public ministry:
• He came to Galilee
• He proclaimed the Good News
• He called fishermen to follow and engage in a meaningful life and ministry with him
• He went to a city called Capernaum and taught on the Sabbath
• Why is Mark so specific in these details? Why doesn’t he just start with the content of Jesus’ 

teaching?

Why would the people of Jesus’ day be interested in the “kingdom of God?” What other 
kingdoms were dominant in that time and place? What better kingdom might they have been 
hoping for?

9Grassmick, J. D. (1985). Mark. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge  
Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck, Ed.) (Mk 1:15).  
Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.

10Wiersbe, W. W. (1996). The Bible exposition commentary (Mk 1:14–22). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.



Responding to the Text
Where do you see evidences of God’s kingdom, or influence, in our world?

Is it hard to follow Jesus today?
o In what areas of life is it particularly difficult?
o In what areas is it easier?

As the culture around us has become more secular: 
o How has this made it harder to follow Jesus?
o Are we even aware of the secular pressures around us?

How is “following” influenced by the relationships around us?

How does our church assist you in following Jesus? How can our church community help you?

Spiritual Practice: Examen
Desire: to notice both God and my God-given desires throughout the day.11 

This week we are thinking about how to navigate the tension between the world’s assumption 
that we get to plan every aspect of our lives, as against the Gospel’s demand that we follow 
Jesus. Last week we considered how to identify and confess in order to follow Jesus. This 
week we want to try to take a more general but clear look at our lives.

Examen is a Latin word that means, not surprisingly, “to review.” It is a classic spiritual practice 
used to evaluate how well we have followed Christ in that day. It means taking some time to 
listen for God’s voice or look for God’s presence in our lives. For example:

• Who did we meet and how did we interact with them?
• What did we do with our time and resources? Did we act faithfully with them?
• Did we see the presence of God in others today?
• Did the Holy Spirit guide us to do something?
• What blessing did I receive from God?

Scripture to help us: 
• Philippians 1:9-10: And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with 

knowledge and full insight 10 to help you to determine what is best, so that in the day of 
Christ you may be pure and blameless, 11 having produced the harvest of righteousness 
that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.

 

11Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, (Inter Varsity Press, 2005)



March 1: Lent 2
Mark 2:23 – 3:6

23One Sabbath he was going through the grainfields; and as they made their way his disciples 
began to pluck heads of grain. 24The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not 
lawful on the Sabbath?” 25And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he and 
his companions were hungry and in need of food? 26He entered the house of God, when Abiathar 
was high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to 
eat, and he gave some to his companions.” 27Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for 
humankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath; 28so the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” 

3Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there who had a withered hand. 2They watched 
him to see whether he would cure him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse him. 3And he said 
to the man who had the withered hand, “Come forward.” 4Then he said to them, “Is it lawful to do 
good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save life or to kill?” But they were silent. 5He looked around 
at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart and said to the man, “Stretch out 
your hand.” He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 6The Pharisees went out and  
immediately conspired with the Herodians against him, how to destroy him. 

Focus Verse 
“The Sabbath was made for humankind, not humankind for the Sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord 
even of the Sabbath.” – 2:27-28

Context
Jesus and his disciples are in the early stages of their life together, and Jesus is setting the tone 
for all that will follow. Immediately preceding this passage, Jesus has called the last of his disciples 
and answered an important question about his identity. In our text for today he tries to teach the 
disciples about God’s perspective on the Sabbath day and what may be done on the Sabbath. He 
teaches by picking some corn, using an Old Testament story about King David, and by healing a 
man with a withered hand.

Key Words 
Sabbath: (Hebrew: šabbāṯ, from the root šāḇaṯ, ‘to cease’, ‘to desist’).12  

The Sabbath was instituted by God to benefit the nation of Israel. As Martin Fishbane has 
written: The Sabbath sanctifies time through sanctioned forms of rest and inaction. On this day 
certain workaday activities and busyness are suspended and brought to a halt. In their stead, a 
whole host of ways of resting the body and mind are cultivated.13

12Young, E. J., & Bruce, F. F. (1996). Sabbath. In D. R. W. Wood, I. H. Marshall, A. R. Millard, J. I. 
Packer & D. J. Wiseman (Eds.), New Bible dictionary (D. R. W. Wood, I. H. Marshall, A. R. Millard, J. 
I. Packer & D. J. Wiseman, Ed.) (3rd ed.) (1032). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press.

