124
125

12. MARK: TRIUMPH OF THE 

      SUFFERING SERVANT
Focus of This Chapter: Mark’s unique portrait of Jesus as the one who demonstrates God’s love through miracles and in suffering faithfully.
Introduction

As we have seen in previous chapters, each of the four gospels is a unique portrait of Jesus Christ. Each has its own angle of vision, its own perspective and its own way of telling the story.

The Gospel according to Mark is the shortest of the gospel accounts. It is regarded by most Bible scholars to have been written before Matthew and Luke. Mark’s account is a very fast paced drama. One of Marks favorite words is “euthus”, which is translated as “immediately”. Mark uses this word at least forty times in the gospel narrative. Jesus is always going “immediately” from one action-packed event to another. 

In Matthew, the emphasis is on Jesus as the Messiah King in the line of David. In Mark there are no genealogies, no angels to predict his miraculous conception or to announce his royal birth, no mention of the adoring shepherds, a jealous king or visiting Wise Men, very few prophecies of the Old Testament quoted, very few parables recorded and no record of the Sermon on the Mount.

Mark is painting a very different portrait of Jesus. Mark is telling us about the  “Suffering Servant” Messiah. Matthew portrays a King who teaches and judges and rules. Mark portrays a Servant who demonstrates God’s love through actions. Marks gospel begins with a quote from the prophet Isaiah:

“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  As it is written in Isaiah the prophet, ‘Behold, I send my messenger before they face, who shall prepare they way; the voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight’.”
This passage is quoted from the portion of Isaiah known as “The Book of the Consolation of Israel” (chapters 40 to 55). These chapters contain the four “servant songs” which we discussed in chapter 8. By beginning the gospel in this way, Mark focuses our attention upon the promises of God regarding the “Suffering Servant”.

“Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, by his stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one from his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.”


(Isaiah 53:4 -6)

As we noted in chapter 8, the original message of the servant songs applied to the people of Israel – or more precisely, to those who suffered in the exile to Babylon. God had allowed them to suffer the indignities of forced relocation and exile, but God had redeemed them through suffering. After allowing the exiles to suffer for the collective unfaithfulness of their people, God restored them to the Promised Land. Mark tells us about Jesus who is the complete and final fulfillment of the ministry of the Suffering Servant. God will once again honor and redeem the suffering of his servant. God will bring salvation through the patient and faithful suffering of his Son Jesus.

Most people (in ancient times and now) have a hard time understanding why God allows suffering in the world – especially when the sufferers are faithful to God or are innocent of any wrong. We ask ourselves questions like: Why does a good and just God allow bad things to happen to good people and good things to bad people? Why be good if it doesn’t keep you from harm? What good is it to be a “friend of God” if God doesn’t take care of his friends? And so on. 

The message of Isaiah, and even more of the gospel of Mark, is that suffering is not necessarily a sign of God’s displeasure. Sometimes,being faithful to God means suffering for God’s sake. Following God faithfully often means being persecuted for the love of God. God can and does work through the faithful suffering of his servants. Furthermore, the self-giving love and suffering of Jesus Christ is the instrument of God’s redemption of the whole human race.

Most people (in the ancient world and now) have a hard time believing in a Messiah who suffers and dies and who, in dying destroys death, and in destroying death brings life without end. Most people have a hard time following a Messiah who demands self-giving love as a mark of true faith and the doorway to salvation. As we will see, even Jesus’ family and closest followers had trouble understanding and believing Jesus’ message and mission. But like it or not, this is the message of Mark’s gospel. He invites everyone to believe in, follow and imitate the Suffering Servant Messiah.
Marks gospel is a “two act play”. The first act (chapters 1-8) tells us who Jesus is – the Servant of God. The second act (chapters 9-16) recounts his ultimate act of suffering servanthood.

