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WHAT ’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE
This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.
The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps
Bible Background

Teaching Outline

The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and
interpret the Scripture text.

provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide.

Teacher Options
The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they
are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text
meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching
Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.
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Bible Background
Holy Week
According to scholars, Mark is
the earliest of the four Gospels
and was used as a source by the
writers or compilers of the other two
Synoptic Gospels, Matthew and Luke.
Mark probably dates from around AD 70.
It was likely intended for a largely Gentile
Christian audience living outside of
Palestine and suffering persecution
(Reddish, 74, 76).
The events of this lesson’s Gospel
passage take place on Tuesday of Holy
Week. Jesus and his disciples had entered
Jerusalem on Palm Sunday (Mark 11:1-11).
Monday’s events are recorded in Mark
11:12-19. The events of Tuesday begin at
Mark 11:20 and continue through 13:37.
The narrative context of Holy Week is
crucial for our reading of this lesson’s
Gospel passage and, indeed, this entire
study.
The lesson is marked by constant and
increasing tension as the Jerusalem
authorities challenge Jesus in confrontations that reach a climax in his arrest and
crucifixion. We today have the advantage
of hindsight; we can read these passages
from the perspective of the crucifixion of
Jesus, which we know is coming. This is a
helpful perspective since, in Mark’s presentation, the true nature of Jesus as Son
of God (1:1) cannot be realized until he is
crucified (15:39).
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A COMMANDMENT
TO KEEP
Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Mark 12:28-34

The scene for our passage is set, then,
by the preceding events of Holy Week. On
Sunday, Jesus entered Jerusalem to great
acclaim. On Monday, he returned to
Jerusalem and drove the money changers
from the temple (11:15-19). This event is
bracketed by his cursing of a fig tree and
its subsequent demise (11:12-14, 20-24).
Those events together dramatically
demonstrate God’s imminent (in Jesus’
time) and ongoing (in Mark’s audience’s
time and in all times) judgment of religion that ignores human need and thus
substitutes ritual for justice. Jesus has
thrown down the gauntlet, and his opponents eagerly pick it up by engaging in a
series of verbal efforts to entrap and
compromise him.

Love of God
So Tuesday is a day of contention between
Jesus and the authorities. Overhearing
those disputes, “one of the legal experts,”
impressed with Jesus’ answers, asks his
own question (12:28). This man’s question appears to be of a different character
than those posed by the other questioners.
Where their questions are meant to trap
Jesus, his seems to be a genuine request
for help in understanding a vital matter.
Malbon comments, “Just about the time
you think Mark’s Gospel is completely
stereotypical in its characterizations—all
Jewish leaders are bad—the stereotype
does not hold” (83). A legal expert’s role
in first-century Jewish society was the

interpretation of the Torah, so it isn’t
surprising that he asks a question that
went to the heart of the Torah’s
meaning.
Discussion of which commandment
was most important (v. 28) was common
among the legal experts, who always
sought a way to summarize the 613
commandments of the Torah (Culpepper,
419). Jesus responds with two biblical
quotations. The first is the Shema, so
called from the first word in the Hebrew
text of Deuteronomy 6:4-5, and translated
into English as “Listen” or “Hear,” which
in Hebrew also implies “Obey.”
The book of Deuteronomy offers a
reinterpretation and reapplication for
that later generation of the covenant and
its attendant commandments. That reinterpretation proved to be important for
later generations when, as is likely the
case, some portion of Deuteronomy was
discovered during a renovation of the
temple during the reign of King Josiah
and was influential on the religious
reform that he initiated (see 2 Kings
22:1-23:30). Jesus quoted from
Deuteronomy more than from any other
book of the Old Testament.
In this case, Jesus’ quotation, when
joined with the legal expert’s response,
emphasizes the claim God has on the lives
of God’s people. While the Hebrew in
Deuteronomy 6:4 can be translated in
several ways, the two best possibilities are
“The LORD is our God, the LORD alone”
(NRSV; CEB margin) or “The LORD our
God is one LORD” (NRSV margin; CEB
margin). The first of these options
emphasizes the unity of God. The second
emphasizes the exclusive claim the LORD
has on Israel (Culpepper, 420).
Jesus quotes the verse as “our God is
the one Lord” (v. 29). In his response,
however, the legal expert says that Jesus
was right to say that “God is one and
there is no other besides him” (v. 32). The
result is that “the Markan account legitimizes both translations and makes clear
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I. The events of Holy Week provide the
narrative context for our Gospel passage.
A. The cursing of the fig tree and the
cleansing of the temple reveal God’s
judgment on institutional religion.
B. Religious authorities challenged
Jesus as Passover draws near.
II. Amidst that controversy, a legal expert
approaches Jesus (Mark 12:28).
A. He had been impressed with Jesus’
responses to the previous challenges.
B. He asked which commandment was
the most important.
III. Jesus’ reply combined Deuteronomy
6:4-5 and Leviticus 19:18 (Mark
12:29-32).
A. Jesus seems to have been the first to
combine those two passages in this
way.
B. The dual emphasis on loving God
and loving neighbor was very much a
part of Old Testament teaching.
IV. The legal expert was pleased with Jesus’
answer (Mark 12:32-33).
A. The legal expert grasped the spirit of
the law and not merely the letter of
the law.
B. He expresses that understanding by
citing 1 Samuel 15:22.
V. Jesus said that the legal expert was not
far from God’s kingdom (Mark 12:34).
A. What was the difference between
this man and the one who asks Jesus
a similar question in Mark
10:17-22—but goes far away from
God’s kingdom?
B. Perhaps the difference has to do
with the level of spiritual insight that
is reflected in their approach to
Scripture and their willingness to
move toward full commitment to
Jesus’ teaching and example.

that both interpretations were a part of appropriating the Shema in that time. God is
one and only” (Miller, 45).

Love of Neighbor
God’s people were and are to respond to God’s exclusive claim on them with a love for
God that encompasses their entire being. The obligation to love extends not only to
God but to the neighbor. Jesus said that there is a second commandment—that is,
another commandment that when joined to the first, accurately summarizes the Torah.
That commandment is found in Leviticus 19:18. The verse in full reads, “You must
not take revenge nor hold a grudge against any of your people; instead, you must love
your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD.” The verse falls within a litany of commandments, most of which have an ethical bent. The recurring formula “I am the LORD”
encourages obedience to these commands.
Because God is the Lord, our love for God flows over into our love for other people.
Can we love God fully without loving others fully, too? (See 1 John 4:20-21.)

A Way to Begin
How many choices do we make every day? Estimates range from several
hundred to many thousand. Most of these choices are unconscious; we make
them more or less instinctively. But even these choices may be guided by the
basic approach to life that we have formed through our experiences. In the case of Christians,
our formation includes following Jesus in the living of life, and following Jesus involves taking
the teachings of Scripture into account. Life is complicated, and the teachings of Scripture are
many and varied. We need an overarching principle to govern our motivations, thoughts,
and actions. Jesus said that principle is love of God that includes love of neighbor. Are we
committed to living that way? How do we go about it?

❍ Decision Diary

Ask participants to reflect on a decision
they had to make recently that gave them
an opportunity to show love for God by
demonstrating love for another. Ask them
to answer the following questions.

Questions

➤ What factors went into making this
decision? Did you make this decision
consciously or instinctively? Explain.
➤ What issues or tensions arose for you
as you tried to decide how to act?
➤ How might you allow your love for God
to figure more prominently in your
future decisions?

❍ Tie Them on Your Hand

In Deuteronomy 6:8, Moses told the
people to tie his instructions on their
hands and place them on their foreheads.
They were to keep these teachings close so
they would become ingrained in their
hearts and show themselves in their
actions. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ How does our love for God show itself
in our effort to know God and to do
God’s will?
➤ What practices can we adopt that will
help Scripture become ingrained in our
being?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The legal expert is like many if not most of us. We truly want to know how to live
as God would have us live. As a fellow inquirer, the legal expert also offers a
model to follow. First, he asks for guidance in how to live a good life. Second, once
he gets an answer, he responds to it in terms that show he wants to know not only the letter of
the law but also the spirit of the law. Third, he displays an openness that enables him to move
closer to knowing God and to knowing God’s ways. We don’t know if he ever became a
follower of Jesus but he seems to have been heading in that direction.