13Michael Fishbane. Sacred Atonement: A Jewish Theology. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2008), pp. 124-5.



Commentary
The Sabbath was cherished by the Jews as a sacred institution. God gave the people of Israel the 
Sabbath after they came out of Egypt (Ex. 20:8–11; Neh. 9:14), and it was a special sign between 
Israel and Jehovah (Ex. 31:13–17). There is no record in Scripture that God ever gave the Sabbath 
to any other nation. So, when Jesus began openly to violate the Sabbath traditions, it was like  
declaring war against the religious establishment. He began His campaign by healing a man who 
had been sick for thirty-eight years (John 5), and then followed with the events recorded in this 
section.

Jewish tradition stated that there were thirty-nine acts that were strictly forbidden on the Sabbath. 
Moses had prohibited work on the Sabbath, but he did not give many specifics (Ex. 20:10). It was 
wrong to kindle a fire for cooking (Ex. 35:3), gather fuel (Num. 15:32ff), carry burdens (Jer. 17:21ff), 
or transact business (Neh. 10:31; 13:15, 19). But Jewish tradition went into great detail and even 
informed the people how far they could travel on the Sabbath (200 cubits, based on Josh. 3:4). In 
short, the Sabbath Day had become a crushing burden, a symbol of the galling religious bondage 
that had captured the nation.

Jesus used this action which God did not condemn, to show that the Pharisees’ narrow interpretation 
of the Law blurred God’s intention. The spirit of the Law in respect to human need took priority 
over its ceremonial regulations.

2:27–28. With the words, “Then He said to them,” Mark appended two principles: (1) He quoted 
Jesus’ words that the Sabbath was instituted (by God) for humankind’s benefit and refreshment, 
not that people were made to keep burdensome regulations pertaining to it. (2) Mark concluded 
(so, in light of vv. 23–27) with an editorial comment (cf. v. 10) on the meaning of Jesus’ statement 
for his readers. The Son of Man (cf. 8:31) is Lord (Master) even of the Sabbath; He has sovereign 
authority over its use, as the next incident demonstrates.14

 
The Rev. Earl Palmer, in a sermon many years ago about the Sabbath-commandment (see below), 
pointed out that God’s establishment of the Sabbath was unique in the ancient world in that it gave 
benefit to all in the community: household members, servants, foreigners, and even the livestock. It 
was a gift to every living thing in the community of faith.

14Grassmick, J. D. (1985). Mark. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge  
Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck, Ed.) (Mk 2:27–28). 
Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.



Reflecting on the Text
Keeping the Sabbath was something that Jews were bound to do. In fact, Sabbath-keeping is 
explicitly commanded in the fourth of the Ten Commandments.

The Sabbath Commandment is found in Deuteronomy 5: 12Observe the Sabbath day and keep 
it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. 13Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 
14But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, or 
your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey, or any of 
your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that your male and female slave may rest 
as well as you. 15Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God 
brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord 
your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.

• How is Sabbath rest related to God’s work?
• What does it mean to keep the day “holy?”
• Who benefits from keeping Sabbath?
• Besides rest, what else are the people commanded to “do” on the Sabbath? 
• What are the people called to remember, as a part of the Sabbath? Why is it important to 

take time to “remember” what God has done in our lives?

Walter Brueggemann writes: God is a Sabbath-keeping God, which fact ensures that restfulness 
and not restlessness is at the center of life.15 

• How does keeping Sabbath, then, reflect the image of God?
• How, also, is Sabbath-keeping, an act of obedience to God?
• How does this build relationships?

Responding to the Text
What does Jesus want us to do with Sabbath, in contrast to what others taught then? 

What are other voices telling us to do with Sabbath today, and what does Jesus say instead? 

We have no legalistic restraints on Sabbath-keeping today, but the freedom we have been  
given sometimes does not result in a better outcome. We tend to too “plugged in” and  
available, so there is never a time for rest and reflection.  Reflect upon how some of the  
following possibilities keep us from either getting the life-giving rest we need, or the 
life-changing reflecting upon who we are a God’s beloved people:

• Electronic devices (for work or personal use)
• Social media
• Transportation that can take us anywhere at any time
• Every possible retailer available and open for business

In a sense, Jesus is telling us we need to “reboot” our priorities: what do we/you need to 
adjust to be able both to be physically whole (including rest) and to reflect upon what God has 
done and is doing in our lives?

