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Jesus Reveals God
January 3, 2021 John 1:1-18

Of all the Gospel writers, John provides the most insight into the inter-
actions Jesus has with his disciples on the final night of his life. John is 
the one who tells us about Jesus washing the disciples’ feet ( Jn 13:3-11). 
John is the one who reveals the new commandment of love Jesus gives 
to the disciples (13:34-35). John is the one who reminds us that Jesus 
prepares a place for us and will someday take us to that prepared place 
(14:1-3). John is the one who notes Jesus’ promise of the Holy Spirit 
(14:16-17). John is also the one who recalls a conversation between Jesus 
and Philip (14:8-9). Jesus’ pointed reminder to Thomas that “No one 
comes to the father except through me” (14:6) evokes from Philip this 
poignant request: “Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied” 
(14:8). Jesus responds, “Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and 
you still do not know me? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” 
(14:9). 

This is, in part, what Jesus came to the earth to do. He came to 
reveal God to us. As one theologian puts it, “In Jesus, the transcendent 
God became visible. In Jesus, the abstract God became concrete. In 
Jesus, the fearsome God became approachable. In Jesus, the mysterious 
God became understandable” (William L. Hendricks, “Revelation,” in 
R. Wayne Stacy, ed., A Baptist’s Theology [Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 
1999], 31). In the opening verses of his Gospel, John explains how Jesus 
makes God known.

JESUS’ UNIQUE RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD AND WITH THE WORLD
John 1:1-5

John begins by affirming Jesus’ unique relationship with God that 
enables him to reveal God to us (1:1-2). John identifies Jesus as “the 
Word” and asserts that there was never a time when Jesus did not exist 
(1:1). John makes two further claims about Jesus, the Word. He says that 
“the Word was with God” (1:1). He pictures Jesus being on equal status 
with God, like kings of equal power whose cushions would be arranged 
so that each of them sat on the same level, eye to eye. John adds that 
“the Word was God” (1:1). Here he goes beyond his affirmation of Jesus’ 
equal status with God by asserting that Jesus shares the essence and 
being of God. What a marvelous progression John presents about Jesus, 



the Word. First, he says that Jesus is there with God. Then, he adds  
that Jesus is equal with God. Finally, he affirms that Jesus is of the  
same nature as God. In this unparalleled progression, John affirms 
Jesus’ unique relationship with God.

According to John, Jesus the Word also has a unique relationship 
with the created world. Jesus is Lord over all creation because he created 
all things. “All things came into being through him,” John declares (1:3). 
Not only is Jesus prior to and superior over all things in creation; Jesus 
is also the one who created them. Jesus therefore has a unique relation-
ship with the world.

John then explains that what Jesus brought into being is “life” and 
“light” (1:3-4). By “life,” John means more than just physical life. Jesus 
is for humanity the source of eternal life, a new kind of life that begins 
now and lasts forever. Paul echoes this thought later when he reminds 
Timothy that Jesus “abolished death and brought life and immortality 
to light through the gospel” (2 Tim 1:10). By “light,” John means more 
than just illumination that enables us to physically see something. Jesus 
provides for humanity a light that enables us to see the true meaning 
of life. Jesus expresses this theme in another place when he confronts 
the Jewish leaders on his final visit to Jerusalem. Jesus tells them, “I 
have come as light into the world, so that everyone who believes in me 
should not remain in the darkness” ( Jn 12:46). The “light” Jesus brings 
illuminates a new way of life that will lead to a new destiny.

John ends this initial pronouncement in the opening of his Gospel 
with an enigmatic statement. The King James Version and the New 
International Version translate the verse to say that the darkness does 
not comprehend or understand the light brought by Jesus. However, 
our New Revised Standard Version translates the verse, “The light 
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (1:5). 
The translation in our text seems to fit the context better. “Darkness” 
refers to the power of evil at work in fallen humanity. Jesus appears as 
a light for the world, but because of the power of evil (that is, the dark-
ness), the world does not immediately recognize and embrace the light. 
Nevertheless, Jesus creates a light that the world’s darkness can never 
overcome or extinguish.

JOHN’S DECLARATION ABOUT JESUS
John 1:6-8

In a brief interlude, we meet a man named John (1:6) who is different 
from the namesake of the Gospel. Although the details are sparse at this 
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point, the author of this Gospel reveals three things about this unique 
prophet of God. First, he tells us the man’s name. His name is John. 
He then reminds us that John is on a special mission for God. Finally, 
he reminds us that as important as John is, he is not the light. He only 
points to the light and interprets that light to the crowds of people who 
flock around him. John is “a witness to testify to the light” (1:7). 

John has already introduced Jesus as the “light” who “shines in the 
darkness,” a light the darkness of the world cannot put out (1:5). Here, 
he adds the insight that God assigned John to bear witness to that 
light. John’s purpose is not to call attention to himself but rather to call 
attention to Jesus (1:7-8). Later, in this first chapter of John’s Gospel, we 
will see that the John we know as John the Baptist does precisely that. 
For example, on the second day of the unfolding drama, when Jesus 
approaches the crowd who is listening to John preach, John points to 
him and says, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world!” ( Jn 1:29). On the third day of the drama, John again points to 
Jesus saying, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” (1:36). Three other times, 
the author of the Fourth Gospel refers to this preacher named John. 
And in each reference—John 3:22-26; 5:33-36; and 10:40-42—John points 
to Jesus and testifies that Jesus is the one who has come from God to 
meet the needs of humanity. Throughout his ministry, John will fulfill 
his purpose of testifying to the light that we know as Jesus.

JESUS’ REVELATION OF GOD
John 1:9-18

After introducing this wilderness preacher, John shifts his focus back to 
Jesus (1:9), once more referring to Jesus as “the light” who “was coming 
into the world” (1:9). John speaks here of the incarnation. As Jesus 
comes into the world, humanity responds in two ways. Some reject him, 
for John tells us that when Jesus came to the world, many “did not know 
him” (1:10) nor did they “accept him” (1:11). We see the irony of this 
response reflected in the marginal note on verse 11 where the trans-
lator offers the alternative reading: “to his own home.” Perhaps John 
has Israel in mind when he refers to “his own home.” Jesus comes to 
Israel, to those who should recognize him, to those who should under-
stand the significance of who he is and why he has come, yet many in 
Israel neither recognize nor accept him. On the other hand, some do 
recognize who Jesus is and embrace him. To those who receive him and 
believe in him, John declares, Jesus will give the “right” (a better trans-
lation of the Greek word that means authority or privilege) to become 



children of God (1:12, NASB). No longer are we the children of only our 
parents. No longer does our status depend on flesh and blood. Instead, 
we are now connected with God through our trust in Jesus (1:13). 

John then presents one of the most important descriptions of Jesus 
in the New Testament, a capsule summary of the incarnation. The 
Word, who was with God from the beginning, who possesses equal 
status with God, and who shares in the very essence of God, chose 
to identify with humanity by taking on flesh and dwelling among 
us. In John’s immortal words, “And the Word became flesh and lived 
among us” (1:14). When John uses the word sarx (flesh), he means 
that the Word has taken on the totality of human nature including 
our body, our mind, and our spirit. The preexistent Word has become 
flesh. Further, the preexistent Word now lives among us. John pictures 
someone pitching a tent or setting up a tabernacle. In Jesus, John 
insists, God has chosen to “tabernacle” among us. Yet, even as he lives 
among us, Jesus still reveals the glory of God, reflecting God’s “grace 
and truth” (1:14). John reminds us parenthetically that John the Baptist 
will testify to the uniqueness of Jesus as he preaches in the wilderness 
(1:15). 

Through the incarnation, Jesus provides two things for humanity. 
First, he makes available to us the grace and truth of God (1:16-17). 
From the fullness of God’s grace and truth in the incarnate Christ, 
humanity can draw a limitless source of grace and truth. As one 
commentator puts it, Jesus “is an ocean from which all his people may 
draw without ever diminishing its content” (F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of 
John: Introduction, Exposition, and Notes [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1983], 43). By distinguishing this grace and truth that comes through 
Jesus from the law given to Moses, John affirms that Jesus introduces a 
new order in our relationship with God that builds on and expands the 
old order. In addition, he provides a clear picture of who God is (1:18). 
Even though none of us has ever seen God, we receive a picture of God 
through the life of God’s incarnate Son. Why is Jesus able to reveal God 
to us? John explains that Jesus “is close to the Father’s heart” (1:18). 
Jesus became flesh and dwelled among us, not only to redeem us from 
our sins but also to reveal God to us.