❍ Questions for Discussion

Read Mark 12:28-34. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ What details in the text give clues
about the sincerity of the legal expert’s
question?
➤ Have you ever asked yourself (or a
trusted teacher) this kind of question?
What experiences, thoughts, or fears
might provoke such a question?
➤ Read Deuteronomy 6:4-9. Why does
Jesus quote Scripture to this man? Is
this something the legal expert should
have already known? Why or why not?
Read Leviticus 19:18. Although Jesus
seems to have been the first to combine
these two biblical passages in this way,
setting love for God alongside love for
others is a common Old Testament
theme.

Questions

➤ Is it possible to truly love God without
loving one’s neighbor? Explain.
➤ What does the legal expert’s response
in verses 32-33 reveal about him?
➤ What does Jesus mean by saying the
legal expert isn’t far from God’s
kingdom (v. 34)?
➤ Why do you think no one dared to ask
Jesus any more questions after this
exchange?
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❍ Priorities

Read Mark 12:28-34. Discuss things we
might make a higher priority than loving
God and our neighbors. How do we sometimes fool ourselves into thinking that we
are keeping the greatest commandment
when, in fact, we are not?

❍ Compare and Contrast

Compare and contrast Mark 12:28-34
with the story of the rich man in Mark
10:17-22. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What is the same or different in how
each man approaches Jesus? In how
Jesus responds to them? In the spiritual
posture of each by the end of the story?
➤ What do these stories tell us about the
relationship between discipleship and
love?
➤ What do we learn about the nature of
love for God and for others?

A Way to End
Following their conversation, Jesus said to the legal expert, “You aren’t far from
God’s kingdom” (v. 34). Since Jesus knows what is in someone’s heart (see Matt
12:25; John 2:24-25), we can conclude that the man’s words reflected a heart
that was open to loving God and neighbor. He was on the verge of taking the leap of commitment that would make all the difference. Where do we stand in relation to God’s kingdom?
What does our practice of love reveal about our commitment to the kingdom?

❍ Love and Passion

❍ Song Prayer

Questions

Resources

Remind participants of the context of this
passage, which is the week leading up to
Jesus’ death on the cross. Jesus is the one
person who truly fully loved God and
truly loved his neighbor as himself.
➤ If the legal expert did move toward
loving God and neighbor, what would
it have cost him?
➤ Where did such love lead Jesus?
➤ Where would such love lead the legal
expert?
➤ Where will such love lead us?

❍ Scripture Prayer

Close by singing a hymn or chorus that
expresses love for God or Christ such as “I
Love Thee,” “I Love You, Lord,” or “My
Jesus, I Love Thee.”

R. Alan Culpepper, Mark, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2007).
Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, Hearing Mark: A Listener’s
Guide (Harrisburg PA: Trinity Press International, 2002).
Patrick D. Miller, “The Ten Commandments,”
Interpretation: Resources for the Use of Scripture in the Church
(Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 2009).
Mitchell G. Reddish, An Introduction to the Gospels
(Nashville TN: Abingdon, 1997).

Lead the class to reflect on and to pray
one or more of these prayers from
Scripture:
➤ Ephesians 3:19
➤ 2 Corinthians 13:13
➤ 1 John 4:7
Have someone read the passage aloud
while the class listens and prays silently.

Teaching Guide
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Bible Background
Context
The events in Mark 13:5-13
take place on Tuesday of the
final week of Jesus’ earthly life.
Since Mark 11:27, the geographical
setting of Tuesday’s events has been the
temple and its environs. While on the
temple grounds, Jesus engaged in a series
of confrontations with various authorities—confrontations in which he always
came out on top.
As Jesus and his disciples leave the
temple, an unnamed disciple remarks
about the impressiveness of the structure.
This leads Jesus to say, “Not even one
stone will be left upon another; all will be
demolished” (Mark 13:2). This statement
serves as a “bookend” closing the theme
of God’s judgment on institutional religion that began with the cursing of the
fig tree and the cleansing of the temple
(11:12-24). The material between these
bookends illustrates why judgment is
coming. The rest of chapter 13 deals with
how and (to some extent) when that judgment will occur.
The geographical setting for this
lesson’s Gospel text is the Mount of
Olives. Therefore, Mark 13:5-37 is often
called the “Olivet Discourse.” The mountain lies on the opposite side of the
Kidron Valley from the temple mount.
This vantage point affords a spectacular
view of the temple site. There, Peter,
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A WARNING
TO HEED
Daniel 11:21, 30-35; Mark 13:5-13

James, John, and Andrew ask Jesus,
“When will these things happen? What
sign will show that all these things are
about to come to an end?” (13:4). Perhaps
Jesus’ words about the temple combined
with Jewish expectations associated with
the Mount of Olives—in particular, a
belief that the Messiah would come to the
Mount of Olives (see Zech 14:4)—caused
the question to form in their minds.

Content
Jesus’ answer shows that although he
wants his disciples to be concerned about
matters related to the destruction of the
temple, he doesn’t want them to speculate
about the future. In verse 5, the first
Greek word in Jesus’ answer means
“Watch out.” This is a key word throughout this discourse, occurring here and in
verses 9, 23, and 33 (Culpepper, 449).
Jesus thus answers the disciples’ “When
will these things happen?” with a warning
for them to keep their eyes open so they
won’t be misled by events into believing
that the end is near. According to Lane, he
responds in this way “to discourage a false
sense of imminence and to urge vigilance
in the turmoil and stress which precedes
the catastrophe overtaking Jerusalem”
(456).
The first thing that the disciples are to
watch out for is “that no one deceives
you” (v. 5). Specifically, they are not to let
the seductions of messianic pretenders
entice them. Such pretenders would come

in Jesus’ name. That is, they would come
claiming to represent God with the
authority of Jesus. They might even
say, “I am he!” (the Greek is literally “I
am” and could be taken as a claim to
divinity, such as when Jesus said “Before
Abraham was, I Am” in John 8:58). The
first-century Jewish historian Josephus
mentions several leaders who claimed a
following and led unsuccessful
movements (Culpepper, 450).
Jesus told his disciples not to let such
fake messiahs lead them astray. It might
seem doubtful to us that disciples like
Peter, Andrew, James, and John, who had
followed Jesus so closely and who would
soon know him as the resurrected Lord,
would ever be led astray by such
pretenders. We must remember, though,
that the Gospel of Mark was written some
forty years after Jesus’ death and resurrection. Its intended audience would have
included believers who had no first-hand
experience of Jesus’ ministry or teaching.
People like this might have been more
susceptible to the allure of a false leader.
How much more susceptible might
people be 2,000 years later?
Jesus then tells the disciples not to let
wars, war talk, or natural disasters lead
them to think that the end was near. Such
things, he said, “must happen, but this
isn’t the end yet” (v. 7). Rather, these
things are merely “labor pains” (the literal
translation of “sufferings,” v. 8). Both the
Old Testament and later Judaism use the
imagery of labor pains to describe the
woes that would precede the coming of
the Messiah. Once labor starts, it can last
a long time. The message of these verses is
that such events—which can and do occur
in every age—do not necessarily signal the
impending end. Indeed, even the fall of
Jerusalem, the impending cataclysm that
prompted this entire discussion, would
not signal the end.
The second thing that the disciples
are to watch out for is the persecution
they would undergo (vv. 9-13). The persecution would come at the hands of both
Jewish (councils and synagogues) and

I. This episode follows closely on that of
last lesson’s text (Mark 13:1-4).
A. Chronologically, the story takes
place on Tuesday of Holy Week.
B. The context is a disciple commenting
on the majesty of the temple and
Jesus’ remark that the temple would
be demolished (vv. 1-2).
C. The geographical setting is the
Mount of Olives, where Peter, James,
John, and Andrew ask Jesus when
these things would happen (vv. 3-4).
II. Jesus encouraged his disciples to be
prepared to persevere in carrying out
their ministry (Mark 13:5).
A. They were not to become obsessed
with unfolding events so that they
would be prevented from carrying
out their ministry.
B. Daniel 11:21, 30-35 reminds us that
God’s people face great pressure and
need to persevere in every age.
III. Jesus did not directly answer the
“When?” question. Rather, he gave his
disciples warnings (Mark 13:6-9a).
A. First warning: do not follow false
messiahs (v. 6).
B. Second warning: do not let political
or natural upheavals cause you to
think that the end is near (vv. 7-8).
C. Third warning: the faithful can
expect persecution (v. 9).
IV. Jesus offered alternating words of
warning and commission
(Mark 13:9b-13).
A. Times of trial are to be seen as
opportunities to share the good
news of the kingdom.
B. Jesus promises that his followers will
have what they need to continue to
minister in the midst of persecution
and that they will experience rescue
once they have endured to the end.