For some of us, the concept of “mindfulness” may be helpful. One of the consequences of lives 
that are always frantic, or always plugged in, is that we never “pause” to notice signs of God’s 
grace, or consider the blessings we have.

15Walter Brueggemann. Sabbath as Resistance. (Louisville: Westminster-John Knox Press, 2014)



Spiritual Practice: Sabbath
Desire: to set apart one a day a week for rest and worship of God.16 

Some ways to practice Sabbath may include:
• Setting aside time for intimacy with God and others you love
• Setting aside a particular day of rest, or a particular part of a day
• Letting go, for a time, of habits or demands that stress us out
• Adopting a practice, such as writing in a journal, that helps you learn to reflect more deeply 

on your life
• Reading a book that feeds your soul

Many of us remember times when the Sabbath was practiced in a demanding and legalistic 
way. Jesus frees us from the legalism, while still telling us the Sabbath was made for our benefit.

Consider making a commitment, for the rest of Lent, to keeping Sabbath.

Scripture to help us: 
• Hebrews 4:1, 9-11: Therefore, while the promise of entering his rest is still open, let us take 

care that none of you should seem to have failed to reach it. 9So then, a Sabbath rest still  
remains for the people of God; 10for those who enter God’s rest also cease from their labors 
as God did from his. 11Let us therefore make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one 
may fall through such disobedience as theirs. 

16Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, (Inter Varsity Press, 2005) 



March 8: Lent 3
Mark 4:1-20

4Again he began to teach beside the sea. Such a very large crowd gathered around him that he 
got into a boat on the sea and sat there, while the whole crowd was beside the sea on the land. 
2He began to teach them many things in parables, and in his teaching he said to them: 3“Listen! A 
sower went out to sow. 4And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds came and ate 
it up. 5Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, 
since it had no depth of soil. 6And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it 
withered away. 7Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded 
no grain. 8Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and 
yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 9And he said, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” 

10When he was alone, those who were around him along with the twelve asked him about the  
parables. 11And he said to them, “To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but 
for those outside, everything comes in parables; 12in order that 

‘they may indeed look, but not perceive,
and may indeed listen, but not understand;
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’”

13And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you understand all the 
parables? 14The sower sows the word. 15These are the ones on the path where the word is sown: 
when they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. 16And 
these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they immediately receive it 
with joy. 17But they have no root, and endure only for a while; then, when trouble or persecution 
arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away. 18And others are those sown among the 
thorns: these are the ones who hear the word, 19but the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, 
and the desire for other things come in and choke the word, and it yields nothing. 20And these are 
the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty 
and a hundredfold.” 

Focus Verse
“And others are sown among the thorns: these are the ones who hear the word, but the cares of 
the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke the word, and 
it yields nothing. And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the word and accept it 
and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” – 4:18-20

Context
Some of our favorite parts of the Gospels are the parables Jesus told. The parable of the Sower 
(also called the parable of the Soils) is recorded by Mark as just following his note that crowds had 
started following Jesus, seeking him out for healings and to hear him teach. So this parable would 
have set the stage for all other parables to come.



Important Words
Parable (παραβολή – parable): a relatively short narrative with symbolic meaning—‘parable, 
figure, allegory, figure of speech.’ In almost all languages there is some way of speaking about 
parables or allegories. The equivalent in some languages may be ‘a likeness story’ or ‘a story 
that teaches’ or ‘a story that points the way’ or ‘words that have another meaning’ or ‘words 
that are saying something else important.’ Some scholars have insisted that in the NT παραβολή 
is used only in the sense of a story with one level of symbolic meaning, but in some contexts 
παραβολή is also used to identify allegories in which each element of the account has a symbolic 
significance. It is therefore extremely difficult to make a rigid distinction between parables 
and allegories.17 

It differs from a fable in that fables employ animals, plants, inanimate objects, or forces of  
nature as characters, whereas parables have human characters. (Wikipedia)

Parables have been used in many religious and literary traditions throughout history. Jesus did 
not initiate the use of parables, though he used them so wonderfully that they are among our 
most valued words from him. 