I. First Act: The Servant of God Reveals His Identity Through Miracles
The first eight chapters of Mark tell us who Jesus is. His identity is fleshed out in what he does. Mark does not devote much space to Jesus teaching. (Matthew gives us fourteen parables; Mark gives us four). Instead, Mark focuses on miracles. Jesus performs miracles to demonstrate that God is at work in and through him. All the miracles performed by Jesus are directed to healing what is sick, restoring what is broken, bringing to life what is dead. God is at work in Jesus, restoring to perfection a world broken by sin. Jesus is the Servant of God brings God’s love to bear on a sin sick world.
1) Demons Cast Out
(read Mark 1:21 -34 and 5:1 – 19)
“And immediately, there was in the synagogue a man with an unclean spirit; and he cried out, ‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us ? I know who you are, the holy one of God.’ But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Come out of him !’  And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.  And they were all amazed, so that they questioned among themselves, saying, ‘ What is this, a new teaching ?  With authority he commands even the unclean spirits and they obey him’.”  (1: 23-27)
“And the unclean spirits came out and entered the swine; and the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down the steep bank into the sea and were drowned in the sea.”                                                                                                                (5:13)
In these passages, Jesus demonstrates God’s power over evil spirits (spiritual powers which influence human life and which are at war with God). Notice that the demons know who Jesus is even though the people do not yet understand. Jesus has God’s power and authority over these powerful negative forces.

2) Lepers Made Clean
(read Mark 1:40 – 45)
“And a leper came to him beseeching him, and kneeling said to him, ‘If you will, you can make me clean’.  Moved with pity, he (Jesus) stretched out his hand, touched him and said, ‘I will; be clean.’ And  immediately the leprosy left him, and he was clean.”
Leprosy is almost unknown in the modern world. But as Jesus’ time, it was widespread and dreaded disease. Not only were lepers physically impaired by the illness, but they were also outcasts from society, forced to live on the outskirts of town and beg for food. To heal such a person was to restore them to both physical health and social reintegration. 

3) Diseases Healed
(read Mark 2:1-12; 3:1-12; 5:21-34; 6:53-56; 7:31-37 and 8:22-26)
“And when they got out of the boat, immediately the people recognized him, and ran about the whole neighborhood and began to bring sick people on their pallets to any place where they heard he was.  And wherever he came, in villages, cities, or country, they laid the sick in the market places, and besought him that they might touch even the fringe of his garment; and as many as touched it were made well.”    (6: 54-56)
These and many other passages demonstrate that God was working through Jesus to make whole that which was broken through illness. In all cases, these healings are a demonstration of God’s power to heal and an invitation into a deeper level of spiritual health. People are healed in body in order to show them a deeper dimension of reality in God’s kingdom.

4) Calming of the Sea; Walking on Water; Feeding Thousands

(read Mark 4:35 -41 and 6:32 – 51)
“And he awoke and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Peace! Be still!’ And the wind ceased, and there was a great calm. And he said to them, ‘Why are you so afraid?  Have you no faith?’ And they were filled with awe, and said to one another, ‘Who then is this, that even wind and sea obey him?’ ” (4:39-41)
These passages demonstrate God’s power (at work in Jesus) over the forces of nature. To trust in Jesus is to trust in a power greater than any force which threatens our well-being. In Jesus, nothing can separate us from God’s presence and peace and love. To trust in Jesus is to trust in God’s willingness to provide for our daily bread and necessities of life.

5) Raising The Dead

(Read Mark 5:35-43)
“Taking the girl by the hand, he said to her, ‘Talitha Cumi’; which means, ‘Little girl, I say to you arise’.  And immediately, the girl got up and walked.”  (5:41-42)
This demonstrates God’s power (at work in Jesus) over the final enemy – death. The raising of the dead girl is (like the raising of Lazarus in the gospel of John) a preview of what God will do in raising Jesus from death. In Jesus, God is demonstrating God’s power and willingness to overcome sin and death. It should be noted that this miracle (like that of the raising of Lazarus) is a “restoration” not a “resurrection”.  The girl is restored to a normal biological life which will eventually end in death.  She is not raised to eternal life without end. This miracle – great as it is- is a preview of the even greater miracle of Jesus’ resurrection.
The miracles of Jesus, as remarkable as they are, are not the ultimate sign of his servanthood. They are done to demonstrate who Jesus is – the unique servant of God. The miracles are done demonstrate the power of God at work in Jesus and to invite those who experienced them into a relationship with Jesus. As we read along in the gospel, it slowly begins to dawn on Jesus’ followers that he is somebody special, but they still do not completely understand his identity. Therefore, the culmination of Act 1 is Peter’s recognition of Jesus’ true identity.

