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INTRODUCTION

Jesus—addressed the fact that people misunderstand the Gospel.

So much of what calls itself Christianity today appears to misun-
derstand, misinterpret, and misappropriate the Gospel that I
wondered if this trend was new. It’s not. People have been misunder-
standing the God’s Word since week two—the Fall.

People ought to see the real truths of Scripture in the life and
from the lips of Jesus, not just from Paul and the Apostles, or the
Protestant Reformers. Understanding that the biblical teachings
about God’s grace come from the life and teachings of Jesus should
provide them with more credibility among contemporary Christians.
People brush off the idea that there is biblical truth with the notion
that anything anyone says about the Bible is just their opinion. Well,
our thoughts and ideas ought to conform to the truth, but such con-
formity does not mean that biblical truth is merely a matter of person-
al opinion.

As Jesus began His ministry He was met with much misunder-
standing and disbelief. No one seemed to know what He was doing or
talking about. His friends and family misunderstood Him. Even the
twelve disciples failed to understand the gospel until Jesus returned
in His resurrected form to explain it to them. We find story after story
of Jesus being misunderstood or attempting to correct many popular
misunderstandings that were in circulation at the time. Those stories
and misunderstandings centered on the miracles and wonders that
seemed to accompany Jesus wherever He went. People were tempted
to make Him into a sort of magician. Crowds came, not to hear His
preaching, but to see wonders and receive miracles. They came for
what they could get for themselves or for their families.

The disciples, like most everyone else in Mark’s gospel, were fo-
cused on themselves and what they could get from Jesus. In exaspera-
tion Jesus finally contradicted their self-centeredness with a clear ex-
pression of His intent. “Whoever desires to come after Me, let him
deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me” (Mark 8:34). The

I decided to preach through the Gospel of Mark to see if Mark—and
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disciples had been in it for own their glory, Christ was in it for the
cross and God’s glory.

My faithful assistants on this Markan journey have been John
Calvin (Commentaries, Baker Books, reprint 1993) and J.C. Ryle
(Mark, Banner of Truth, reprint 1994). They have been helpful al-
lies. Although I have received much instruction from them, I have
not bound myself to them. Rather, I have tried to expose the gospel
in a way that is both practical and instructive, particularly in regard
to correcting and/or challenging aberrant Christian beliefs afoot in
our day. I pray the result is both edifying to genuine faith, and chal-
lenging to faith that is less than genuine.

Phillip A. Ross
Marietta, Ohio



| . PREPARATION

The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. As
it is written in the Prophets: ‘Behold, I send My messenger be-
fore Your face, Who will prepare Your way before You. The
voice of one crying in the wilderness: “Prepare the way of the
Lorp; Make His paths straight.” John came baptizing in the
wilderness and preaching a baptism of repentance for the re-
mission of sins. Then all the land of Judea, and those from Jer-
usalem, went out to him and were all baptized by him in the
Jordan River, confessing their sins. Now John was clothed
with camel’s hair and with a leather belt around his waist, and
he ate locusts and wild honey. And he preached, saying, ‘There
comes One after me who is mightier than I, whose sandal strap
I am not worthy to stoop down and loose. I indeed baptized
you with water, but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” It
came to pass in those days that Jesus came from Nazareth of
Galilee, and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And immedi-
ately, coming up from the water, He saw the heavens parting
and the Spirit descending upon Him like a dove. Then a voice
came from heaven, You are My beloved Son, in whom I am
well pleased’ Immediately the Spirit drove Him into the wilder-
ness. And He was there in the wilderness forty days, tempted
by Satan, and was with the wild beasts; and the angels min-
istered to Him. —Mark 1:1-13

ark begins his story with John the Baptist in order to indic-
ate that the story of the gospel of Jesus Christ actually
began in the Old Testament. Jesus Christ is the fulfillment
of the Old Testament messianic promises, and to fail to understand
this will obscure the fact that the two Testaments belong to a single
story. According to Mark, John’s voice crying out in the wilderness of
a bankrupt religious system provided the prophetic hinge between the
Old and New Testaments. In the old days heralds would run ahead of
an approaching king to announce his immanent arrival so that people
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could prepare for him. In the same way, John announced the com-
ing of King Jesus.

But note also that the Old Testament taught that God Himself
through His messengers would prepare the hearts and minds of His
people to receive His Son as Lord and Savior. How? By sending
John, His messenger. The Greek word is aggelos and means a mes-
senger, envoy, or one who is sent. It is often translated as angel, to
suggest a messenger from God. God’s grace is not only the grace of
salvation, it is the grace of preparation. How can sinners prepare for
a salvation that is entirely foreign to them? Only by the grace of God
preveniently anticipating before He intervenes.

Jesus Christ broke into human history uninvited. Jesus was not
replying to an invitation to provide salvation for lost men. Rather,
He was sent by His Father to provide a salvation that was beyond
the reach of both the desires and abilities of men to provide, or even
to ask.

John came “preaching a baptism of repentance” (v. 4). Baptism
among the Old Testament Jews was reserved for non-Jews who con-
verted to the Jewish faith. They did not baptize infants, they circum-
cised infants as a sign that God’s covenant had been imposed upon
them by God’s law. Infants did not ask to be circumcised. Baptism
was a sign and seal of conversion—not merely entry into the faith,
but a complete change of mind and heart. It signaled the complete
letting go of one life, with all the beliefs, values, and relationships
that attended it, and the conscious, intentional taking up of another
life that comprised a completely different set of beliefs, values, and
relationships.