Commentary
Once again, Jesus took refuge from the crowds on board a boat, anchored just off the shore. This 
was not the first time that Jesus had used parables, for 2:17, 19 and 21 were all mini-parables of 
the same sort. This is, however, the first parable told at length and explained in detail. This parable 
of a farmer sowing seed is a vivid picture of the preaching of the gospel. It explains that the  
difference in the results all depends on the nature of the human heart that receives the gospel. 

There may or may not have been a Galilean farmer actually sowing on the hillside above at the 
time: if there was, then it would have made the illustration even more vivid. But the real point is 
that, as he was speaking, Jesus was actually sowing the word, and the hearers were responding in 
the different ways that he described; they were all part of the parable themselves.

In the parable, only one of the four types of ground described proved fruitful, but it is unfair to 
blame the farmer for this, as some over-zealous commentators have done (‘he should have  
prepared the ground better’, ‘he should only have sown in the good soil’). The farmer must have 
known that some parts of his land were better than others, but he was giving them all an equal 
chance; it was probably the only land that he had. Only the results at harvest would show which 
was the good soil, and that would produce an amazing crop. We are told that even a tenfold return 
was good in Palestine; here the good soil yielded a hundredfold. So we can see that the final  
emphasis of the illustration is positive, not negative, a promise to encourage us, not just a warning 
to sober us.

It may seem strange to us today that the Twelve totally failed to understand the parable (remember 
how often Mark shows them in this light) but then we have always known the explanation, which 
they received only later. Jesus often explained things afterwards in private to his disciples. It would 
have been of no use explaining the parable’s meaning to those who had not even taken the first 
step of thinking over the illustration. The Twelve showed that they were ready for the explanation 
by asking for it. That is why Jesus warned his listeners to listen thoughtfully (9).

17Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Vol. 1: Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: Based on  
semantic domains (electronic ed. of the 2nd edition.) (390). New York: United Bible Societies.



Commentary continued

In a sense, this parable is the key to all the other parables, because in all of them Jesus preaches or 
‘sows’ the word. The quotation from Isaiah in v 12 does not mean that God deliberately hides his 
truth from us; if that were so, what would be the point of any parables? What is expressed as the 
purpose of parables is in fact an observation of how they actually work in practice. In spite of all 
their looking and listening, some people will not really see or understand; if they did, they would 
turn to God for forgiveness. Isaiah was describing a hard-hearted people who had turned their 
back on God and stubbornly refused to listen to him. This is what many of Jesus’ hearers are like, 
even today.

But, even in the case of those ready to listen, shallow response is a danger. Careless or superficial 
listeners, who have no root, or those whose lives are too full of worries or pleasures (sometimes 
equal dangers) will bear no fruit. Only those who listen, accept and act will be fruitful. Sometimes 
this parable is thought to teach spiritual persistence; but it is also a promise of spiritual reward. If 
we obey the laws of spiritual growth, as surely as there is a seed-time, harvest will come.18 

Reflecting on the Text
What do farmers have control over, and what can they not control, as they farm?

What are the varied things a farmer must do to:
• Ready the soil and plant the seeds?
• Nurture crop-growth?
• Harvest the crop?

How important is it for a farmer to receive a harvest?

Looking at the details of the parable:
• Who is the sower?
• What does it mean that the sower sows “the word?”
• What might “fruit-bearing” look like in the Kingdom of God?

Jesus teaches clearly that the seed represents God’s word, and that the soils represent the 
state of persons’ hearts. Reflect upon the types of hearts represented in the parable:

• The rough path where Satan can snatch away the word
• The rocky ground that briefly receives the word but don’t endure
• The thorns that represent the cares of the world and the lure of wealth
• The good soil that receives the word and grows into a harvest

Why is it important to Jesus that there be a harvest from the sowing of the word?

18New Bible commentary: 21st century edition. 1994 (D. A. Carson, R. T. France, J. A. Motyer & G. 
J. Wenham, Ed.) (4th ed.) (957–958). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press.



Responding to the Text
What does Jesus ask us to do with Scripture and his teachings? He outlines three things that 
can get in the way of following him: 

• Immediate dismissal (by Satan)
• Falling away in times of trouble

When have you been particularly discouraged?
• Distraction: In today’s world, distractions are the highest likely challenge for us:

How do we guard against distractions? 