CONCLUSION 
What lessons do we learn from our text? To begin with, John declares 
a truth about God. God does not remain aloof from humanity but 
instead comes to us to be made known among us. God is not a distant 

Jesus Reveals God 7
U

N
V

E
IL

IN
G

S



8 January 3, 2021
U

N
V

E
IL

IN
G

S

god, like the gods of the pagans. God is instead a God who “taberna-
cles” among us. 

John also reveals an important truth about Jesus. Jesus is not just 
another human being. Although he shares our humanity, Jesus also 
shares God’s divinity. This is, of course, difficult to conceptualize. We 
must nevertheless declare the truth about Jesus revealed in our text 
in order to counter the two heresies that often prevail concerning 
the person of Jesus. One heresy humanizes Jesus to the degree that 
his divinity is lost. The other divinizes Jesus to the degree that his 
humanity is lost. John’s declaration in our text guards against both 
distortions. We can never understand Jesus in any way that implies he 
is less than or inferior to God. Nor can we understand him if we fail 
to realize that, except for the fact that he did not sin, Jesus shares our 
humanity. 

Finally, John reveals an important truth about humanity. Through 
Jesus, we can become more than just another human being defined by 
our lineage. We are not limited by the genetic gifts of our human ances-
tors. Instead, through Jesus we can enjoy the grace and truth that come 
to us as children of God. I love the way John expresses this truth in his 
epistle: “See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called 
children of God; and that is what we are” (1 Jn 3:1).

Markers along the Way
The Signs of Jesus in the Gospel of John 
William Powell Tuck

Retail  $14.00 | eBook  $8.99 Call 800-747-3016 or visit 
www.helwys.com
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God Reveals Jesus
January 10, 2021 Mark 1:1-11

In the previous lesson, the opening verses of John’s Gospel affirm that 
Jesus reveals who God is. As Jesus later tells Philip, “Whoever has seen 
me, has seen the Father” ( Jn 14:9). In our text for this lesson from the 
Gospel of Mark, we see that God reveals who Jesus is. Throughout Jesus’ 
ministry, God affirms Jesus’ identity. For example, God reveals who 
Jesus is through the announcement of the angel at his birth. The angel 
declares, “To you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is 
the Messiah” (Lk 2:11). God reveals who Jesus is through his miracles. 
In his Pentecost sermon, Peter explains that Jesus is “a man attested 
to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did 
through him among you” (Acts 2:22). God later reveals who Jesus is 
in the transfiguration experience described in Mark 9:1-7. Out of the 
cloud, God declares, “This is my Son, the Beloved” (Mk 9:7). Our text 
highlights another experience in which God reveals Jesus’ identity—his 
encounter with John the Baptist in the wilderness.  

THROUGH THE TESTIMONY OF JOHN THE BAPTIZER
Mark 1:1-8

In this encounter with the wilderness preacher named John, God reveals 
Jesus’ identity through John’s testimony. Who is John? Mark identifies 
John as the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies that predict 
one who will prepare the way for the Messiah. Mark draws from the 
testimonies of Malachi and Isaiah. He declares that both Malachi’s 
prediction of a “messenger” from God “who will prepare your way” 
(1:2; Mal 3:1) and Isaiah’s prediction of “the voice of one crying out in 
the wilderness” who will “prepare the way of the Lord” (1:3; Isa 40:3) 
find their fulfillment in this preacher named John. 

Mark identifies John as “the baptizer” to highlight his emphasis on 
the practice of baptism, and he locates John’s ministry “in the wilder-
ness” (1:4). This probably refers to the badlands area between the hill 
country of Judea to the west and the Dead Sea and lower Jordan on the 
east. In this bleak location, John begins his ministry. Mark gives no 
specific time frame for John’s ministry. He simply announces that “John 
the baptizer appeared” (1:4).
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Mark tells us further that John calls for “a baptism of repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins” (1:4). The word “forgiveness” carries the idea of 
a dismissal or a sending away. Baptism thus symbolizes a sending away 
of sin. This forgiveness comes in response to “repentance,” a Greek 
word that describes a radical change of mind and heart. Notice that the 
remission of sins is not the result of baptism but the occasion for the 
baptism. Baptism is an outward symbol of the inward cleansing that 
comes in response to repentance. 

Before highlighting John’s declaration about Jesus through which 
God reveals Jesus’ identity, Mark offers some insight into John’s 
personal life. Large crowds apparently flood the wilderness area to hear 
this unique evangelist (1:5). John’s preaching brings conviction in the 
hearts of his audience, causing them to confess their sins. Then, to 
symbolize the sincerity of their confession, those who confess their sins 
allow John to baptize them (1:5). 

In his succinct style, Mark uses a single verse to describe John 
(1:6). Mark first describes what John wears, a coat of “camel’s hair” 
bound together with “a leather belt around his waist” (1:6). Why does 
John dress like this? Some suggest that John dresses in this rugged 
apparel to identify with the prophet Elijah who wore a similar garment. 
Others suggest that John wears this camel-hair coat simply because 
it is durable. This coat can withstand the rough conditions in which 
he lives. Jesus later specifically mentions that John does not wear fine 
clothes (Mt 11:8), reminding us that John does not want to draw atten-
tion to himself with his clothes but to draw attention to Jesus. 

Mark also describes what John eats, “locusts” and “wild honey” 
(1:6). When identifying the kind of food kosher to the Hebrew people, 
God includes locusts on the approved list (Lev 11:22). Wild honey is a 
food source plentiful in the wilderness area. In his song to Israel, Moses 
declares that God “nursed him with honey from the crags” (Deut 32:13). 
John follows Moses’ example in using this honey as one of his food 
sources. 

Why does Mark include this information about John’s wardrobe and 
his diet? Mark wants us to recognize John’s simple lifestyle as a contrast 
to the self-indulgence of the religious leaders of his day. Both John’s 
apparel and his diet suggest a person who lives the basic life of a desert 
nomad. John wears a nondescript garment and eats the simple fare 
provided by his wilderness setting to deflect attention from himself. 

We find John’s significance, however, not in his personal habits or 
in his attire but in his message. Although we do not see the term here 
in this passage, Matthew makes it clear that John comes as a precursor 
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of the kingdom of God (Mt 3:1-2). Those who listen to John preach 
inevitably connect him with the continuously delayed expectation of 
the Messiah predicted by the prophets. In his parallel account, Luke 
clearly declares what Mark implies in our text. Luke writes, “the people 
were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts 
concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah” (Lk 3:15). John 
immediately diverts the attention of the people away from himself and 
points them instead to another who is to come, the one for whom John 
prepares the way. 

John first highlights the power of this one who is to come, a power 
that far surpasses his own power (1:7). John uses an illustration his 
audience can clearly understand. Servants of that day commonly tied 
their master’s sandals for them, but John testifies that he is less than a 
servant in comparison to Jesus, for he does not even deserve to perform 
for Jesus this lowly act performed by servants for their masters.

John also explains the purpose of this one who is to come by clari-
fying the meaning of baptism (1:8). John baptizes with water, but this 
one who is to come will baptize with the Holy Spirit. John’s baptism 
marks a change that is surface level and momentary. His baptism with 
water symbolizes an outward cleansing. The baptism performed by 
Jesus, in contrast, will be internal and permanent. He will baptize with 
the very Spirit of God, generating a genuine change from within that 
signals a permanent transformation. 

By acknowledging Jesus’ unique power and extraordinary purpose, 
John the Baptist reveals to the crowds the identity of this one who will 
fulfill the prophecies concerning the promised Messiah. 

THROUGH JESUS’ BAPTISM BY JOHN THE BAPTIST
Mark 1:9-11

In Jesus’ encounter with the wilderness preacher named John, God 
also reveals Jesus’ identity when John baptizes Jesus. After identifying 
John, the baptizer, Mark introduces Jesus with this simple notation: 
“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee” (1:9). Galilee is the 
northernmost region of Palestine. Nazareth is a village so obscure that 
neither the Old Testament nor the Talmud, the Jewish commentaries 
on the Old Testament, ever mention it. So Mark describes an encounter 
between a person who comes from an obscure village in north Palestine 
and another person who carries out his ministry in the obscurity of the 
wilderness. Jesus chooses that encounter to launch his ministry. 
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Surprisingly, Jesus launches his ministry by allowing John to baptize 
him (1:9-10). Why does Jesus do that? John has already established 
Jesus’ superiority to him. Should not Jesus be the one who baptizes 
John? In addition, Mark tells us that John performs “a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Mk 1:4). Yet Jesus has no sin for 
which he needs to be forgiven (Heb 4:15). Why then does Jesus allow 
John to baptize him? Some suggest Jesus does this to identify with 
humanity. Others suggest Jesus allows John to baptize him to confirm 
John’s message about the kingdom of God. Still others believe Jesus 
allows John to baptize him to set an example for us to follow. We are 
left with our speculations since the New Testament does not answer 
that question.