Teaching Guide
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Roman (governors and kings) authorities. The beginning of such persecution is well
documented in the book of Acts. Christians then encountered persecution by the
Roman authorities in Rome under Nero in the 60s. If the intended audience of Mark
was Roman Christians, as many scholars believe, then it would have comforted them to
know that Jesus anticipated their suffering long before.
Jesus explained that the persecutions his followers were to endure, wherever and
whenever they lived, would be “because of me so that you can testify before them” (v. 9).
Everyone would hate them because of Jesus (v. 13). Everything they went through would
be because of their identification with Christ in his ministry, including his sufferings,
and would be for the purpose of allowing them to bear witness to Jesus. And yet the
Holy Spirit would give them the words to offer this witness (v. 11).
Jesus gives the disciples no promise that they will escape suffering. Instead, he
encourages them to endure to the end (v. 13). Mark’s point is not, then, to speculate on
when the end will come. Rather, as Boring explains, it is “a matter of the worldwide
Christian mission, for which God provides time (v. 10). The missionary task, not the
[second coming], lies in the immediate future of the disciples” (359).

A Way to Begin
It is often said that the more things change, the more they stay the same. Or as
my father used to say to me when I was a teenager, “Your generation is no
worse than mine; you just have better weapons to work with!” Every time has
its own dangers and challenges. Christians need to keep their perspective. The things that
happen today—even the most terrible things—do not necessarily mean that the end is near.
Jesus talked about the coming end to keep us aware and alert not only to the signs of the
times, but to the opportunities and the dangers ahead.

❍ Wars and Rumors of Wars

Before the session, ask one volunteer to
research wars of the twentieth to the
twenty-first centuries, another to research
wars of the nineteenth century, and
another to research wars of the first
century. Ask each of them to compile a
list to present to the class. Discuss the
implication of their findings for our
understanding of Jesus’ words in the
lesson’s passage. How does our time
compare with other times in terms of
warfare?

❍ Watch Out!

Jesus told his followers “Watch out that
no one deceives you” (v. 5) and “Watch
out for yourselves” (v. 9). Ask the following
questions.
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Questions

➤ What kind of deception on the part of
leaders do we need to watch out for
today?
➤ How do “false prophets” and “false
messiahs” profit from the fear they
generate?
➤ In what ways do we need to watch out
for ourselves? What possible dangers
are there to avoid?
➤ Does Jesus instruct us to watch out for
ourselves so we can escape danger or
for some other reason? Explain.
➤ What are the dangers in not watching
out?
➤ What are the dangers in watching out
for the wrong things?

A Way to Explore Scripture
Jesus intended these words to be helpful to his followers as they lived in a world
where evil was present, faithful ministry was necessary, and perseverance was
called for. He wanted his disciples to engage the world in which they lived, not to
try to escape it. We need to see that the world as it is now is in some ways the same world it
has always been, even as it is very different for us than it was for previous generations.

❍ Questions for Discussion

❍ Encouragement

Questions

(1) “Don’t give in to people who say the
time is here.”
(2) “Don’t give in to the notion that
things are worse than they’ve ever been.”

Read Mark 13:5-13. Using information
from the Bible Background, explain the
context in which Jesus gives these instructions. Ask the following questions.
➤ Brainstorm “false prophets” of the past
fifty years ( Jim Jones, UFO cults, etc.).
What do these people or groups have in
common? How can believers be
“watchful” of them?
➤ Why do people misconstrue things that
are merely the “beginning” with signs
of the end (vv. 7-8)?
Note recent news stories about
Christians in other countries being persecuted for their faith. Even if “this isn’t the
end yet” (v. 7), our world can still be a
dangerous place for the gospel.

Questions

➤ What makes the message of Jesus such
a threat to worldly powers?
➤ Whether we ever experience genuine
persecution or not, how can we
encourage one another to stand firm in
our faith?

Divide the class into two groups. Assign
each group to discuss one of the following
statements:

Discuss whether these statements
accurately summarize Jesus’ encouragement. Allow time for each group to offer
evidence from the text in support of their
conclusion.

❍ Does Paul say “Amen”?

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Does Paul
Say ‘Amen’?” Allow time for
participants to read the two
passages. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ Does Paul affirm what Jesus says about
the end times? Explain.
➤ Do we affirm what Jesus says in how we
deal with the troubles and evil in our
day? Explain.

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
We are about to leave this place of sanctuary and go back out into the world. As we
go, let us be ready to face the world as it is. Let us remember the life of service
and sacrifice to which Jesus has called us. Let us remember that we are all in this
together.

❍ Waiting and Working

The hymn “O Land of Rest, for Thee I
Sigh” did not originally have a refrain.
When a refrain was added, the early
version said, “We’ll wait till Jesus comes.”
Only later was it changed to “We’ll work
till Jesus comes” (Eskew, 204–205). Both
versions are appropriate since our waiting
is to be an active waiting.
Have the class sing “O Land of Rest,
for Thee I Sigh,” singing “We’ll wait till
Jesus comes” in the first line of the refrain
and “We’ll work till Jesus comes” on the
second line.

❍ Prayers for Perseverance

Discuss ways our culture challenges or
opposes us as we seek to proclaim the
gospel through our lives and words.
Use a website such as
www.persecutedchurch.org to find
examples of Christians in other nations
who are being persecuted for their faith.
Consider suggesting follow-up projects
such as:
➤ Sponsoring a day of prayer for the
persecuted church.
➤ Making a class donation to an organization that ministers to persecuted
Christians.
Close with prayer for all of us as we
strive to be faithful to fulfill our ministry
in challenging times.

Resources
M. Eugene Boring, “Mark: A Commentary,” The New
Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox,
2006).
R. Alan Culpepper, Mark, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2007).
Harry Eskew, “O Land of Rest, for Thee I Sigh!” Handbook
to the Baptist Hymnal (Nashville TN: Convention, 1992).
William L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark, The New International
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids MI:
Eerdmans, 1974).
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Bible Background
The Literary Context
Mark is known for a literary
practice in which two passages
bracket another passage in the
middle. Scholars sometimes refer to these
connected units as Markan sandwiches—
two pieces of “bread” with “meat” on the
inside. Such a construction signals the
reader that the pieces are to be read and
interpreted in light of each other. We
should chew on them together to get the
full flavor of what Mark is trying to
communicate.
By one reading, Mark 14:1-9 contains
two-thirds of a sandwich. The rest of the
sandwich is in verses 10-11. In this
slightly larger context, we find that the
anointing of Jesus (vv. 3-9) is bracketed
on one side by the plans of the authorities
to arrest and kill Jesus (vv. 1-2) and on the
other side by the commitment of Judas
Iscariot to betray him (vv. 10-11). So the
action of the anonymous woman is to be
compared and contrasted with the actions
of the authorities and of Judas. They are
all preparing for the death of Jesus, but
her preparation is motivated by love and
personal sacrifice whereas theirs is motivated by hate and by personal gain. Lane
says, “The pure devotion of the anonymous woman throws into bold relief the
hostility and treachery of the priests and
their accomplice” (492)—and vice versa.