II.  The Turning Point of Mark’s Gospel:  Peter’s Confession/ Peter’s Confusion
(Read Mark 8:27-33)
“Peter answered him, ‘You are the Christ’. …And Peter took him and began to rebuke him.  But turning, he rebuked Peter, and said, ‘Get behind me Satan! For you are not on the side of God but of men.’ ”
Up to this point, Peter and the other disciples had been following Jesus for a long time, perhaps a couple of years. They have observed his many miracles and signs of God’s kingdom; they have heard his many teachings about the kingdom of God. Now Jesus is about to give his followers a “mid-term exam”. He asks them what other people are saying about him, and they give him various answers. But he presses them for a more personal response: “Don’t tell me what everybody else thinks. What do you think. Who do you say I am.”

Peter answers on behalf of the other disciples” “You are the Christ”. (“Christ” means “the anointed One” or “the Messiah”). We call this “Peter’s Confession”. Peter was inspired by God to understand Jesus’ true identity. And yet, ironically, Peter did not understand at all. Jesus begins to explain that he must suffer and die as part of his mission as the Messiah. Peter “rebuked” Jesus for talking this way. Peter thought it was great to follow a miracle working Messiah, but he did not want to hear about his hero and leader suffering and dying. Peter’s confusion was shared by all of the disciples. They could not comprehend a suffering Messiah.

This passage recounting “Peter’s Confession” and “Peter’s Confusion” is the dramatic turning-point in Mark’s gospel. Up to this point, the emphasis has been on Jesus’ miracles and mighty acts. From this point forward, the emphasis will be on Jesus’ suffering and death. As time goes on, the disciples begin (slowly) to realize the full extent of Jesus’ mission. Only after his death and resurrection do they realize that He was the fulfillment of the “Suffering Servant” prophecy of Isaiah. In Jesus, God acts decisively to save his people through the suffering of His only Son.

III. Second Act:  The Servant Saves Through Suffering

1) Jesus Prepares His Disciples For His Death

(Read 9:30-32 and 10:32-45)

“But they did not understand the teaching and were afraid to ask.” (9:32)

“For the Son of man came not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 






(10:45)

In these two passages, Jesus continues teaching his disciples the meaning of his true mission and of what it means to follow the Suffering Servant Messiah. It is clear from these passages that Peter and the other disciples were finding it very hard to accept what Jesus was telling them and “afraid to ask” for too many details. Jesus knew that they would have a hard time accepting his mission, and an even harder time following him during his time of suffering and death. He knew that they would abandon him and yet he didn’t give up on them. He loved them despite their flaws.
2) The Agony In the Garden

(Read 14:26 – 50)
After the Last Supper, Jesus went to prepare for his final and complete act of love. As this passage makes clear, Jesus had a very human fear of suffering and death. He would have preferred to bring salvation through some other means than his own death. He prayed to be spared the agony if possible.

“Jesus said to them ‘My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch.’ And going a little further, he fell on the ground and prayed that if possible, the hour might pass from him. And he said, ‘Abba, Father, all things are possible to thee; remove this cup from me; yet not what I will, but what thou wilt.”










(14:33-36)

This passage also makes clear that Jesus freely and faithfully chose to fulfill his mission of a sacrificial death to atone for the sins of all humanity. He was not dragged to the cross against his will. He made a conscious choice to be obedient to God rather than to give in to his own human fears and run away. The Son of God loved each one of us enough to freely die on our behalf.

3) Death of the Messiah

(Read 15:1-39)

“And at the ninth hour, Jesus cried out with a loud voice... ‘My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?’ …And Jesus uttered a loud cry, and breathed his last. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom.  And when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that he thus breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly, this was the Son of God.’” (15: 34 and 37-39)
The moment of truth has arrived. Jesus fulfills his mission and demonstrates that he is faithful and obedient to the Father even to the end. At the moment of death, the Roman soldier utters the words of revelation “Truly this is the son of God”. This passage is highly ironic. The disciples have all fled the scene in fear of their own lives. The pagan soldier alone testifies to Jesus’ identity and mission. 

4) The Resurrection of the Suffering Servant

(Read 16:1-20)

“Do not be amazed; you seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified.  He is risen, he is not here; see the place where they laid him.  But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see him as he told you.”  (16: 6-7)
The account of the resurrection in Mark’s gospel is very short. There are several theories about why this is so. Some scholars believe that Mark wanted to place more emphasis on Jesus’ suffering and death and less emphasis on his triumph over death. Other scholars think that the last page of the original version of the gospel was lost, thus leaving out many of the resurrection episodes. Still others think that the brief resurrection account fits in with Mark’s terse writing style. Whatever the case may be, it is clear that Jesus did in fact triumph over death in the resurrection. In his act of suffering, the power of sin and death were overturned. The resurrection is a sign that God honored the suffering of his faithful servant and Son. Jesus’ death was an atoning sacrifice for the sins of all humanity. All of the sacrifices of the Old Testament are prefigurations of this perfect, once and for all sacrifice. 