Instead of explaining why Jesus allows John to baptize him, Mark 
focuses on God’s validation of Jesus at his baptism (1:10-11). When 
Jesus comes out of the water, Mark tells us that Jesus “saw the heavens 
torn apart” (1:10). Mark implies that open communication between 
heaven and earth occurs as if there is no separation between them. In 
this moment of unique communication between heaven and earth, 
Mark describes a presence and a pronouncement.

First, Mark describes the presence of “the Spirit descending like a 
dove on him” (1:10). The Spirit touches Jesus, as if to anoint him. One 
scholar references a belief in Mediterranean antiquity about doves as 
symbols of the beneficence of divine love. Consequently, for the Holy 
Spirit to come upon Jesus in the form of a dove signifies to those in the 
Mediterranean world that Jesus is beloved of God.

God then reinforces the idea that Jesus is God’s beloved with a 
pronouncement: “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 
pleased” (1:11). This pronouncement blends two Old Testament 
passages: Psalm 2:7 and Isaiah 42:1. Psalm 2 is an enthronement psalm 
that declares the ultimate victory of God’s anointed one. Jesus is thus 
identified as God’s anointed one who will carry out God’s plan for the 
redemption of the world. Isaiah 42:1 is one of the Servant Songs that 
describe the servant of the Lord as one in whom God delights, as one 
on whom God will put God’s Spirit, and as one who will “bring forth 
justice to the nations.” Jesus is thus identified as the servant of the Lord 
who will establish God’s just kingdom. But even if the listeners are not 
familiar with the Scriptures to which the words refer, the thrust of the 
words cannot be missed. The voice is obviously God’s voice, and the 
sentiments are unambiguous. “You are my Son,” God says, expressing a 
unique relationship with Jesus. God calls him “the Beloved,” expressing 
God’s special affection for him. You are the one with whom “I am well 
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pleased,” God declares, expressing an unparalleled confidence in him. 
God thus reveals Jesus as the anointed one who will bring to fruition 
God’s plans concerning the kingdom of God. 

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we draw from this experience in the life of our Savior? 
We learn something, first, from John. John demonstrates the proper 
attitude toward Jesus that Christians must maintain. John’s popularity 
could have intoxicated him. Yet John does not allow the accolades of the 
crowds to generate within him an exaggerated opinion of himself. John 
clearly understands that Jesus, not he, is the centripetal force at the 
center of the community of faith.

We also learn something from Jesus. Even though he knew no sin, 
when Jesus allows John to baptize him, Jesus reveals that he is willing 
to take upon himself responsibility for the sinfulness of humanity. 
When speaking of the coming Messiah, the prophet declares, “All we 
like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way, and the 
LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isa 53:6). Paul sounds the 
same note when he writes about Jesus, “God made him who had no sin 
to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 
God” (2 Cor 5:21). In his baptism, Jesus signifies his solemn resolution 
to take upon himself the guilt of those for whom he will die.

From God we learn—and this is the central theme of the lesson—
the identity of Jesus. Jesus is God’s Son, the Messiah, the one in whom 
all God’s promises will be fulfilled and through whose life, death, and 
resurrection God’s kingdom will be established. It is no wonder that 
God’s voice from heaven declares, “I am well pleased” (Mk 1:11).
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Jesus Reveals Himself
January 17, 2021 John 1:35-51

Author and futurist Joel Arthur Barker popularized the term  
“paradigm shifts” when describing the changing face of business  
at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the  
twenty-first century. He spread his ideas through popular videos, 
through his bestselling book Future Edge, published in 1992, and 
through his work with organizations, both for profit and not for  
profit, all over the world. In his various avenues of communication,  
he returned repeatedly to one particular paradigm shift: the shift from 
individual achievement to the concept of teamwork. In describing the 
work of groups, he notes that everyone in the group has roles. Some 
are visionaries, some are leaders, some are managers, and some are 
followers. To be successful, Barker concludes, we need teams made  
up of all these people—visionaries, leaders, managers, and followers—
who each fulfill their roles. He concludes, “This team approach will  
be the hallmark of the great companies of the twenty-first century” 
(Future Edge [New York: William Morrow and Company, 1992], 170). 

Centuries before Joel Arthur Barker came onto the scene, Jesus 
understood that concept. That is why he begins his ministry by drawing 
to himself a team of disciples whom he will train for an extended period 
and then send into the world as agents of the kingdom of God. In our 
text, Jesus begins the process of enlisting this team of disciples. He will 
engage with five of the twelve men in the text for this lesson.  

JOHN ACKNOWLEDGES JESUS
John 1:35-37

Even though we are considering a different Gospel this week, we 
continue with the same theme: Jesus’ encounter with John the baptizer 
in the wilderness. John sees Jesus for the first time on the previous day 
( Jn 1:29). On the second day, Jesus approaches John again, and again 
John identifies Jesus as “the Lamb of God” (1:35-36). Scholars debate 
the exact meaning of this term. Although Christians are familiar with 
it today, it only appears in the Bible in this encounter between John and 
Jesus at the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry. We do find references to the 
exalted Lamb who leads God’s faithful people in the book of Revelation 
(7:17; 17:4), but the term “Lamb of God” does not appear in that book. 
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Most scholars connect the term in our text with the sacrificial practice 
of the Old Testament, not with the exalted Lamb of Revelation. They 
point specifically to John’s previous reference to “the Lamb of God” 
where he adds the phrase, “who takes away the sin of the world”  
( Jn 1:29). John thus uses the term to predict Jesus’ sacrificial death  
on the cross. 

Among those who hear John declare Jesus as “the Lamb of God,”  
the Gospel writer points out two of John’s disciples (1:37). These two 
disciples move to center stage as the narrative continues. 

JESUS REVEALS HIMSELF TO AN UNNAMED DISCIPLE, ANDREW, 
AND PETER
John 1:38-42

John’s reference to this stranger as the Lamb of God captures the atten-
tion of two of his followers, prompting them to approach Jesus so they 
can find out more about this man. Jesus’ query, “What are you looking 
for?” (1:38), stops them short. Their response, “Where are you staying?” 
(1:38), indicates that they want to have an uninterrupted conversation 
with him that is not possible in the wilderness.

Jesus therefore invites them to come with him so they can talk 
(1:39), and talk they do. In the time these two disciples spend with 
Jesus, he tells them things they never knew before, he says things they 
never heard before, and he makes them feel things they never felt 
before. They sense in this young rabbi the very presence and power  
of God. 

John identifies one of these men as Andrew. He leaves the other one 
unnamed. Some scholars believe this was the Beloved Disciple, who is 
never identified in the Gospel but whose testimony stands behind the 
material in it (see 21:20-25). Some interpreters identify the Beloved 
Disciple with the John whose name is associated with this Gospel. 

The conversation between Jesus and these two men lasts well into 
the afternoon. However, instead of being exhausted, both visitors feel 
exhilarated by their time with Jesus. Suddenly, Andrew leaves to find 
his brother, Simon (later called Peter). Our text tells us that Andrew 
“first found his brother” (1:41). This term suggests a sense of urgency 
that drives Andrew. He has found something so extraordinary that he 
cannot wait to tell his brother. He allows nothing else to sidetrack him. 
And what a far-reaching action this is! One commentator suggests that 
Andrew’s act of bringing Simon Peter to Jesus “is as great a service to 
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the Church as ever any man did” (William Temple, Readings in St John’s 
Gospel, First and Second Series [London: MacMillan, 1963], 28). 

Notice the announcement Andrew makes when he finally finds his 
brother. He tells him, “We have found the Messiah” (1:41). The Greek 
verb translated “we have found” is the word from which “eureka” 
comes. Archimedes used this word when he excitedly announced his 
discovery of a solution to the problem he was struggling to solve. 
“Eureka” is the exciting exclamation of discovery! What does Andrew 
find? He finds a person who fulfills the promise God made to Israel to 
send someone to bring God’s plan of redemption to fruition. The two 
visitors’ understanding of the word “Messiah” is no doubt colored at 
this point by the common understanding among the religious leaders 
of their day. However, during their time with Jesus they will come to 
a clearer understanding of the word as Jesus fleshes it out in his life, 
teaching, ministry, death, and resurrection.  

Simon accompanies his brother back to where Jesus is staying (1:42). 
We do not know how much time passes as Andrew and Simon (and 
presumably the other disciple) converse. Their conversation might last 
well into the night. Somewhere in the process, Jesus announces that 
he will give Simon a new name. “You are to be called Cephas,” Jesus 
declares, which John tells us “is translated Peter” (1:42). The word 
literally means “rock.” In the New Testament world, a person’s name 
summarized their character and personality. To give someone a new 
name, then, means to endow that person with a new character and 
personality. Although Peter does not always act like a “rock,” this new 
name captures what he eventually becomes when he emerges as the 
church’s first leader after Jesus’ resurrection.  