What are our greatest distractions?

How has your study and reading of Mark’s Gospel helped you in the past few weeks?

What have we learned thus far, in Mark, that helps us apply this parable?

Think about the influences in your life, especially your friendships: how do our relationships 
help us succeed spiritually? How can they be an impediment?

Spiritual Practice: Discernment
Desire: to delight in and recognize the voice of God.19 

Discernment is the process by which we evaluate what is good, better and best in our lives. 
Discernment is a key element in applying this parable to our lives. At any given time, we are 
more or less apt to be open to receiving the word from Jesus. If we are less open, we need to 
discern what is blocking us or holding us back, and whether the factors are external or coming 
from within us.

Discernment can include such practices as:
• Some of the Sabbath-keeping we learned last week
• Many of the practices we learned in Examen
• More reading of Scripture, which instructs and encourages us in the way of Jesus
• Pausing to ask God for direction in minor as well as major things

Scripture for discernment:
• Romans 12:1-5: I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to 

present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 
worship. 2Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and 
perfect. 3For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself 
more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to 
the measure of faith that God has assigned. 4For as in one body we have many members, 
and not all the members have the same function, 5so we, who are many, are one body in 
Christ, and individually we are members one of another.

• 1 John 4:1: Test the spirits to see whether they are from God.

19Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, (Inter Varsity Press, 2005)



March 15: Lent 4
Mark 6:30-44

30The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and taught. 31He said to 
them, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” For many were coming 
and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. 32And they went away in the boat to a deserted 
place by themselves. 33Now many saw them going and recognized them, and they hurried there on 
foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them. 34As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and 
he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to 
teach them many things. 35When it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted 
place, and the hour is now very late; 36send them away so that they may go into the surrounding 
country and villages and buy something for themselves to eat.” 37But he answered them, “You give 
them something to eat.” They said to him, “Are we to go and buy two hundred denarii worth of 
bread, and give it to them to eat?” 38And he said to them, “How many loaves have you? Go and 
see.” When they had found out, they said, “Five, and two fish.” 39Then he ordered them to get all 
the people to sit down in groups on the green grass. 40So they sat down in groups of hundreds and 
of fifties. 41Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke 
the loaves, and gave them to his disciples to set before the people; and he divided the two fish 
among them all. 42And all ate and were filled; 43and they took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces 
and of the fish. 44Those who had eaten the loaves numbered five thousand men. 

Focus Verse
“You give them something to eat.” – 6:37

Context
Jesus’ ministry is going full force now, and the disciples are in an intense time of learning. Jesus 
sends them out in ministry, which they are eager to report to Jesus about (verse 30). But it is a 
painful time as well: John the Baptist has been killed due to the treachery of Herod and Herodias 
& laid in the tomb. Much is going on. The crowds are bigger than ever, with people eager to have 
Jesus heal illness and teach them wonderful truths.

Key Words 
Denarii (δηνάριον – denarii): A silver Roman coin, weighing 3.8 g. (.13 oz.). Equal in value to the 
drachma (Luke 15:8), the denarius was the wage of a day’s work. Accordingly, the two  
hundred denarii needed to buy bread for the hungry crowd at the Sea of Galilee would have 
been the equivalent of eight months’ wages.20 

Compassion (σπλαγχνίζομαι – splanknizomai): to experience great affection and compassion for 
someone—‘to feel compassion for, to have great affection for, love, compassion.’21  It can also 
mean to have one’s heart broken or to suffer alongside someone.

20Myers, A. C. (1987). The Eerdmans Bible dictionary (279). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

21Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Vol. 1: Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 
semantic domains (electronic ed. of the 2nd edition.) (293). New York: United Bible Societies.



Key Words continued

Teaching (διδάσκω – didasko): we get the word didactic from this: to provide instruction in a 
formal or informal setting—‘to teach, teaching.’ The equivalent of ‘to teach’ in many languages 
is simply a causative form of a verb meaning ‘to learn’ or ‘to know,’ for example, ‘to cause to 
learn’ or ‘to cause to know.’ In choosing a term for ‘to teach’ it is important to avoid an  
expression which will denote merely classroom activity.

Commentary
Mark follows this story of the apparent weakness of God’s kingdom in the eyes of this world with 
some stories that show its power. In them Jesus demonstrates the power of the Creator God, still 
in control of the universe that he had created.