Teaching Guide

A MISSION
TO EMBRACE
Isaiah 61:1-3a; Mark 14:1-9

It is also possible to see the story of
Jesus’ anointing by the woman as the
bottom piece in a larger sandwich in
which the top piece is the story of the
poor widow putting her offering in the
temple treasury (12:41-44) and the middle
part is Jesus’ call for vigilance in chapter
13 (Culpepper, 482). In that case, the story
of the woman who gave all she had joins
with the story of the woman who gave
extravagantly to demonstrate the kind of
devotion Jesus’ followers need as they live
in a threatening world.

Two Days before the Passover
The events in this lesson’s Gospel passage
occur “two days before Passover and the
Festival of Unleavened Bread” (Mark 14:1)
and thus on Wednesday of Holy Week.
Passover, which commemorated the
exodus of the Israelites from Egypt under
Moses (Exod 12:43-13:2), would begin on
Thursday evening when the Passover
lamb was killed and continue into Friday
morning. The Festival of Unleavened
Bread (Exod 13:3-10), which had perhaps
originally been a separate observance, but
which by Jesus’ time had been combined
with Passover, would begin on Friday and
continue for seven days.
The “chief priests and legal experts”
(v. 1) were looking for a way to dispose of
Jesus, but they had determined not to do
anything during the festival for fear
“there would be an uproar among the
people” (v. 2). Passover was a potentially

volatile time in Jerusalem. The population of the city was usually around
50,000, but during Passover the influx
of pilgrims would cause it to swell to
perhaps five times that number. Given
that the festival celebrated the past liberation of the Jews, its observance under
Roman occupation could cause an explosion of emotions and an outbreak of
violence.
Bethany was Jesus’ base during this
Passover pilgrimage (see Mark 11:12).
Here, he eats dinner at the house of the
otherwise unknown “Simon, who had a
skin disease” (v. 3). It is unclear whether
Simon still had the skin disease or if he
had been cured of it (Boring, 382). It
would have been unusual for someone
with a skin disease to host a dinner, since
such a condition would have rendered
him ritually unclean (Lev 13–14). It would
not, however, have been unusual for Jesus
to socialize with such a person.

The Anointing
While Jesus and the others are dining, an
unnamed woman enters and anoints
Jesus’ head with perfume. It is tempting
to identify the woman by looking at the
similar stories in the other Gospels. For
example, in John 12:1-8 we find the story
of Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus,
who anoints Jesus before his death—
although she anoints his feet and not his
head. The fact is, though, that Mark does
not name this woman. We should accept
her anonymity and let it help us identify
with her more freely.
The perfume is described as “nard,”
which was made from the roots of a plant
found in India. It was thus rare and
expensive. The woman’s critics note that
it “could have been sold for almost a
year’s pay” (v. 5). It was contained in “a
vase made of alabaster” (v. 3), which
would have been a small vessel with a
narrow neck. When one wanted to use the
perfume, one broke the neck of the vessel
and poured it out. All of it would have to
be used.
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I. Isaiah 61:1-3a records words of a prophet
ministering to returning Jewish exiles.
A. The prophet speaks of how he had
been anointed with the Spirit of the
Lord so that he could proclaim the
good news that God sets people free
from what oppresses them.
B. Jesus read this passage at the beginning of his public ministry (Luke
4:14-21) and said that those words
had been fulfilled in him: he was the
one who had been anointed to set
people free.
II. Jesus’ ministry of setting people free
would culminate in his death on the
cross.
III. The anonymous woman who anointed
Jesus was, Jesus said, doing so in preparation for his coming burial
(Mark 14:1-9).
A. She anointed Jesus just two days
before the Passover, when the
Jerusalem authorities were already
plotting Jesus’ death (vv. 1-2).
B. She anointed Jesus in Bethany, which
was across the Kidron Valley from
Jerusalem, in the home of Simon,
“who had a skin disease” (v. 3).
C. She anointed Jesus with valuable
ointment made of nard that she
poured from a single-use container
(v. 3).
IV. Some saw this extravagant act as a bad
thing, but Jesus saw it as a good thing
(Mark 14:4-9).
A. Those who criticized her said her
perfume could have been sold and
the money given to the poor
(vv. 4-5).
B. Jesus said that while there were
always opportunities to help the
poor, the woman would be remembered for anointing his body for
burial (vv. 6-9).

When people criticized the woman’s extravagance, Jesus responded by saying, “You
always have the poor with you; and whenever you want, you can do something good for
them. But you won’t always have me” (v. 7). Some interpret these words inappropriately
to suggest that not helping the poor is a legitimate option for Jesus’ followers. In
context, however, Jesus’ meaning is clearly that such attention to him is entirely appropriate given that his burial is going to take place in another forty-eight hours.
Furthermore, in saying, “You always have the poor with you,” Jesus is likely alluding to
Deuteronomy 15:11, which says, “Poor persons will never disappear from the earth” in
the course of a longer passage (Deut 15:7-11) that is all about helping the poor.
“She has anointed my body ahead of time for burial,” Jesus said (v. 8). But did she
know that was what she was doing? It was not unusual for guests at a dinner to have
their heads anointed, and anointing kings was an ancient custom in Israel. In Isaiah
61:1, the writer describes his calling from God in terms of anointing. Perhaps the
woman had these ideas in mind. Some scholars believe that the woman did not know
she was anointing Jesus for his upcoming burial, and that the anointing was an expression of love but not understanding. Others, however, believe that she did understand
that Jesus’ path was leading to his death and her anointing grew out of that awareness.
Whatever she may have meant by the act, Jesus accepted her anointing as preparation
for the death and burial that he, at least, knew was coming.

A Way to Begin
The story of the unknown woman anointing Jesus tells us a lot about him. It tells
us, for example, that he was living in expectation of his impending death and
that he appreciated the woman’s recognition, be it conscious or unconscious, of
what was coming to him. The story also tells us a lot about the woman. For example, it tells us
that she was willing to show her love for Jesus in obvious and extravagant ways and that she
was willing to be identified with him in the life and death that were his way. What does the
story tell us about us? What does it reveal to us about how we are to serve?

❍ Personal Testimony

Invite someone who has been ordained as
a minister or a deacon to share what that
experience meant and means personally.
In particular, ask this person to talk about
the ways in which the Spirit has led him
or her to serve.
Our passages this lesson explore the
idea of “anointing.” Literally, this refers to
a ritual of applying oil to a person’s body.
Metaphorically, it can be a symbol of one’s
having been set aside for a special task.
In a sense, all of us have been
“anointed.” All Christians have been
endowed with God’s Spirit and set aside
to serve.

❍ Preparing for Burial

In this lesson, we discuss Jesus’ anointing
at Bethany. Jesus said his anointing was
for his coming burial even though he had
not yet died. His death on the cross was
the culmination of an entire life of giving
himself away.

Questions

➤ We also are commanded to deny
ourselves (Mark 8:34). What does it
mean to live as people who have
received this kind of “anointing”?
➤ What role does baptism play in setting
us apart to follow Jesus’ example of
self-giving sacrifice?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Whether she knew it or not, the woman who anointed Jesus was the first of his
followers in Mark to respond to him in a way that recognizes that his calling
would lead him to his death. Her act of devotion, along with the criticism it
inspired, cements this woman in our memory.

❍ The Anointed One

Read Mark 14:1-9. Using information
from the Bible Background, explain the
literary context of this episode. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ Do you think the woman knew she was
anointing Jesus for his burial? For what
other reasons might she have
performed this extravagant act?
➤ Why did the other dinner guests grow
angry? Was concern for the poor the
real reason for their criticism? Explain.
Read Isaiah 61:1-3a. Note that Jesus
applied this passage to himself in Luke
4:14-21. Explain that “Christ” or
“Messiah” literally means “the Anointed
One.” When we think of Jesus as
“anointed,” are we more likely to remember his anointing by the Spirit to preach
the good news or his anointing by the
woman in preparation for death and
burial? How are the two anointings
related?
Jesus declared that what the woman
did would be told in memory of her
(vv. 8-9). Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What about the woman’s action makes
it so memorable?
➤ How can we remember her action with
our deeds as well as in our thoughts?
➤ How can we participate in the death of
Jesus?
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❍ Two Wings

Read Isaiah 61:1-3a. This passage
describes an anointing to bring good
news to the oppressed.
Read Mark 14:1-9. In this passage,
critics assail the woman who anointed
Jesus by saying that the perfume could
have been sold and the proceeds given to
the poor.