JESUS REVEALS HIMSELF TO PHILIP AND NATHANAEL
John 1:43-51

As Jesus prepares to go to Galilee, he meets another young man named 
Philip who, like Peter and Andrew, is from Bethsaida (1:43-44). Jesus 
offers Philip a simple invitation: “Follow me.” We do not know if a 
conversation precedes this invitation. John does not tell us. Instead, he 
explains that after his encounter with Jesus, Philip immediately seeks 
out a friend named Nathanael (1:45). Instead of identifying Jesus as 
“the Messiah,” as Andrew did when he told Peter about Jesus, Philip 
goes back further and announces that Jesus fulfills the promises given 
to Moses (1:45).
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Philip startles Nathanael with one part of his declaration. He claims 
that this special man he has met, this one who fulfills the promises of 
Moses, comes from the town of Nazareth. This evokes a protest from 
Nathanael: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (1:46). Some 
commentators attribute this statement to a town rivalry between Cana, 
Nathanael’s hometown, and Nazareth, the town Philip connects with 
Jesus. Both towns were located in Galilee. More likely, Nathanael rightly 
notes that Nazareth is not mentioned in any of the prophecies that 
point to the coming Messiah. He questions Nazareth as the source of 
the Messiah, not because of the town’s infamy but rather because of its 
insignificance.

Despite his hesitancy, Nathanael goes with Philip to meet Jesus. 
Through this conversation with Jesus, Nathanael comes to a clear 
understanding of who Jesus is. In response, he uses some of the most 
exalted language of the Jewish culture in reference to Jesus. He calls him 
“the Son of God” (1:49) and “the King of Israel” (1:49), two Messianic 
titles conjoined in Psalm 2:6. He also refers to Jesus as “the Son of Man” 
(1:51), another title that will take on Messianic connotations. What 
evokes such praise from Nathanael? 

Jesus first commends Nathanael as “an Israelite in whom there is  
no deceit” (1:47). Many commentators think that Jesus has in mind 
Jacob, Isaac’s son, who was accused of deceit before his change of heart 
(Gen 27:35), but there is no evidence for that in our text. The phrase  
“no deceit” explains what Jesus says to Nathanael. People without deceit 
are straightforward and honest; they have sincere hearts as they seek the 
truth. Jesus identifies Nathanael as a person with “no deceit.” Without 
arrogance but with certainty, Nathanael agrees with this assessment.

When Nathanael asks Jesus how he knows him, Jesus responds,  
“I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you” (1:48). Again, 
John does not explain Jesus’ statement. Some commentators point out 
that “under the fig tree” represented a place for prayer and meditation. 
If this is the point of Jesus’ statement, Jesus thus tells Nathanael that 
he not only recognizes him as a person without deceit but also notes 
his clear dedication to God. Since Jesus’ recognition of these qualities 
obviously occurs before he even meets Nathanael, Nathanael attributes 
Jesus’ foreknowledge to a divine source. 

Our text ends with spectacular predictions from Jesus (1:50-51). He 
speaks of an event in the future by referring to an event in the past. The 
reference to the angels “ascending and descending” recalls an event in 
the past: Jacob’s vision at Bethel of the angels of God ascending and 
descending on “a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to 
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heaven” (Gen 28:12). This reference recognizes the connection between 
heaven and earth that Jesus, the Son of Man, will make in his life. Jesus 
also refers to events in the future: his death on the cross ( Jn 12:32) 
and his eventual resurrection and ascension (Acts 1:9). Only later will 
Nathanael recognize the full significance of what Jesus says. These five 
individuals Jesus meets in our text will become part of the team of 
twelve whom Jesus trains to assist him in his ministry and to carry on 
his work after he is gone.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from Jesus’ encounter with these five who 
will be part of his team of twelve disciples? First, we see Jesus’ commit-
ment to the team concept as he begins to gather his disciples around 
him. A close observation of these five, and of the other seven who 
will follow, reveals that they are dissimilar in their gifts and in their 
approach to life. Jesus will nevertheless mold them into a team (except 
for Judas) that will carry on his work after he is gone.

We also recognize by their response to his actions that even early 
in his ministry, the disciples begin to recognize Jesus’ extraordinary 
nature. Even though “rabbi” is a distinguished term, it does not begin 
to capture Jesus’ uniqueness. They must draw on the most exalted 
terms available to them to describe Jesus, even though they do not 
comprehend the full dimensions of these terms at the time. He is the 
Son of God and the King of Israel and the Son of Man and the Messiah. 
Certainly, they have never before met a man like him.

We also witness the kind of evangelism that characterized the first 
followers of Jesus. When Andrew recognizes who Jesus is, he immedi-
ately goes to tell his brother. When Nathanael questions Philip’s witness 
about Jesus, Philip simply says, “Come and see for yourself.” No manip-
ulation. No argumentation. No condescension. No coercion. Rather, 
we see an evangelism that is experiential, relational, and personal. We 
can learn some lessons from them as we seek to share Jesus with our 
generation.
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Mohandas Gandhi (1869–1948), known to the world as Mahatma, 
became one of the most influential forces for social change in the twen-
tieth century. We usually connect his name with India, where he used 
nonviolent resistance to lead a successful campaign for India’s inde-
pendence from British rule. However, Gandhi discovered his mission 
in life during the two decades he spent in South Africa, from 1893 to 
1915. He moved to South Africa to represent an Indian merchant in a 
lawsuit. While carrying out his assignment, he came face to face for the 
first time with legalized discrimination. On a trip to Pretoria, he was 
forcibly removed from the train in Maritzburg because, as a “colored” 
man, he refused to leave the first-class section. That night in Maritz-
burg changed his life. Steaming with indignation in the train station, 
he determined to do something about this kind of discrimination. One 
of his biographers explains, “At some moment between midnight and 
dawn, Mohandas Gandhi learned that he could live in the world only 
if he committed himself to a lifelong effort to reform it. That was the 
kind of man he was, and in this agonizing act of self-discovery, he made 
his first giant step toward self-fulfillment” (Calvin Kytle, Gandhi, Soldier 
of Nonviolence [Cabin John, MD: Seven Locks Press, 1969], 48–50). That 
night Gandhi discovered his mission in life.

Jesus goes through a similar process as he spends forty days and 
forty nights in the wilderness. Jesus withstands the devil’s attempts to 
sidetrack him (Mk 1:12-13) and bursts out of that period of reflection to 
declare his mission (1:15). Our text explores Jesus’ pathway of discovery. 

PREPARING FOR HIS MISSION
Mark 1:12-13

Jesus goes through this preparatory period in “the wilderness” (1:12). 
Mark tells us that the Spirit “drove him” into the wilderness. What does 
that mean? Does it mean that the Holy Spirit is an external force who 
moves an unwilling object? Does it mean that Jesus does not want to go 
into the wilderness, but the Spirit forces him to go? Certainly not. This 
phrase reflects instead the spirit of urgency with which Jesus moves. 
This is no leisurely, meditative walk but a swift, urgent movement of 
one who is compelled irresistibly by the knowledge that something 
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must be done. There is a battle to be fought and a victory to be won. 
With that kind of urgency, Jesus moves into the wilderness to face 
Satan.

Mark notes that Jesus spends forty days in the wilderness (1:12). 
Some scholars compare Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness with Adam 
and Eve’s temptation in the Garden of Eden. However, I think the true 
Old Testament parallel to Jesus’ temptation is not Adam and Eve in the 
garden but the Israelites in the wilderness during the exodus experi-
ence (Num 14:33-34). When Israel was tested in the wilderness for forty 
years, they failed the test. In contrast, when Jesus is tested in the wilder-
ness for forty days, he passes the test. 

During those forty days in the wilderness, he is “tempted by Satan” 
(1:13). The word for temptation originally meant “to pierce or to search 
into.” Later, the word conveyed the idea of testing a person to see 
what was in him. Eventually, the word expressed the idea of “enticing 
a person to do evil.” The word probably carries this third meaning in 
our text. Both Matthew’s (4:1-11) and Luke’s (4:1-13) version of Jesus’ 
wilderness temptation reveal the specific ways in which Satan attempts 
to entice Jesus to do evil. Mark simply notes that Satan tempts Jesus 
without providing any details.