The first story begins in a typically matter-of-fact way. The disciples have returned from their  
evangelistic mission triumphant but exhausted, so Jesus understandingly led them to a quiet place 
to rest. They were followed by an expectant crowd, who disturbed their planned time of refreshment 
and relaxation. Jesus had compassion on these people and began teaching them many things. It 
does not seem as though he asked the disciples to do anything. At the end of the day they came 
to Jesus and asked him to send the crowd away to get something to eat. They were taken aback 
when he suggested that they feed the people themselves. The only food that they could find was 
five of the flat local loaves and two dried fish. To obey Jesus and get the eager hungry crowds sat 
down in orderly groups must have tested their faith that he could do something about the situation. 
The vivid description of the scene, with details such as the green grass, must have come from an 
eyewitness. In multiplying the loaves and fish God did in one moment of time what he does every 
day with the corn in the fields and the fish in the sea. To us, it is a miracle; to him, it is natural.

Mark rescues the miracle from appearing magical by giving it a matter-of-fact ending: the tired 
disciples bending double as they collected all the left-over bread and scraps of fish into baskets 
(possibly for the next day’s meal). We should not expect to live a life entirely made up of spiritual 
thrills; that would be spiritually unhealthy and not help us to mature in Christ. It is strange that the 
disciples did not seem to have learned anything from this miracle; Jesus had to repeat the lesson 
later. This was not because they were particularly stupid and unresponsive; it was because they 
were just like us.22

 

22New Bible commentary: 21st century edition. 1994 (D. A. Carson, R. T. France, J. A. Motyer & G. 
J. Wenham, Ed.) (4th ed.) (961–962). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press.



Reflecting on the Text
What do you think about this miracle?

Jesus feels compassion for the crowd so he responds with both teaching and food. 

Part of Jesus’ compassion for the crowd is their lack of direction. They are “like sheep without 
a shepherd,” so Jesus teaches them. 

• How is teaching a form of service?
• How can teaching be an illustration of compassion?

On the other hand, the disciples seemed to be overwhelmed by the crowd. How did observing 
Jesus’ compassion affect them? 

It is important to remember that Jesus fed the crowd in two ways: he addressed their  
aimlessness by teaching them, and he addressed their hunger by feeding them. Was one any 
more important than the other? Why?

Responding to the Text
What does Jesus ask us to do when we meet needs? He tells us to feed the hungry, even when 
it’s impossible. He outlines the counter-intuitive steps we take:

• Committing to it
• Going out together
• Assessing resources
• Putting it in God’s hands
• Reflect upon those steps: which is easiest for you? Which is hardest?

What needs in the world touch you the most; for whom do you feel compassion? What needs 
are invisible to you: what do you think you are blind to?

Where and when do you feel most motivated to serve others?

What have been some particularly gratifying acts of service you have engaged in?

Remembering that Jesus fed the crowd two ways (teaching and feeding) in what non-material 
ways have you been able to feed people?

How might God open your eyes more clearly to avenues of service?



Spiritual Practice: Service
Desire: to reflect the helping, caring and sharing love of God in the world.23 

Acts of service constitute our faith made visible in the world. When Jesus challenges us to live 
out the second greatest commandment, Love your neighbor as yourself, this is service. It is 
love in action.

Ways to serve:
• Assessing one’s capacity for, and giftedness in, service
• Feeding hungry people
• Helping bring the clarity and grace of the Gospel to people

Scripture to help us:
• Mathew 22:37-40:  He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38This is the greatest and first commandment. 
39And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40On these two  
commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”

• Isaiah 58:6-9:  Is not this the fast that I choose: 
to loose the bonds of injustice, 
to undo the thongs of the yoke, 
to let the oppressed go free, 
and to break every yoke? 
7Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 
and bring the homeless poor into your house; 
when you see the naked, to cover them, 
and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 
8Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, 
and your healing shall spring up quickly; 
your vindicator shall go before you, 
the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. 
9Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; 
you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am.