Questions

➤ What is the relationship between
“loving God” through prayer and
worship and “loving our neighbor”
through acts of charity?
➤ What might it look like if these two
impulses are out of balance?
➤ Is it possible to be stingy with God
while still claiming to follow God?
Explain.
Explain that Jewish piety forged a
strong link between personal piety and
community charity. These are the two
“wings” by which we fly. But no one can
fly by flapping only one wing!
Discuss how Christians can show
extravagant, costly love both to God and
to our neighbors in need.

A Way to End
Having explored the story of Jesus’ anointing at Bethany, we are left with a challenge. We know what the woman did. We know what Jesus did. What will we do?

❍ A Blueprint for Service

The prophet speaking in
Isaiah 61:1-3a said that he
had been anointed with the
Spirit to proclaim good
news to the oppressed. In his Nazareth
sermon, Jesus said that this Scripture had
been fulfilled in his life and ministry.
Distribute copies of the resource page
“A Blueprint for Service.” In groups of
two or three, have participants read the
quotation provided and answer the
suggested discussion questions.
Allow time for those who wish to
share their insights with the class. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ Is it reasonable to expect that
Christians today are supposed to be
doing the same sorts of things God
sent Jesus to do? Explain.
➤ Where do we find Christians in the
New Testament doing these things?
➤ How do our lives (individually or as a
church) reflect this blueprint?
➤ What could we do to reflect this blueprint more accurately?

❍ Guided Meditation

Lead the class in a guided meditation.
Have participants close their eyes and
imagine that they are the woman anointing Jesus. What compels them to do what
they do? How does it feel when others
criticize? How does it feel when Jesus
defends them?
Next, lead them to imagine they are
Jesus being anointed by the woman. How
do they look upon her generous act? Why
do they respond to the woman’s critics as
they do? Invite them to reflect on Jesus’
prior anointing with the Holy Spirit to
preach good news and reach out to those
who are in need. How do these two
anointings come together?
Close with prayer.

Resources
M. Eugene Boring, “Mark: A Commentary,” The New
Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox,
2006).
R. Alan Culpepper, Mark, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2007).
William L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark, The New International
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids MI:
Eerdmans, 1974).

Close with prayer that our
ministries—as individuals, as a class, and
as a church—would more clearly reflect
the blueprint that the prophet described
and Jesus lived out.
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Lesson

Bible Background
The Passover
With this lesson’s Gospel
passage, we come to Thursday
of Holy Week. The events in our
text fall immediately prior to the scene in
the garden of Gethsemane in which Jesus
is betrayed and arrested. Tomorrow, he
will be crucified.
It is “the first day of the Festival of
Unleavened Bread” (v. 12). Technically, it
was the day of Passover, the fourteenth
day of Nisan. In popular thought and
practice, though, the two festivals had
been combined so that the Festival of
Unleavened Bread included the Day of
Passover. Mark further defines the day as
the one “when the Passover lamb was
sacrificed” (v. 12). This took place in the
afternoon and early evening.
We can assume that when the narrative opens, Jesus and his disciples are still
in Bethany, where the unnamed woman
had anointed Jesus at the house of Simon
(14:1-9). We have not been told of any
movement away from Bethany.
Furthermore, Jesus tells his disciples to
“go into the city” (v. 13) when they ask
him where they should go to prepare the
Passover meal (v. 12).
Passover could be observed only in
Jerusalem, and pilgrims would travel for
many miles to observe the feast there. At
Passover, the population of Jerusalem,
which was normally around 50,000
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A MEAL
TO SHARE
Isaiah 25:6-10; Mark 14:13-16, 22-26

people, rose to around 250,000. Residents
of Jerusalem would make space available
for the pilgrims to eat their Passover
meal. Jesus and his disciples were among
many who needed accommodations for
their observance.
Passover was also a family festival. It
was observed by the gathered members of
a family, with the male head of household
presiding over the meal liturgy. Jesus and
his disciples now constituted a family,
with Jesus presiding.

The Upper Room
Mark’s account of Jesus’ sending two
disciples into Jerusalem to prepare for the
meal echoes the earlier account of
sending two disciples to secure a donkey
for his triumphal entry the previous
Sunday (Mark 11:1-6). In both cases, Jesus
is clearly prepared for what is coming and
in charge of unfolding events.
Also, in both cases, it is impossible to
determine whether we are dealing with
prearrangements made by Jesus or
whether events unfolded as they did
because of Jesus’ divine foreknowledge.
Mark doesn’t say either way. Secrecy,
involving coded words and gestures,
would well be necessary for Jesus and his
disciples, given what we know about
Judas’s arrangements to betray Jesus
(14:10-11). At the same time, it may well
be the case that Mark’s point is to emphasize Jesus’ foreknowledge and authority
(Boring, 388). Whatever the case, it is

clear that Jesus is in control of the situation. The rapidly unfolding events do
not catch him by surprise.
Jesus told the two disciples that
they were to follow a man carrying a
water jar (v. 13). Such a man would stand
out because although male servants
might carry water, they usually carried it
in skins. Carrying water was more often a
female servant’s task, since they carried
their water in jars.
The man led the disciples to a house
where they prepared the large upstairs
room, which was already furnished and
waiting for them (v. 15). Likely the room
was equipped with a suitable table as well
as couches or rugs on which the diners
could recline. “Reclining” was the dining
posture assumed by the rich at their
formal banquets, but all Jewish males
were required to partake in the Passover
meal as if they were rich men.

The Last Supper
We should note the parallels in the words
Mark uses to describe Jesus’ act of sharing
the bread with his disciples at this
Passover meal and his act of sharing the
bread in his feeding of the 5,000 (Mark
6:30-44) and of the 4,000 (Mark 8:1-10). In
both the Passover meal and the feeding of
the 5,000, we are told that Jesus “took,”
“blessed,” “broke,” and “gave” the bread.
In the Passover and the feeding of the
4,000, Jesus “took,” “gave thanks,”
“broke,” and “gave” the bread (Senior,
55–56). These verbs still aptly describe the
ritual flow of the Lord’s Supper as it is
practiced in most churches.
“Bread” is an important symbol of
Jesus’ ministry. Jesus feeds the 5,000 in
Jewish territory and the 4,000 in Gentile
territory. The giving of the bread in those
two instances symbolizes that the lifegiving ministry of Jesus is for everyone.
Now, on the eve of his crucifixion, Jesus
again breaks bread, says, “Take; this is my
body” (v. 22), and shares bread among his
disciples. Whether the disciples knew it or
not, the breaking of bread on that night is
a harbinger of how Jesus will give life to