Mark adds two other reflections about Jesus’ wilderness experience. 
First, he tells us that Jesus “was with the wild beasts” (1:13). Mark prob-
ably uses this phrase to emphasize that Jesus has no human support or 
companionship as he faces these temptations. However, Mark adds this 
note: “the angels waited on him” (1:13). Jesus is physically alone, but he 
is not spiritually alone. Bereft of human companionship, he has divine 
company. These “angels” represent the presence and provision of God 
in the dark hour of temptation.

DECLARING HIS MISSION
Mark 1:14-15

Jesus’ experience in the wilderness solidifies his understanding of 
his mission so that when he returns from the wilderness to begin his 
ministry in Galilee, he can clearly articulate the nature of that mission. 
Before we consider the description of this Galilean ministry, we need to 
notice the transitional phrase at the beginning of verse 14: “Now after 
John was arrested” (1:14).This is when Jesus inaugurates his Galilean 
ministry: after John was arrested. This suggests that some time passes 
between verse 13 and verse 14, for at this point, John’s ministry seems 
to be going strong. Some commentators suggest that at least a year 
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passes during this time, a period covered by John 2:13 to John 4:43. 
During this time, Jesus makes a quick trip to Galilee for the wedding in 
Cana ( Jn 2:1-12). He later attends the Passover celebration in Jerusalem 
where he cleans out the temple ( Jn 1:13-22) and has a conversation 
with Nicodemus ( Jn 3:1-21). The Jewish leaders begin to express 
concern over Jesus’ popularity ( Jn 4:1-2). Finally, Herod arrests John 
the Baptist for the reason explained in Mark 6:14-29. After those things 
have happened, Jesus decides to go back to Galilee ( Jn 4:3). He passes 
through Samaria on the way to Galilee, and there he encounters the 
Samaritan woman at the well (4:7-30). Finally, Jesus arrives in Galilee 
where he will inaugurate his Galilean ministry. At this point, our text  
in Mark’s Gospel picks up the story.

As he begins his ministry in Galilee, Jesus proclaims “the good 
news” (Mk 1:14). The good news of God includes wonderful promises 
reflected in the remainder of the New Testament. Jesus reveals God to 
us ( Jn 14:9). We can have life by believing in Jesus ( Jn 3:16). Through 
Jesus, we can have a new relationship with God (1 Cor 5:17-18). Even 
though we do not deserve it, we can be saved from our sins (Eph 2:8-10). 
Jesus includes all these promises, and more, in what he calls the good 
news. 

In verse 15, Mark mentions another aspect of Jesus’ message. Jesus 
proclaims, “The time is fulfilled.” Jesus announces that this is a special 
time in history. What makes this a special time is the inauguration 
of God’s kingdom, for Jesus declares, “the kingdom of God has come 
near.” “Kingdom” is not to be understood in a geographical sense. 
Instead, the kingdom of God refers to God’s sovereign rule over all 
things. Eventually, God’s sovereign rule over all things will be recog-
nized (Rev 11:15). Jesus’ coming inaugurates this sovereign rule of  
God on the earth. “Near” can be understood in terms of both space  
and time. In other words, right there in Galilee, in that present 
moment, those listening to Jesus can acknowledge their commitment  
to the reign of God.

Jesus demands a response from the people. First, he calls on his 
listeners to “repent” (Mk 1:15). To repent is to change our mind and 
direction. It means to turn, and it involves both our emotion and our 
will. Second, Jesus calls on his listeners to “believe in the good news.” 
Repentance means to recognize the folly of our way; belief means to 
recognize the beneficence of Jesus’ way. Repentance means to turn 
from our sin; belief means to turn to Jesus. Our response to Jesus must 
include both.
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ENLISTING PARTNERS FOR HIS MISSION
Mark 1:16-20

To assist him in his kingdom work, Jesus enlists a group of followers 
known to history as his disciples. According to John’s Gospel  
( Jn 1:35-51), Jesus already connected with five of the twelve when  
he encountered John in the wilderness. Now, Mark describes how he 
enlists them to be a part of his team in spreading the kingdom of God. 
Jesus reconnects with Simon Peter and his brother Andrew as they ply 
their fishing trade on the Sea of Galilee (Mk 1:16). Even though fish-
ermen in the first century worked hard, they were nevertheless limited 
by their lack of education and position (cf. 1 Cor 1:26-29). Jesus will 
provide the training they need. 

Jesus has already spent time with Peter and Andrew. Now he invites 
them to become a part of his ministry. “Follow me,” Jesus tells them, 
“and I will make you fish for people” (Mk 1:17). With that invitation, 
Jesus reminds these two that he does not call them to a life of ease but 
to a life of service. He offers to train them for a task more honorable 
than the one in which they are currently engaged. Instead of catching 
fish for the table, they will recruit people for the kingdom of God. 

Notice the response of Peter and Andrew to the call to discipleship. 
Mark tells us, “And immediately, they left their nets and followed him” 
(1:18). They willingly leave the safety of their vocations and the support 
of their families for the risky adventure of following a would-be 
Messiah. They are drawn by Jesus’ magnetic appeal. His appeal sweeps 
away all objections, inspiring these two men to follow him even though 
they do not know what they will have to do or what dangers they will 
face.

Jesus then encounters the two sons of Zebedee: James and John 
(1:19). How significant these two will be in the unfolding kingdom! 
James will become the first martyr of the church (Acts 12:1-2), and John 
will bear the distinct title of “the one whom Jesus loved” ( Jn 13:23). 
When Jesus calls them to follow him, they are mending their nets, but 
Jesus has bigger plans for them. Even though Mark does not reveal 
Jesus’ specific invitation to these two brothers, it probably echoed his 
appeal given to Peter and Andrew (Mk 1:17). As with Peter and Andrew, 
these two brothers match the immediacy of Jesus’ call with the imme-
diacy of their response (1:20). When Jesus sees them, he calls them 
without delay. When Jesus calls them, they follow him without delay. 
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from this description of the inauguration  
of Jesus’ Galilean ministry? First, Mark reveals some things about Jesus. 
We see Jesus’ purpose to proclaim the kingdom of God. The New Testa-
ment writers speak of the kingdom of God as both present (Mk 1:15) 
and future (Mk 9:1). In either case, the kingdom of God is associated 
with Jesus, who will establish the rule of God in the hearts of those 
who believe in him. We also see Jesus’ power that inspires the disciples 
to leave their work and follow him. Further, we see Jesus’ promise to 
include the disciples in the expansion of the kingdom of God if they 
will repent of their sins and follow him.

Mark also highlights the steps involved in discipleship. First, there 
is a call. We do not decide to seek Jesus. Instead, Jesus seeks us. Jesus 
takes the initiative. Then, there is a response. That is what faith means. 
It means to respond to Jesus’ call and begin a journey of discovery with 
him. In addition, there is companionship. To be a disciple means to 
walk with Jesus. It means to spend time with him and listen to him. 
Discipleship involves a relationship. Finally, there is a shared task. 
When Jesus calls us, he gives us something to do. He allows us to share 
in the work that he came to the earth to do. Mark clearly reveals the 
nature of discipleship.

Finally, Mark reveals some things about these first disciples. To 
respond to Jesus’ call, they must sacrifice the security of their estab-
lished lives to embrace what Jesus promises to give them. To respond 
to Jesus’ call, they must also display courage. They know the kind 
of turmoil caused by leaders who challenge the establishment. They 
witnessed what happened to would-be Messiahs. Yet they follow Jesus, 
willing to face whatever may come. Following Jesus still requires  
sacrifice and courage.
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Charisma, which Webster defines as “a rare quality or power attributed 
to those persons who have demonstrated an exceptional ability for 
winning the devotion of large numbers of people,” is something many 
people desire. Here is some good news. I saw a website that claimed, 
“Developing instant charisma has never been easier.” This website then 
offered a plan that “works at astonishing speed,” is “perfectly safe,” and 
will provide instant charisma, “fully guaranteed.” This website further 
promised, “Buy this program and everyone will know when you enter 
the room.” Instant charisma for everyone, and it can be downloaded for 
only $19.95!

In reality, no one can conjure up charisma in three easy steps. 
Charisma is something that emanates from our inner self, and if ever 
a person had charisma, it was Jesus. In our text, Mark uses the word 
“authority” to describe Jesus’ charisma. When Jesus teaches, those who 
hear him are amazed at his “authority” (Mk 1:22). When Jesus heals, 
those who watch him are amazed at his “authority” (1:27). The Greek 
word translated “authority” in our text identifies a power that draws 
people’s attention like a magnet. Because of that “authority,” when  
Jesus walks into a room, everyone notices. Let’s examine how Mark 
demonstrates the charisma, or authority, of Jesus. 