 

23Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, (Inter Varsity Press, 2005)



March 22: Lent 5
Mark 9:30-37

30They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; 31for he 
was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, 
and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” 32But they did not 
understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 

33Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you 
arguing about on the way?” 34But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another 
who was the greatest. 35He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be 
first must be last of all and servant of all.” 36Then he took a little child and put it among them; and 
taking it in his arms, he said to them, 37“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes 
me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

Focus Verse
“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” –9:35

AND
Mark 10:17-27

17As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked him, “Good 
Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 18Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No 
one is good but God alone. 19You know the commandments: ‘You shall not murder; You shall not 
commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor 
your father and mother.’ ” 20He said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.” 21Jesus, 
looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money 
to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” 22When he heard this, he 
was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions. 

23Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it will be for those who have 
wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” 24And the disciples were perplexed at these words. But 
Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! 25It is easier for 
a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of 
God.” 26They were greatly astounded and said to one another, “Then who can be saved?” 27Jesus 
looked at them and said, “For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are  
possible.”24  

Focus Verse
“How hard it is for those who have wealth …” – 10:24

24The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. 1989 (Mk 10:17–27). Nashville: Thomas Nelson 
Publishers.



Context
After performing healings,  Jesus declares to the disciples that he must die. Unsettled and worried 
about their future, the disciples argue with each other about who is the greatest. Mark then  
records some teaching about relationships, when Jesus is then confronted by a rich young man. If 
the disciples’ problem is status, his problem is wealth. In both cases, we are forced to look at what 
is important to us and what we are to value most.

Important Words
Servant (διάκονος – deacon): one who serves. It is important to avoid a term which would be 
too specific, for example, ‘one who serves meals’ or ‘one who works around the house.’ It 
may, in fact, be necessary to use an expression which means essentially ‘helper.’25 

Greatest (Μέγας – mega): the upper range of a scale of extent, with the possible implication of 
importance in relevant contexts—‘great, greatly, greatness, to a great degree26 

Commentary
Mark 9:30-37: 
Jesus and His disciples came to Capernaum for the last time after an absence of several months. 
When they were in the house, Jesus candidly asked them what they were … arguing about on the 
road. Once again His pointed question opened the way for additional teaching.

The disciples were ashamed to admit they had argued about who was the greatest among them. 
Matters of rank were important to the Jews (cf. Luke 14:7–11) so it was natural for the disciples to 
be concerned about their status in the coming messianic kingdom. Perhaps the privileges given to 
Peter, James, and John (cf. Mark 5:37; 9:2) fueled the argument. Whatever its cause, it showed that 
the Twelve did not understand or accept what Jesus’ Passion prediction (v. 31) meant for them.

After sitting down, the recognized position of a Jewish teacher, Jesus summoned the Twelve. He 
taught them the essence of true greatness: If anyone wants to be first, to have the highest position 
among the “great” in God’s kingdom, he must be the very last (lit., “he shall be last of all,” by 
deliberate, voluntary choice) and the servant of all. Here “servant” depicts one who attends to the 
needs of others freely, not one in a servile position (as a doulos, a slave). Jesus did not condemn 
the desire to improve one’s position in life but He did teach that greatness in His kingdom was not 
determined by status but by service.27 

25Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Vol. 1: Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 
semantic domains (electronic ed. of the 2nd edition.) (459–460). New York: United Bible Societies.

26Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Vol. 1: Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 
semantic domains (electronic ed. of the 2nd edition.) (684). New York: United Bible Societies.

27Grassmick, J. D. (1985). Mark. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge  
Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck, Ed.) (Mk 9:33–35). 
Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.



Commentary continued

Mark 10:17-27: 
Nowhere is the cost of God’s kingdom brought out more clearly than in the story of this rich man. 
He had absolutely everything except eternal life. He wanted it but was unwilling to give up  
everything else to gain it (like the monkey in the well-known story that could not get out of the 
trap because it was unwilling to let go of what was in its hand). There is, however, no other way to 
enter the kingdom; even Peter and the other disciples had learned that (28). The man was clearly 
lovable (21) and eager and doubtless moral, but he could not face the cost. Yet Jesus would rather 
lose a possible follower than lower the standard for him; indeed, there was no other possible standard. 
So the man went away sad from Jesus and we hear no more of him; he had made his choice.

Jesus said (23) it is hard for the rich to enter the kingdom of God, indeed impossible without God’s 
help (27). We are all tempted to trust our ‘riches’, whatever they are, not God. Jesus used a comical 
proverb to illustrate how difficult it is; clearly a camel cannot get through the eye of a needle.