Once again, Jesus’ disciples were slow to understand and believe what had happened. When the angel told them that Jesus had been raised from the dead, “they went out and fled from the tomb; for trembling and astonishment had come upon them; and they said nothing to anyone for they were afraid.” (16:8)

Later, after the disciples had a chance to tell one another what had happened, Jesus appeared to them and,

“he upbraided them for their unbelief and hardness of heart because they had not believed those who saw him after he had risen.” (16:14)

Mark’s version of the gospel shows the disciples to be quite reluctant saints – slow to understand, slow to believe in the resurrection and “hard of heart”. To some Christians, this is an embarrassment. But it should not be so. The disciples were normal human beings who had normal doubts and fears. The disciples came to understand who Jesus was only very slowly because this was something new in the history of the world – the Messiah had never come before and they didn’t know exactly what to expect. They came to believe in the resurrection only when they experienced the risen Lord Jesus in their midst; only when they could no longer deny what they saw. They found it difficult to believe in the resurrection because it is an unbelievable event!!!
The disciples reluctance of faith ought to stand as a comfort to us when we are going through times of doubt and fear; times when God doesn’t seem to make sense; times when we have a hard time understanding, or believing in, the resurrection of Jesus. Christian faith is not always easy to believe. Christian life is not always easy to live faithfully. In the disciples we have living examples of people who experienced the same obstacles that we face and who persevered in faith. They should serve as an inspiration to us. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND REFLECTION
1) God worked through Jesus to perform miracles, and these miracles drew people’s attention to the fact that God was working in the world through Jesus. Do miracles still happen? What are some miraculous things that you have seen or heard about, which have opened your eyes to God’s work in the world?  When we read the gospel of Mark, we see Jesus performing miracles very frequently and very obviously.  This seems to be a big contrast with the way God works miracles in our lives today.  Why do you think this is so? (Was Mark exaggerating the miraculous deeds of Jesus ?  Did God work “overtime” to show that Jesus was the Messiah and has since slipped back to “part-time” miracle working? Are we less inclined to seek and notice miracles today than people were then ? Does modern technology, science and medicine divert our attention and expectations to other ways of solving problems?)
2​) Read Mark 9: 14-29.  Many of the accounts of “demon” possession in the Bible, sound like symptoms of what we have learned through modern science to identify as epilepsy and various mental illnesses. In Mark’s gospel, Jesus “cast out” the demons and healed these people.  How should we understand these passages in light of what we have learned through modern science ?  Are all references to “demons” to be understood as a primitive way of describing illnesses that we now understand differently ? Or are there malevolent spiritual forces at work in human life ?  Did you know that the practice of exorcism is on the rise in many parts of the world today, including parts of “secularized” Europe ? What would explain this ?
3) God allowed Jesus to suffer on behalf of the whole human race. What are some ways that God’s people are required to suffer with, or on behalf of, others ? Discuss ways that God continues to bring good things out of hurtful situations.

PRAYER REFLECTION
 Read Mark 8: 27-38.  Can you relate Peter’s Confession / Peter’s Confusion to your own life ?  Are there times when following Jesus seems exciting and inspirational and other times when it seems frightening and confusing?  Do you ever wonder how far we can go with “taking up our own Cross and following Jesus” ?
Take a few minutes to think about the times when you have found it fearful or embarrassing to admit to following Jesus.  Ask yourself honestly, what is the source of your fear?  Disapproval by other people? Diminished personal autonomy?  
Now take a few minutes to think about the times when following Jesus seemed clear and right and true. Ask yourself, what was it about these times that gave you courage, hope and clarity of vision?
Now take some time in prayer to ask God for the strength and faith to be steadfast in your resolve to follow Jesus in the face of opposition.

BIBLE MEMORY VERSE:

Jesus said: “If anyone would come after me, let him take up his cross and follow me.  For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever would loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it.  For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?”




(Mark 8: 34-36)