THE AUTHORITY OF HIS TEACHING
Mark 1:21-22

Mark tells us that Jesus and his disciples “went to Capernaum,” a town 
in Galilee (1:21). Galilee was the most northerly of the three provinces 
of Palestine, Samaria and Judea being the other two. It measured 
approximately 50 miles north to south and 30 miles east to west. The 
province of Galilee encompassed the Sea of Galilee. The town of Caper-
naum was located on its northwest shore. According to the Gospel 
writers, Capernaum was an important town. For example, Mark tells us 
that a tax collector has his office there (Mk 2:14). Matthew tells us that a 
high officer of the king, a centurion in charge of one hundred soldiers, 
lives there (Mt 8:5-13). And, according to our text, Capernaum has a 
synagogue (Mk 1:21). This important town in Galilee will serve as the 
operational center of Jesus’ Galilean ministry.
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What does Jesus do when he arrives in Capernaum? Mark tells us 
that Jesus “entered the synagogue and taught” (1:21). Although Jesus’ 
ministry involves many aspects, teaching composes the central element. 
Jesus did not just come to save humanity from our sins. He also came to 
teach us about God, about ourselves, about the world, about how to live 
our lives, about how to relate to others, and about how to relate to God. 

How do the people respond to Jesus’ teaching? Mark explains, 
“They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having 
authority” (1:22). The two key words in this verse are “astounded” and 
“authority.” The word for “astounded” means “struck out of them-
selves.” We might say, “He blew them out of their seats!” The word for 
“authority” means to have ability or strength. The latter word explains 
the former. Why does Jesus blow them out of their seats? Because Jesus 
speaks to them with a level of authority and strength they have not 
known before.

The people contrast Jesus’ teaching with that of the religious 
teachers of their day, and they detect a distinguishable difference 
between them. Mark notes this difference when he asserts that Jesus 
“taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes” (1:22). 
The religious leaders of that day base their authority on outside 
sources. They have no authority on their own. In contrast, Jesus’ 
message comes straight from the very heart and mind of God ( Jn 8:26). 
Every time Jesus opens his mouth, he reveals his authority through  
his teaching.

HIS AUTHORITY OVER EVIL SPIRITS
Mark 1:23-28

Jesus further demonstrates his authority when confronting evil spirits 
or, to use Mark’s phrase, “an unclean spirit” (1:23). A man with an 
unclean spirit enters the synagogue while Jesus teaches there. The 
unclean spirit utilizes the man’s vocal cords to challenge Jesus with 
these words: “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?” (1:24). 
The title “Jesus of Nazareth” probably reflects Jesus’ humble begin-
nings. Perhaps the unclean spirit attempts to intimidate Jesus by saying, 
“You are just a hick from Nazareth. Who do you think you are to 
confront someone with my power?” 

The unclean spirit recognizes immediately that he cannot intimi-
date Jesus, so he admits, “I know who you are, the Holy One of God” 
(1:24). On the one hand, Jesus is holy in the sense that he is sinless. We 
can find no imperfection in his life. He knows temptation, but he never 
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yields to that sin. But the unclean spirit probably has another element 
of “holiness” in mind. To be holy means to be anointed and set aside 
for a special task. Isaiah 61:1-3 reflects that meaning of holiness. The 
unclean spirit recognizes Jesus’ intention to destroy the evil forces that 
stand against God. Jesus is “the Holy One of God” because he came to 
overthrow the forces of evil and to deliver humanity from the power of 
darkness and to transfer us to the kingdom of light. Even the unclean 
spirit recognizes Jesus’ purpose. 

How does Jesus respond? Mark tells us that Jesus “rebuked” the 
unclean spirit (1:25). This word means to censure or to reprove. Jesus 
then commands the unclean spirit to “be silent” (1:25). One translation 
has Jesus say, “Shut your mouth.” Why does Jesus say that? Perhaps this 
is an early example of Jesus’ hesitancy for people to testify that he is the 
Messiah because of the misunderstanding that word causes in those 
who hear it. Jesus will carry out his messianic mission in a way that 
differs from the common messianic understanding of his day. So Jesus 
discourages early testimonies to his being the Messiah, especially one 
that comes from an unclean spirit. 

Then, after rebuking the unclean spirit, Jesus exorcises him (1:26). 
Mark clearly depicts both Jesus’ opposition to and his power over the 
evil forces at work in our world. In the Gospel of Luke, when Jesus 
declares his mission in Nazareth, he promises to bring “release to 
the captives” and “to let the oppressed go free” (Lk 4:18-19). Now, in 
Capernaum, he begins to fulfill that promise. Bound by his illness and 
oppressed by the forces working in his mind and spirit, this person in 
the synagogue provides the perfect opportunity for Jesus to demon-
strate his authority over the “unclean spirit.” 

Notice the response of the people to Jesus’ teaching and to his 
miracle of deliverance. In Mark 1:22, Mark tells us that the people are 
“astounded at his teaching.” Now, in Mark 1:27, we learn that the people 
are “amazed” at Jesus’ power. In other words, they are amazed at both 
his words and his works. After talking to each other about Jesus’ words 
and his works, the citizens of Capernaum begin to tell others about the 
things they have seen and heard. Jesus’ fame, Mark tells us, “began to 
spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee” (1:28). 

THE AUTHORITY OF HIS HEALING
Mark 1:29-34

At this point, the setting shifts from the synagogue to the home 
of Simon Peter and Andrew (1:29). Mark’s reference to Peter’s 



U
N

V
E

IL
IN

G
S

Jesus Reveals His Authority 27

“mother-in-law” (1:30) reveals that Peter is married. Mark then focuses 
our attention on Peter’s mother-in-law, who suffers from a fever (1:30). 
In the Gospels, Jesus uses different methods to bring about healing. 
Sometimes, he simply speaks to the sick person (Mk 3:1-5). On some 
occasions, he asks the sick person to do something (Lk 17:11-15). On 
still other occasions, Jesus heals someone when the sick person is not 
even in his presence (Lk 7:1-10). In the incident in our text, Jesus heals 
Peter’s mother-in-law with a touch (Mk 1:31).

Notice that the healing is immediate and complete. “Then the 
fever left her,” Mark tells us, “and she began to serve them” (1:31). One 
moment, Simon’s mother-in-law languishes in bed with a high fever. 
The next moment, she bustles around the kitchen preparing dinner.  
We see no residual loss of strength and no time needed to get back on 
her feet, but rather instant and complete healing. Such is the healing 
power of Jesus. 

Mark does not indicate a response of amazement here as he does 
in the previous event when Jesus exorcised the unclean spirit from the 
man. However, he does imply that word of Jesus’ healing power quickly 
spreads, for “that evening, at sunset,” people from all around come to 
Jesus with their sick friends and family members, seeking his healing 
(1:32-33). They wait until sunset because this is the Sabbath day, and 
they cannot travel or carry a burden on the Sabbath. Notice, however, 
that Jesus heals Simon Peter’s mother-in-law on the Sabbath,  
a breach of Jewish Sabbath etiquette that will later spark intense  
controversy between Jesus and the religious leaders of his day. They  
see the Sabbath as a holy day, and they hem in the day’s activities with 
the most stringent restrictions. In contrast, Jesus sees the Sabbath as a 
holy day that can be used to bring joy, liberation, and wholeness. 

The final verse in our text again reflects the Messianic secret, the 
term scholars use to name Jesus’ reticence to accept acknowledgment 
of his Messiahship early in his ministry because he fears the people will 
be confused about the nature of his ministry (1:34). Even though Jesus 
silences the testimony of these evil spirits, he cannot contain the enthu-
siasm of the people. They witness Jesus’ amazing power as he heals their 
friends and family members who are ill. They might not yet connect 
Jesus’ healing power with the promise of a coming Messiah. Neverthe-
less, they recognize in Jesus a unique individual to whom God has given 
extraordinary power, and they gladly tell their friends about him.
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from Mark’s description of the inauguration 
of Jesus’ Galilean ministry? First, Mark highlights Jesus’ purpose. The 
unclean spirit recognizes Jesus as “the Holy One of God” (Mk 1:24). As I 
pointed out above, this term identifies Jesus as the “anointed” one.” The 
Old Testament writers use the term “anointed one” to identify someone 
set aside for a special mission for God. This person can be a priest, as in 
1 Samuel 2:35, or a king, as in Psalm 132:10. Eventually, the Old Testa-
ment writers use this term to identify a future leader whom God will 
send to complete the work of redemption, as in Daniel 9:25-26. Our text 
thus identifies Jesus as the promised Messiah.