I. The Lord’s Supper strengthens our faith
by leading us to look back.
A. It leads us to look back to the original Passover in the book of Exodus.
B. It leads us to look back to the many
ways Jesus ministered to others by
means of a meal.
1. Jesus demonstrated his compassion through feeding the 5,000
(Mark 6:30-44) and the 4,000
(Mark 8:1-10).
2. Jesus envisioned a great
messianic banquet to which
everyone was invited (Matt 8:11;
Luke 14:16-24; see Isa 25:6-10).
3. Jesus often taught at the dinner
table (Luke 11:37-54; 14:1-24;
24:30).
4. Jesus was remembered for eating
even with sinners (Mark 2:15-16;
Luke 15:1; 19:1-10).
C. It leads us to look back to the first
Lord’s Supper.
D. It leads us to look back to the crucifixion of Jesus.
II. The Lord’s Supper strengthens our faith
by leading us to look ahead.
A. It leads us to look ahead to the
future fulfillment of the kingdom of
God.
B. The resurrection of Jesus is a foretaste of that coming fulfillment.
III. The Lord’s Supper strengthens our faith
by leading us to live fully in the present
moment.
A. Our active present participation in
the Lord’s Supper gives us strength
for the present by reminding us of
what has happened and what will
happen through Christ.
B. To share in the Lord’s Supper
teaches us that following Christ
means sharing in his death here and
now. It also gives us the strength to
do so.
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all sorts of people by giving up his life. Though Christians have understood it differently in different times and places, it has ever since been a reminder of what Jesus did
and does.
Then Jesus passed a cup of wine. That cup, Jesus said, represented his blood, “which
is poured out for many” (v. 24). “Many” was a biblical idiom for “all” (Boring, 391), and
so this saying confirms that Jesus’ death was for both Jews and Gentiles, a point that the
bread imagery also communicated. “For many” reflects the words of Isaiah 53:12: “He
carried the sin of many.” It also reflects Jesus’ earlier promise that he had come “to give
his life to liberate many people” (10:45).
The disciples’ recollection of the first Lord’s Supper would have eventually strengthened their faith by leading them to look back in remembrance and to look forward in
hope. Mark’s presentation of this key event strengthened the faith of the Christians to
whom Mark’s Gospel was originally addressed. It also strengthens the faith of all the
disciples who have come after them—including us. It leads us to look back to the first
Lord’s Supper and forward to the coming messianic banquet. It can have this effect
because those first disciples participated in the original experience, and because we
today participate in its regular reenactment in the celebration of Holy Communion—
and because we participate in a cross-centered life of following Jesus.

A Way to Begin
Nothing happens in a vacuum. There is always a backstory and a history. Jesus’
sharing of the Last Supper and establishing of the Lord’s Supper happen
against the backdrop of God’s ongoing plan of salvation. Salvation history
culminated in Jesus but it did not begin with him. It is good to examine how the Last Supper
fits into the larger picture of God’s purpose.

❍ Meals as Signs of the Kingdom

Bring a variety of breakfast treats for the
class to eat. Arrange for participants to sit
around a table during the session.
After opening announcements, prayer
requests, etc., read Isaiah 25:6-10. Discuss
why the kingdom of God is so often
symbolized in the Bible by the sharing of
a meal.

Questions

➤ What significant meals remain in your
memory? (Participants might note
holiday meals from childhood, dates
with their future spouse, wedding
banquets, etc.)
➤ Other than the food, what factors can
make a meal great?
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This lesson we will study the Last
Supper and seek to grasp how it remains a
meal that all Christians share.

❍ Compare and Contrast

Read Mark 14:13-16. Compare and
contrast Mark’s description of Jesus
sending two disciples to get the colt for
him to ride on Palm Sunday (Mark 11:1-7)
and his description of Jesus sending two
disciples to prepare for the Passover meal.

Question

➤ What do these accounts seem to indicate about Jesus’ attitude with respect
to his coming death?

A Way to Explore Scripture
The breaking of bread and the sharing of meals offer powerful images of fellowship and sustenance. To give bread to someone is to share life with them. To share
a meal with someone is also to share life with them. Guide participants to see how
Jesus’ words and actions at the Last Supper offer insight into the whole of his life-giving
ministry.

❍ Bread from Heaven

Share some of the Scripture passages
cited in the Outline for Teaching regarding the ministry that Jesus conducted in
the context of meals. Why does it seem so
much of Jesus’ ministry involved food or
took place at the dinner table?
Read the following quotation.
The God-who-is has always been
searching for me. By His choice, His
relationship with me is presence, as a
call, as a guide; He is not satisfied
with speaking to me, or showing
things to me, or asking things of me.
He does much more.
He is Life, and He knows his creature can do nothing without Him; He
knows His child would die of hunger
without bread.
But man’s bread is God Himself,
and God gives Himself to man as
food.
Only eternal life can feed man
who is destined for eternal life…
This bread from heaven is God
Himself. (Carretto, 33–34)

❍ Meal Search

Ask participants to scan the Gospel of
Mark for instances when Jesus shared in a
meal. If you like, refer to passages in the
other Gospels as well (see the Outline for
Teaching to get you started). Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ What patterns and themes do you see
in these meal stories?
➤ How does the account of the Lord’s
Supper fit into these patterns and
themes?
➤ What do the people in these stories
gain from sharing a meal with Jesus?
➤ Was it ever uncomfortable for people to
share a meal with Jesus? Explain.
➤ What do we gain from sharing in the
Lord’s Supper?

Read Mark 14:22-26. Encourage
participants to hear this passage in light
of the words just quoted. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ How does the Lord’s Supper nourish
our lives?
➤ How does the Lord’s Supper point to
all that Jesus does in bestowing life to
his people?
➤ How does the Lord’s Supper point us to
Christ himself as the giver of every
good gift?
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A Way to End
Jesus and his disciples shared in the Last Supper and worshipped God through the
Passover ritual. It is fitting, therefore, to end this lesson with a time of
worship.

❍ Hymn Search

Provide hymnals for each participant.
Have them find songs that are suitable for
a Lord’s Supper service, such as “Let us
Break Bread Together,” “Break Thou the
Bread of Life,” or “In Remembrance of
Me.”
Discuss how these songs reflect the
themes found in Mark 14. Are there
themes in Mark that do not seem to be
found in our customary Communion
songs? Are there themes in our
Communion songs that don’t seem to be
found in Mark?
Sing one of these songs together as a
closing prayer.

❍ The Great Hallel

“Hallel” means “Praise.” In
Jewish tradition, Psalm 136
is called the Great Hallel. It
is sung at Passover, and it
may well have been one of the “songs of
praise” (v. 26) that Jesus and the disciples
sang at the conclusion of the Last Supper.
Distribute copies of the resource page
“The Great Hallel.” Lead the class in reciting this psalm together. Challenge
participants as they read to reflect on how
God’s faithful love is demonstrated
through the death of Jesus and through
our celebration of the Lord’s Supper.

❍ Communion Table Options

Many Protestant Communion tables are
inscribed with the words “Do This in
Remembrance of Me.” Other Scripture
verses might also be appropriate, however.
Suggest the following:
➤ This man welcomes sinners and eats
with them. (Luke 15:2)
➤ I am the bread of life. ( John 6:35)
➤ My servant David will feed them. He
will be their shepherd. (Ezek 34:23)
➤ Taste and see how good the LORD is!
(Ps 34:8)
What other verses might be suitable?
How might our experience of
Communion be different if we kept these
words before us at the Lord’s Supper?
Close with prayer for a deeper and
fuller experience of Communion.

Resources
M. Eugene Boring, “Mark: A Commentary,” The New
Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox,
2006).
Carlo Carretto, The God Who Comes, trans. Rose Mary
Hancock (Maryknoll NY: Orbis, 1974).
William L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark, The New International
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids MI:
Eerdmans, 1974).
Donald Senior, The Passion of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark
(Collegeville MN: Liturgical, 1984).
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Bible Background
Faith under Pressure
After the Last Supper, Jesus
and his disciples went across
the Kidron Valley to the Mount of
Olives (Mark 14:26). There, Jesus told his
disciples, “You will all falter in your faithfulness to me” but that “after I’m raised
up, I will go before you to Galilee”
(vv. 27-28). Peter declared that he would
do no such thing even if everyone else
did. Jesus responded to this brash claim
with a prediction that Peter would deny
him three times that very night (vv. 29-30).
Immediately after this lesson’s Gospel
passage, the authorities arrest Jesus, and
all of his disciples forsake him (v. 50).
Peter’s triple denial comes while Jesus is
before the Sanhedrin, the Jewish council
to which he is taken immediately
following his arrest (vv. 66-72).
When read in light of the passages
that surround it, the Gethsemane story
has something to say about the possibility
of Jesus’ followers deserting him and how
they can be ready to resist the temptation
to do so.
Although the Gospels record historical
traditions about what happened during
Jesus’ ministry, they also address the situation of audiences living many years after
the time of Jesus. Mark’s audience was
apparently undergoing persecution. They
needed encouragement and instruction
for dealing with such a test. This passage,

Teaching Guide

A PRAYER
TO PRAY
Psalm 141; Mark 14:32-42

while offering much insight into Jesus’
experience on the night he was arrested,
also offers us help in knowing how to
maintain our faithfulness to him when we
are under pressure.