Jesus taught that the result of giving money to the poor, or of any sacrifice we might make for the 
kingdom of God, will be treasure not on earth but in heaven; the more we give, the more we gain. 
This does not mean that if we give money to God’s work, we get more back, as some ‘prosperity 
cults’ teach. It does mean that the spiritual rewards will far outweigh any sacrifices that we may 
have made for Christ, even if persecution comes along with them (30).

The passage ends with yet another foretelling of the suffering of Jesus, this time in even more detail, 
and this is another illustration of the truth about sacrifice. Something in Jesus’ behavior, as well as 
his words, made the disciples astonished and the crowd that followed afraid. Somehow they felt 
that a crisis was near.28 

Reflecting on the Text
Why did the disciples fear to ask Jesus about his passion and death?

Why do you think this argument between the disciples come up at this time?

Why did the rich young man approach Jesus? DO you think he was surprised at Jesus’ answer 
to him?

The desire to succeed is clear in both Scripture lessons for today. Reflect upon the yearning for 
success and how it can (both positively and negatively) shape our lives.

Is the yearning for status different than the yearning for material things?

What is the great purpose of our lives?

How does this text take us back to the calling of the disciples and the command to deny  
ourselves?

28New Bible commentary: 21st century edition. 1994 (D. A. Carson, R. T. France, J. A. Motyer & G. 
J. Wenham, Ed.) (4th ed.) (966). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press.



Responding to the Text
Discuss the Biblical text in light of Dr. Mark Labberton’s experience: When I was considering 
the possibility of embracing Christian faith as a young college student, what I feared most was 
that it would make my life smaller rather than larger – less love, less joy, less creativity, less 
wonder, less engagement. I had met enough Christians who were incarnational proof of this, 
so when I finally came to faith as a college student, it was because I discovered that Jesus 
saves people from the very smallness I feared. I saw that the very essence of the kingdom of 
God is a life bigger than I would ever find outside of it.29 

• Have you struggled with similar thoughts and fears?
• How have you worked through them?

What does Jesus ask us to do with our aspirations and ambitions? 

The world is clear about what constitutes success. What is Jesus’ vision, and how do we resist 
temptation? 

How does a clear sense of our calling to follow Jesus serve to bless others?

What has this Lenten study taught you about Jesus? What are some next steps for your  
spiritual growth?

Spiritual Practice: Calling
Desire: To be aware of worldly aspirations and ambitions and being willing to set them down 
for the greater blessing of the Kingdom of God.

Throughout Scripture we see God calling people: in the Old Testament, God called folks such 
as Abraham and Sarah, Moses, David and Esther. In the New Testament, Jesus called his disciples, 
God called Paul, and the early churches identified in their members both giftedness and calling 
to serve God. We, too, are called to serve God and orient our lives around both the blessings 
and work of the Gospel.

Discerning our calling:
• Virtually all of the Spiritual  Practices we have studied during Lent contribute to discerning 

our calling. 
• Make it a matter of specific prayer
• Review Romans 12 and the types of gifts Paul attaches with the issue of transformation

Scripture for calling:
• Ephesians 4:1-6: I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the 

calling to which you have been called, 2with all humility and gentleness, with patience,  
bearing with one another in love, 3making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace. 4There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one 
hope of your calling, 5one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6one God and Father of all, who is 
above all and through all and in all.

29Mark Labberton. Called: The Crisis and Promise of Following Jesus Today. (Downers Grove, IL: 
IVP, 2014)



Small groups are one of the most effective tools God uses to 
help us grow in our faith. We challenge you to be a part of a 
small group! We have many groups for you to choose from:

Meeting Day Meeting Time
Sundays* 7:45 - 9 am (Men’s Discussion Group)
Sundays 1 - 2:30 pm

Tuesdays** 9:30 - 11 am (Women’s Study)
Tuesdays** 7 - 8:30 pm

Wednesdays 10 - 11 am (Women’s Wednesday Worship)
Wednesdays** 7 - 8:30 pm

Thursdays 5:30 - 6:30 pm

Thursdays** 9:30 - 10:45 am

Fridays 7 - 8 am

Saturdays** 9 - 10:15 am

Sign up for a group online at www.firstchurchlf.org.

Small Groups
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