Mark also describes the nature of Jesus’ ministry. From the begin-
ning of his ministry, Jesus performs healing miracles. Jesus’ enemies 
attribute this power to Satan (Mk 3:22), but Jesus attributes it to God 
(Mt 12:28). Yet Mark suggests that healing is not the primary focus 
of his ministry. Instead, Jesus primarily focuses on teaching and 
preaching. Jesus declares in Mark 1:38, “Let us go on to the neighboring 
towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I 
came out to do.” Jesus came to proclaim the message of God’s redemp-
tion. That was the central focus of his earthly ministry.

In addition, we see in Jesus a new attitude reflected toward those 
who are sick. Most people in Jesus’ day looked on sickness as a sign of 
God’s disfavor or evidence of some moral failure, and consequently 
they treated the ill with contempt. Mark reflects the sensitivity of Jesus 
to those who were in need: to Simon’s mother-in-law who needed to 
be restored, to the broken of society who needed to be healed, and to 
those estranged from God who needed to be reconciled. Jesus desired 
to release his contemporaries from the evil that misshaped their lives so 
that he could transform them into his image. He still desires to do that 
for us today.
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February 7, 2021 Isaiah 40:21-31

One of the most dramatic stories in the Bible describes the strongman 
Samson losing his power. All his life, Samson possessed an extraordi-
nary power that enabled him to do things that other humans could 
not do, like tearing a lion apart barehanded ( Judg 14:5-6) or killing 
a thousand Philistines with the jawbone of a donkey (15:15-16). His 
power came from God and would remain in Samson as long as he kept 
the promise not to cut his hair. When he fell in love with Delilah, she 
agreed to help the Philistines discover the source of his strength, but 
on two occasions Samson tricked her, giving a false explanation for 
his strength. After these incidents, he easily routed the Philistines who 
came to seize him (16:6-12). Finally, Delilah found out the truth about 
Samson’s strength. While he slept, she cut his hair and then woke him 
up with a warning that the Philistines were coming to get him. Samson 
jumped up to face the Philistines, expecting to prevail as he had previ-
ously. However, this time God’s strength had left him, and he had to 
face the Philistines in his own power. This time he did not prevail. 
Samson learned a lesson we all need to learn: only with God’s strength 
can we prevail. As the psalmist reminds us, “The LORD is the strength 
of his people; he is the saving refuge of his anointed” (Ps 28:8). The 
prophet echoes that truth in our text for this lesson as he discusses 
God’s ability to strengthen us. 

BECAUSE OF WHO GOD IS
Isaiah 40:21-24

When the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem and took the leaders of the 
city away into exile in 586 BC, they robbed the Jews of their land, their 
temple, and their freedom. For seventy years, Israel languished in Baby-
lonian captivity, thus fulfilling the message of judgment that dominates 
the first thirty-nine chapters of the book of Isaiah. Now, the exiles look 
forward to being liberated and returning home to establish themselves 
again in the land of promise. How can they face the challenge and once 
more enjoy the benefits of being the promised people of God? The 
prophet of the exile whose words are found in Isaiah 40–55 presents 
an answer to that question in our text: Israel will prevail because of the 
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strength and power of God. But how will God be able to strengthen the 
exiles? The prophet provides three answers to that question.

First, the prophet tells the exiles that God can strengthen them 
because of who God is (40:21). In a series of four questions, the prophet 
exposes the people’s obtuseness. In the first two questions, “Have you 
not known?” and “Have you not heard?” the prophet reminds his 
contemporaries that the message of God’s greatness is not new infor-
mation. God made God’s greatness clear to their ancestors throughout 
their history. How has God revealed God’s power to them? The prophet 
explains with two more questions. First, they heard God’s greatness 
proclaimed by the Torah and the prophets. “Has it not been told you 
from the beginning?” the prophet asks. They have also heard God’s 
greatness proclaimed through creation. “Have you not understood from 
the foundations of the earth?” the prophet asks. Both creation and 
Scripture confirm God’s greatness. 

The prophet then verifies God’s greatness by comparing God to 
two realities. First, the prophet compares God to the created world. 
The Bible often refers to the greatness of creation. One example is 
God’s guided tour of the universe that God gives to Job in Job 38–41. 
God gives Job a panoramic view of the universe in which God reveals 
the dimensions of the world, the spectacular creatures who live in this 
world, and the mind-boggling grandeur of the world. The awestruck 
Job responds, “I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 
wonderful for me, which I did not know” ( Job 42:3). The created world 
is indeed too wonderful for us to know. Yet, for all the world’s splendor, 
it does not compare to God who created the world and rules over it. In 
the prophet’s words, God is the one “who sits above the circle of the 
earth” (40:21). I love the way the eleventh century theologian Anselm 
expressed this truth: God is “a being than which no greater can be 
conceived.”

To us, the heavens seem so vast, greater than our minds can fully 
grasp, and certainly beyond our control. Yet the heavens are no more 
than a veil that God easily spreads out like human beings spread a sheet 
over a bed (40:22). Changing his metaphor, the prophet also pictures 
God stretching out the heavens like a tent to live in. The universe is 
God’s abode, the home in which God comfortably lives. From God’s 
position above the circle of the earth, “its inhabitants are like grasshop-
pers” (40:22).

The prophet then compares God to the princes and rulers of 
the earth (40:23-24). From a human perspective, these earthly rulers 
seem to be invincible. The rulers of Babylon certainly appeared to 
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be indestructible from the perspective of the exiles. Yet, the prophet 
declares, God can uproot these princes and kings and sweep them away 
with a single breath. They are like weak, tender plants that have not 
yet taken root, easily uprooted (40:23-24). Because of who God is, the 
prophet assures his contemporaries that God can and will provide the 
strength they need to face the challenges of their return to the promised 
land. 

BECAUSE OF WHAT GOD DOES
Isaiah 40:25-28

The prophet then assures the exiles that God will empower them in 
the present because of what he has already done in the past in creating 
the world. “To whom then will you compare me, or who is my equal?” 
God asks the people (40:25). As confirmation of this claim, the prophet 
points to the stars in the sky and asks, “Who created these?” (40:26). 
Pointing to the stars that form pinpricks of light on the expanse of the 
night sky, Isaiah reminds his readers that these heavenly bodies are not 
gods to be worshiped, as some religions propose, but objects brought 
into being by God. God not only creates these stars but also relates inti-
mately to them. God numbers them, according to the prophet, and also 
calls them all by name (40:26), ideas echoed in Psalm 147:4.

God’s great power is thus reflected through God’s creation. The 
psalmist asserts, “By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and 
all their host by the breath of his mouth” (Ps 33:6). The prophet Jere-
miah declares, “Ah Lord GOD! It is you who made the heavens and the 
earth by your great power and by your outstretched arm! Nothing is too 
hard for you” ( Jer 32:17). Paul echoes this truth with even greater clarity 
when he writes to the Romans, “Ever since the creation of the world his 
eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been 
understood and seen through the things he has made” (Rom 1:20). The 
God who created the world certainly has the strength to support the 
Hebrew exiles as they return to their promised land.

Even more important, God demonstrates God’s power by 
controlling creation. God not only creates the world; God also controls 
its forward movement. “Because he is great in strength, mighty in 
power,” the prophet declares, “not one [of the stars] is missing” (40:26). 
The prophet uses four different words to affirm the power by which 
God controls creation: “great,” “strength,” “mighty,” and “power.” The 
word translated “great” carries the idea of abundance. The other three 
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words all refer to some form of vigor. God has abundant strength to 
control the movements of the universe. 

Considering God’s strength demonstrated in God’s creation of and 
control over the world, it is folly for the exiles to complain that God is 
powerless to do anything to remedy their current situation (40:27). The 
exiles do not need to fret about their condition because of God’s great-
ness and God’s faithfulness to the covenant promise. Using a double 
question to gain the attention of his contemporaries, the prophet high-
lights both the identity of God, “the everlasting God, the Creator of the 
ends of the earth,” and the perseverance of God, who “does not faint or 
grow weary” (40:28). The exiles do not need to despair. They must not 
give up hope. God is still God, and God still possesses adequate power 
to fulfill the covenant promise to Israel. Because of the power reflected 
in God’s creation and control of the world, the Israelites can face the 
future with assurance. 

BECAUSE OF WHAT GOD WILL DO
Isaiah 40:29-31

In the final section of our text, the prophet assures the exiles that the 
all-powerful God who rules over both heaven and earth and who both 
brings into being and sustains creation will continue to demonstrate 
that same adequate power in the days ahead. In exploring this theme, 
the prophet assures the people that God will give the faint the strength 
to keep going and the powerless the ability to accomplish the tasks to 
which God calls them (40:29).

The prophet also acknowledges that even the vigor of youth will not 
carry the day against the oppressive forces of life. Even youths will grow 
faint and even the young will become powerless. But the empowering 
creator God of Israel will strengthen the youth who grow faint and will 
energize the young when they become powerless (40:30).