Peter, James, and John
Jesus and his disciples go to a place called
Gethsemane. This word means “olive
press.” Mark does not call it the “garden
of Gethsemane.” The identification of the
place as a garden comes from John, who
calls it a “garden” (but does not call it
“Gethsemane,” John 18:1). When Jesus
and his disciples arrive, Jesus tells them to
sit and pray (Mark 14:32). Then, he goes
farther on with Peter, James, and John.
These three had been the only disciples
with Jesus when two other crucial events
took place. First, they were with him
when he raised Jairus’s daughter from the
dead (Mark 5:21-24, 36-43). Second, they
were with him when he was transfigured
(Mark 9:2-13). Given those experiences,
Peter, James, and John had a better chance
than the others to understand who Jesus
really was.
Still, Peter, James, and John had
displayed no ability to grasp the true
nature of Jesus’ messianic mission. They
could not come to terms with the costly
and self-emptying end toward which Jesus
was heading. Although Peter had gotten
Jesus’ identity right at Caesarea Philippi
(8:29), he had responded negatively when
Jesus said that he would suffer and be

killed and then raised (8:31-33). Another
time, after Jesus had said the same
thing, James and John responded by
asking for positions of honor in Jesus’
kingdom (10:32-45). The same three
disciples, plus Andrew, were present when
Jesus had earlier in the week delivered his
discourse about the coming destruction
of the temple and future summation of
all things (13:3). This discourse ended
with the same exhortation he gives them
now: “Keep alert!” (v. 34). Peter, James,
and John should have had a better chance
than anyone of standing strong with
Jesus, but there has been no indication
that they would.

Gethsemane
Jesus’ experience is described in words
that reflect the psalms of lament, such as
psalms 42, 116, and 141. These psalms
express the prayers of “the suffering
righteous one” (Boring, 397). Jesus is
pictured as one who suffers innocently
and who pours his life out to his Father in
prayer.
After telling Peter, James, and John to
stay and keep alert, Jesus goes farther
along and then falls to the ground. This
was not the usual posture of prayer but
rather of supplication and worship
(Boring, 35). He prayed that both the
“time of suffering” (v. 35) and the “cup of
suffering” (v. 36) might pass from him. In
his response to James’s and John’s request
to sit at his right and left hand, he had
referred to “the cup” that he must drink
(10:38). The two expressions here are
synonymous. According to Lane, “both
are metaphors for the passion in its
deeper redemptive significance” (517).
Jesus prays that he might be spared
the time of suffering if possible (v. 35)
and that his Father “take this cup of
suffering away” (v. 36). He so prays,
confessing that with God “all things are
possible” (v. 36). Throughout his Gospel,
Mark has accentuated that all things are
indeed possible in God’s power (for
example, see 9:23; 10:27). The issue here is
not the Father’s ability to deliver Jesus
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I. Jesus and his disciples offer two models
of approaching the stresses that come
with life and death.
A. Jesus’ model is to pray fervently,
alertly, and honestly.
B. The disciples’ model is failing to stay
alert and pray.
II. Jesus and his disciples go the Mount of
Olives following their Passover meal
(Mark 14:27-31).
A. Jesus tells them that they will desert
him. He tells Peter that he will deny
him.
B. Peter and the other disciples all say
they won’t.
C. The scene is set for the disciples’
abandonment of Jesus.
III. Jesus and his disciples go to
Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives
(Mark 14:32-34).
A. He tells most of the disciples to sit
and wait while he goes to pray.
B. He tells Peter, James, and John of his
agony and despair. He asks them to
keep alert.
IV. Jesus pours his heart out in prayer
(Mark 14:35-36).
A. He prays that he might be spared his
coming suffering.
B. Nevertheless, he also prays that
God’s will be done.
V. Jesus checks on Peter, James, and John
three times, and each time finds them
sleeping (Mark 14:37-42).
A. The first time, Jesus tells Peter to
stay awake and pray (vv. 37-38).
B. The second time, Jesus finds they are
speechless (vv. 39-40).
C. The third time, Jesus asks if they are
going to sleep all night. Then he tells
them to get up: it is time to face
what has to be faced (vv. 41-42)

from his suffering but rather whether that suffering is necessary in the Father’s plan to
bring salvation to humankind (Culpepper, 502). Jesus therefore prays, “However—not
what I want but what you want” (v. 36). In the little Greek word alla, translated
“however” in CEB and “nevertheless” in other versions, “Jesus passes from the shadow
of temptation into the light of victory” (Card, 170).
Three times Jesus came back to the three disciples and found them sleeping. The
contrast between his vigilance in prayer and their failure in watchfulness is stark. When
Jesus comes back to them the first time, he addresses Peter individually (v. 37), perhaps
because of a particular concern for Peter’s well-being in light of his pending denial of
Jesus. Then Jesus addresses all three disciples. (The verbs change from singular to plural
at the beginning of verse 38.) The interest Jesus showed in his disciples’ well-being even
in the midst of his agony is remarkable (Lane, 519). With all he was going through, he
was still concerned for the welfare of his friends.
The third time Jesus comes back, he asks, “Will you sleep and rest all night?” (v. 41).
Then he tersely says, “That’s enough!” (v. 41). The Greek word translated “That’s
enough” in CEB is rare, but it seems to have the sense of “It is settled” (Lane, 514;
Boring, 395–96). And so it was. The time has come, Jesus says, for him to be handed
over and arrested (v. 41).

A Way to Begin
Life is challenging for everyone. Those who follow Jesus face their own particular
challenges because obedience to God means service, sacrifice, and
self-emptying. Sometimes the way is hard because we are people living in the
world. Sometimes it is hard because we are Christian people living in the
world. Jesus faced what we face, only more so. We can learn from Jesus how to face the
challenges of human life and the challenges of Christian life.

❍ He Only Wanted to Say

Arrange to play a video or audio recording
of the song “Gethsemane/I Only Want to
Say” from the musical Jesus Christ Superstar.
Ask the class to listen prayerfully. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ Does this song convey the despair and
anxiety Jesus faced (Mark 14:33) in
ways that seem true to the Gospel?
Why or why not?
➤ When have you felt overwhelmed by
the circumstances you faced?
➤ How does thinking about Jesus’ hard
path help us to think about our own?

❍ Go to Dark Gethsemane

Share the first verse of the hymn “Go to
Dark Gethsemane”:
Go to dark Gethsemane, ye that feel
the tempter’s power;
Your Redeemer’s conflict see, watch
with Him one bitter hour,
Turn not from His griefs away; learn
of Jesus Christ to pray.

Questions

➤ How do we feel the tempter’s power in
these days?
➤ What prevents us from watching with
Jesus?
➤ Why do we need Jesus to show us how
to pray?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The Christian life is a community experience. We share in it with Jesus Christ and
with all of our sisters and brothers in the faith. This is good news because it
means that we share together in dealing with the pressures and pains of life. Peter,
James, and John were together both in their failure to heed Jesus’ instructions and in the
opportunity to learn valuable lessons from Jesus about prayer and about community. So
are we.

❍ Jesus’ Prayer

Read Mark 14:32-42. Using information
from the Bible Background, summarize
the events between the Last Supper and
Jesus’ and the disciples’ arrival in
Gethsemane. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ Why do you think Jesus invited Peter,
James, and John to go further with
him?
➤ Jesus admits to feeling sad, as if he were
dying (v. 34). Where or to whom do you
go when you have feelings like this? Is
our church a safe place to admit to
these kinds of feelings? Explain.
Read Psalm 141. List details in the
psalm that reflect the same kinds of
emotions or experiences that Jesus faced
in Gethsemane. Prayers of lament may
not be common to us, but they were quite
familiar to any religiously astute Jew like
Jesus.