John didn’t simply offer this baptism of repentance, he pro-
claimed it. John didn’t bring an offer of the gospel of Christ to all
who would accept it. John announced that God had decreed it. God
didn’t do any feasibility studies. He didn’t survey the locals to see if
they might respond to the salvation of Jesus Christ. God, said John,
declared it because He willed it, not because people might want to
participate. The salvation that John announced was the fiat of God.

Yet, the baptism that John preached was not an unconscious
change of mind and heart. John preached the baptism of repent-
ance. John called for a return to something prior, not merely a
change to something new. To repent means to think again about
something. It, too, signifies a change, and more specifically repent-
ance as John used it called for a return to a previous relationship
with God. John called for a return to biblical values, and therefore, a
return to the gospel of grace that had been long abandoned by the
Pharisees of his time.
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The Pharisees, men of position in the temple and among the
Jews during John’s day, had abandoned the gospel of grace for a
feigned obedience to the law. The Pharisees represented a legalism
of the most stringent kind. They had fallen from an understanding
that God’s law was a goad for the gospel of grace to a belief that they
could—and must—obey God perfectly. For a variety of reasons the
0Old Testament gospel of grace had been abandoned.

That often happens when church administration becomes the
dominant church motif. Administration is an effort of control and
order, which are certainly necessary, but not primary. The problem
comes when we view control and order as our responsibility rather
than God’s. We get into trouble when we attempt to control God’s
church. We usually end up imposing our own thoughts, desires, and
efforts upon the teaching of God’s Word. Rather than reading God’s
will out of Scripture, we too easily read our own will into it. Rather
than hearing what it says, we make it say what we want to hear.

John proclaimed a return to the old ways of grace and depend-
ence upon God. In this, John struck a sympathetic chord among the
people. Mark notes that “all the land of Judea, and those from Jeru-
salem, went out to him and were all baptized by him in the Jordan
River, confessing their sins” (v. 5). Does that mean that there was
not a single Jew who did not receive John’s baptism? No, it doesn’t.
The Pharisees, for instance, did not. Is Scripture then inaccurate?
No.

The best way to understand John’s use of the word all here is to
think of your teenage son or daughter, who says to you, “But dad,
all the kids are going to the party!” Are all of the children in the
neighborhood or school really going to the party? No, they aren’t.
Your teenager simply means that most of the people that are im-
portant to him or her will be there. Similarly, Mark indicates that
John’s preaching marked a significant movement among the people.
Their response to his preaching constituted a major social move-
ment.

John also makes a categorical differentiation between his bap-
tism of repentance and the Lord’s baptism “with the Holy Spirit” (v.
8). There are many differences that we can make between these two
baptisms, but suffice it to say that John’s baptism was symbolic
while Christ’s is real. Baptism with the Holy Spirit amounts to an
actual, spiritual initiation into God’s kingdom or Christ’s Church. As
such, neither the kingdom nor the Church are coterminous with any
human organization, but overlap earthly institutions with the reality
of the invading kingdom of God. John’s baptism was a temporal or-
dinance, while Christ’s baptism is a divine ordinance. One happens
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in time, the other in eternity. Sometimes they are coterminous, but
not always.

In an amazing demonstration of humility Jesus submitted to
John’s baptism of repentance. As Christ submitted to John for bap-
tism, He brought eternity and history together through the incarn-
ate flesh of the Lord of glory. The other gospel writers add more de-
tails to the story. Mark simply notes that it happened.

The issue of reading our own expectations into Scripture looms
large in the story of Jesus’ baptism. For instance, many people as-
sume that Jesus was immersed in the Jordan, but the truth of the
matter is that there simply isn’t enough information given to de-
termine how the baptism was done.

If we assume that John’s baptism was by immersion, then that’s
what we see. But if we assume it was by pouring or sprinkling, we
can see just as much evidence to support it. All that Mark tells us is
that Jesus came “up from (or out of) the water” (v. 10). An immer-
sion assumption reads that He emerged from being completely im-
mersed under the water of the river, where a pouring or sprinkling
assumption reads that He came up from (or out of) the river, having
been baptized in water that may not have been deep enough for im-
mersion. Mark doesn’t spell out the mode of baptism, probably be-
cause it was so common as to be assumed. There was no question
about the mode of baptism when it was written.

With Jesus’ baptism the Holy Spirit descended upon Him. Jesus
saw it and John the Baptist witnessed it (John 1:32). Again, the
presence of the Holy Spirit coming upon Jesus reveals a harmony
between the Old and New Testaments. Mark quoted Isaiah 40:3
when he previously identified John as the precursor of Christ. John,
he said, prepared the way for the Suffering Servant as described in
Isaiah 53. Isaiah also prophesied that the Spirit of God would fall
upon the Messiah. “Behold! My Servant whom I uphold, My Elect
One in whom My soul delights! I have put My Spirit upon Him; He
will bring forth justice to the Gentiles” (Isaiah 42:1). Indeed, Jesus
would bring the gospel to the Gentiles.

Mark tells us that no sooner was Jesus baptized than he was
sent into the wilderness for forty days of temptation. It is natural to
assume that Satan brought Him to the dessert to tempt Him. But
that’s not what Mark said. Mark said that “the Spirit drove Him into
the wilderness” (v. 12—italics added). Like Job, Jesus was brought
into temptation by the will of God.

We often pray that the Lord will keep us from temptation, yet
once we find ourselves in the midst of it we must necessarily con-
clude that we are there as a function of God’s sovereign providence.
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