Questions

➤ What do Psalm 141 and Jesus’ prayer in
Gethsemane teach us about how to
pray in difficult times?
➤ How can these two prayers help when
we are called to suffer as followers of
Jesus?
➤ How do we move from wanting what
we want to wanting what God wants?
➤ Did God answer Jesus’ prayer? Explain.
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Lesson 5

❍ Looking Out for Each Other

Read Mark 14:32-42. Note that Jesus
returned three times to check on his
disciples. Share the following quotation.
Jesus came to the disciples primarily
because he was concerned for them.…
The remarkable element in the scene
is that in the midst of an unparalleled
agony Jesus twice more came to look
after his three vulnerable disciples
and to warn them of their danger of
failure in the struggle which was
about to overwhelm them. (Lane, 519)

Questions

➤ How can we discern Jesus’ care for us as
we encounter danger and trouble?
➤ How can we show the care of Christ to
each other as we face the trials of life?
➤ What is the relationship between
prayer to God and concern for others?

A Way to End
We need God’s help to face the challenges of life. Acts of worship in which we turn
our full attention to God and give our lives up to God remind us of the need to do
so all the time. Worshipping together reminds us that we—Jesus and all of
us—are in this together.

❍ The Lord’s Prayer

Most Christians are quite familiar with
the Lord’s Prayer. Note for the class that
the petition “Thy will be done” matches
up with Jesus’ prayer, “However—not
what I want but what you want” (Mark
14:36). The petition “Lead us not into
temptation but deliver us from evil”
matches up with Jesus’ exhortation, “Stay
alert and pray so that you won’t give in to
temptation” (v. 38).

Questions

➤ How might today’s lesson influence
how you will hear and pray the Lord’s
Prayer in the future?
➤ How has it influenced the way you will
offer your own prayers?
Close by leading the class to pray the
Lord’s Prayer together.

❍ Watch and Pray

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Watch and
Pray.” Invite volunteers to
read the lyrics of this hymn
or, if it is familiar to your class, sing it
together. Note especially the second and
third verses and how they reflect themes
from today’s session.

Questions

➤ What do you want to do today in
response to Jesus’ exhortation to stay
alert and pray?
➤ How can we as a class help each other
to keep this commandment?
Close with prayer for spiritual attentiveness and endurance to face the
challenges of life.

Resources
M. Eugene Boring, “Mark: A Commentary,” The New
Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox,
2006).
Michael Card, Mark: The Gospel of Passion (Downers Grove
IL: InterVarsity, 2012).
R. Alan Culpepper, Mark, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2007).
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DOES PAUL SAY “AMEN”?
Mark 13:5-13
(5) Jesus said, “Watch out that no one deceives
you. (6) Many people will come in my name, saying, ‘I’m the one!’ They will deceive many people. (7) When you hear of wars and reports of
wars, don’t be alarmed. These things must happen, but this isn’t the end yet. (8) Nations and
kingdoms will fight against each other, and
there will be earthquakes and famines in all
sorts of places. These things are just the beginning of the sufferings associated with the end.
(9) “Watch out for yourselves. People will hand
you over to the councils. You will be beaten in
the synagogues. You will stand before governors
and kings because of me so that you can testify
before them. (10) First, the good news must be
proclaimed to all the nations. (11) When they
haul you in and hand you over, don’t worry
ahead of time about what to answer or say.
Instead, say whatever is given to you at that
moment, for you aren’t doing the speaking but
the Holy Spirit is. (12) Brothers and sisters will
hand each other over to death. A father will turn
in his children. Children will rise up against
their parents and have them executed. (13)
Everyone will hate you because of my name. But
whoever stands firm until the end will be saved.”

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11
(1) We don’t need to write to you about the timing and dates, brothers and sisters. (2) You
know very well that the day of the Lord is going
to come like a thief in the night. (3) When they
are saying, “There is peace and security,” at that
time sudden destruction will attack them, like
labor pains start with a pregnant woman, and
they definitely won’t escape. (4) But you aren’t
in darkness, brothers and sisters, so the day
won’t catch you by surprise like a thief. (5) All
of you are children of light and children of the
day. We don’t belong to night or darkness. (6)
So then, let’s not sleep like the others, but let’s
stay awake and stay sober. (7) People who sleep
sleep at night, and people who get drunk get
drunk at night. (8) Since we belong to the day,
let’s stay sober, wearing faithfulness and love as
a piece of armor that protects our body and the
hope of salvation as a helmet. (9) God didn’t
intend for us to suffer his wrath but rather to
possess salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.
(10) Jesus died for us so that, whether we are
awake or asleep, we will live together with him.
(11) So continue encouraging each other and
building each other up, just like you are doing
already.
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A BLUEPRINT FOR SERVICE
“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Such was the declaration made by
Jesus in the synagogue at Nazareth after he had read v. 1 and the first line of v. 2 (Luke 4:1621; cf. 7:18-23). He saw in the description of the prophet’s ministry an apt portrayal of his
own, as he went about healing the sick and preaching the good news of the kingdom of
God. There is also a sense in which the passage presents a blueprint for the type of ministry
that God’s servants are to perform in every age.
Source: Page H. Kelley, “Isaiah,” Broadman Bible Commentary, vol. 5 (Nashville TN: Broadman, 1971) 362.

Questions for Discussion
(1) List the specific tasks to which the speaker has been anointed in Isaiah 61:1-3a. How are
these tasks like or unlike what our church does today?

(2) What ministries of our church exist to address the needs indicated in this list?

(3) How can we personally be involved in addressing these needs?
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THE GREAT HALLEL
Give thanks to the Lord because he is good.
God’s faithful love lasts forever!
Give thanks to the God of all gods—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
Give thanks to the Lord of all lords—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
Give thanks to the only one
who makes great wonders—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
Give thanks to the one who made the skies with skill—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
Give thanks to the one who shaped the earth on the water—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
Give thanks to the one who made the great lights—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
The sun to rule the day—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
The moon and the stars to rule the night—
God’s faithful love lasts forever!
Give thanks to the one who struck down the Egyptians’ oldest offspring—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
Give thanks to the one who brought Israel out of there—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
With a strong hand and outstretched arm—
God’s faithful love lasts forever!
Give thanks to the one who split the Reed Sea in two—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
Give thanks to the one who brought Israel through—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
And tossed Pharaoh and his army into the Reed Sea—
God’s faithful love lasts forever!…
God remembered us when we were humiliated—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
God rescued us from our enemies—
God’s faithful love lasts forever.
God is the one who provides food for all living things—
God’s faithful love lasts forever!
Give thanks to the God of heaven—
God’s faithful love lasts forever! (Ps 136:1-15, 23-26)
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Credit: illustrators of the 1728 Figures de la
Bible, Gerard Hoet (1648–1733) and others,
published by P. de Hondt in The Hague in 1728.
Wikimedia Commons, PD Old

WATCH AND PRAY
Watch and pray that when the Master cometh,
If at morning, noon, or night,
He may find a lamp in every window,
Trimmed, and burning clear and bright.
Refrain:
Watch and pray, the Lord commandeth;
Watch and pray, ’twill not be long.
Soon He’ll gather home His loved ones,
To the happy vale of song.
Watch and pray; the tempter may be near us;
Keep the heart with jealous care,
Lest the door, a moment left unguarded,
Evil thoughts may enter there.
Watch and pray, nor let us ever weary;
Jesus watched and prayed alone;
Prayed for us when only stars beheld Him,
While on Olive’s brow they shone.
Watch and pray, nor leave our post of duty,
Till we hear the Bridegroom’s voice;
Then with Him the marriage feast partaking,
We shall evermore rejoice.
Source: Fanny J. Crosby, “Watch and Pray,” The Cyber Hymnal <http://www.hymntime.com/tch/htm/w/a/t/watchpra.htm>.
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