How will the exiles experience this empowerment from God? The 
prophet identifies three ways in which God’s power will energize the 
exiles to whom he presents his message (40:31). I once heard a preacher 
describe these three ways God helps with three words: ecstasy, energy, 
and endurance. Sometimes God’s help will come in the form of ecstasy 
that causes God’s people to “mount up with wings like eagles.” At other 
times, God’s help will come in the form of energy that enables them to 
“run and not be weary.” On still other occasions, God’s help will come 
in the form of endurance that enables them to “walk and not faint.” 
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God does not always help us in the same way, but God always promises 
to empower those who put their hope in God.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from this incredible promise concerning 
God’s strength? First, the prophet’s words to the exiles reveal a basic 
truth about life. Life is not easy for any of us. Instead, as we live our 
lives, we will often become faint and will frequently feel powerless.  
Even young people will “faint and be weary” and will often “fall 
exhausted” (40:30). In the book of Job, God reminds Job that “human 
beings are born to trouble just as sparks fly upward” ( Job 5:7). The 
exiles experienced that trouble. So will we.

The prophet’s promise also reveals a basic truth about God. God 
can and will provide everything we need to live through this trouble. 
Second Peter 1:3 offers one of the greatest promises of the Bible: “His 
divine power has given us everything needed for life and godliness, 
through the knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and 
goodness.” Isaiah makes the same promise. 

The prophet also reminds us of the impact of God’s strength in 
our lives. Because of God’s strength, we can face the challenges of life 
with comfort and confidence—comfort because we know nothing will 
ever happen that will separate us from God, and confidence because we 
know God is greater than any opponent we will ever face. Remembering 
who God is and what God has promised, we can all face life with the 
confidence expressed by Paul in Philippians 4:13: “I can do all things 
through him who strengthens me.”
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I keep a framed check hanging on the wall of my office. The Reverend 
Clyde Lee Herring wrote the check while he served as pastor of the First 
Baptist Church in Rogers, Texas, my hometown church. It was the first 
time I received an honorarium for preaching. As I sought to understand 
my sense of calling to the ministry, Clyde served as my mentor. He not 
only modeled for me how to prepare and present a sermon but also 
demonstrated what it meant to care for the members of the congre-
gation. He wrote the check to me on September 10, 1963, for $10. He 
gave me the check for “pulpit supply.” He was preaching before another 
church “in view of a call” and soon left Rogers to go to the other 
church. Our lives have crossed paths infrequently since that time, but 
his influence continues. We have exchanged text messages this week as 
I write this lesson, nearly sixty years after he left the church in Rogers. 
My ministry would not have been the same without the influence of 
Clyde Lee Herring.

We see a similar incident of “ministry influence” in our text that 
describes the passing of the prophetic mantle from Elijah to Elisha. 
When Elijah ascends to heaven and Elisha picks up his prophetic 
mantle, the members of “the company of prophets” conclude, “The 
spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha” (2 Kings 2:15). This does not mean  
that Elisha will simply duplicate the ministry of Elijah. Instead, Elisha 
will filter the lessons he learned from Elijah through the prism of his 
own gifts and circumstances to create his unique ministry. Our text 
focuses on the transition from the ministry of Elijah to the ministry  
of Elisha.

THE END OF ELIJAH’S MINISTRY
2 Kings 2:1a

The opening word of our text, “Now” (2:1a), connects with Elijah’s 
ministry described in the preceding chapters. Elijah erupts onto the 
scene of ancient Israel with volcanic suddenness during the reign of 
King Ahab (874–853 BC). Ahab’s tolerance of polytheism and his wife 
Jezebel’s passionate commitment to the worship of Baal create a toxic 
environment in Israel. Jezebel wants to destroy the worship of Yahweh 
in Israel. Elijah, on the other hand, commits himself to lead Israel back 
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to the worship of Yahweh and to restore the nation to the faith of their 
fathers. He ultimately prevails. One scholar concludes, “There were two 
sorts of prophets, prophets of deeds, prophets of words. Of the latter 
the greatest is doubtless Isaiah; of the former there has not been among 
men born of women any greater than Elijah” ( John Kitto, Daily Bible 
Illustrations, Vol. IV: Solomon and the Kings [New York: Robert Carter 
and Brothers, 1881], 211).

What is the key to Elijah’s greatness? The reason for his preem-
inence is that at each point of his life, Elijah brings God into the 
situation through prayer. We can identify six primary scenes in Elijah’s 
ministry: before Ahab (1 Kings 17:1), by Cherith (17:2-7), at Zarephath 
(17:8-24), on Mount Carmel (1 Kgs 18), in the wilderness (19:1-18), and 
at Naboth’s vineyard (1 Kings 21). In each scene, the prophet prevails 
because of the power provided by the practice of prayer. 

“Now,” the biblical writer declares in our text (2:1a), the time has 
come for Elijah’s ministry to conclude. He has done what God called 
him to do. Now God will allow someone else to assume the prophetic 
leadership of Israel. 

THE TRANSITION TIME
2 Kings 2:1b-10

Following Elijah’s unparalleled triumph over the 450 prophets of Baal 
and the 400 prophets of Asherah on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18), and 
after God draws him out of his fearful retreat in a cave near Mount 
Horeb (1 Kings 19), God instructs Elijah to appoint Elisha as his 
successor (19:16). Elijah finds Elisha and “threw his mantle over him” 
(19:19). Some suggest this symbolizes his adoption of Elisha as his son. 
Others suggest it represents a transfer of the power of the owner to the 
one on whom the mantle is placed. The experience in our text seems 
to include both ideas. Elisha immediately lays down his plow, says 
goodbye to his family, and “then he set out and followed Elijah, and 
became his servant” (19:21). Elisha is now the prophet-in-waiting.

Strangely, the biblical writer does not mention Elisha again until the 
incident in our text where God turns over the prophetic office to Elisha 
and Elijah mysteriously ascends to the heavens. For a period of almost 
ten years, then, from 856 BC to 846 BC, Elisha stays in the background. 
What does Elisha do during those ten years? The Bible does not answer 
that question. Apparently, during that time he trains for his future role 
as he accompanies Elijah and learns from him.
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Suddenly, in our text, Elisha appears again, accompanying his 
mentor on yet another mission. The Bible says they “were on their way 
from Gilgal” (2 Kgs 2:1b). We cannot be sure of the exact location of 
this town. Gilgal means “circle” and refers to a circular altar made  
of stones. Since circular altars were common, several towns adopted 
this name. Some associate the Gilgal in our text with Joshua, who  
built an altar after crossing the Jordan River near Jericho into Canaan 
( Josh 4:19) and named the location Gilgal. More likely, the Gilgal 
mentioned in our text is located near Shiloh, about thirty miles north 
of Jerusalem. Elijah and Elisha leave from there in the opening verse  
of our text. 

Because he knows that the time for his departure is at hand, Elijah 
makes a final tour of the companies of prophets at Bethel (2:2) and at 
Jericho (2:4). At each departure for a new location, Elijah orders Elisha 
to remain where he is instead of following him (2:2; 2:4; 2:6). Why does 
Elijah order Elisha to separate from him? Perhaps Elijah’s love for soli-
tude has returned and, like Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane when 
he moves away from the other disciples (Mt 26:39), Elijah wants to face 
this final experience alone. Other scholars suggest that Elijah does this 
because of his concern for Elisha’s feelings. For ten years, Elisha has 
accompanied Elijah. During this time, Elisha’s affection for his mentor 
blossomed. Because of that, Elijah wants to spare Elisha the agony of 
witnessing his final demise. Still others believe that Elijah is testing 
his disciple. He knows that difficult days loom large in the future. He 
wants to discover the level of Elisha’s commitment, so he orders him to 
remain where he is to test his response. 

To each of Elijah’s commands, Elisha gives the same response: “As 
the LORD lives, and as you yourself live, I will not leave you” (2:2; 2:4; 
2:6). His response echoes that of Ittai to David when David told him to 
go back home and spare himself the rigors of the coming battle. Ittai 
answered, “As the LORD lives, and as my lord the king lives, wherever 
my lord the king may be, whether for death or for life, there also your 
servant will be” (2 Sam 15:21). So Elisha accompanies Elijah on his  
final journey.

In addition to Elijah and Elisha, the biblical writer alludes to “the 
company of prophets” at both Bethel (2 Kgs 2:2) and Jericho (2:5). At 
the Bethel stop and at the Jericho stop, the prophets inform Elisha that 
his mentor will be taken from him. Elisha responds with two phrases 
(2:3; 2:5). He says, “I know,” indicating that he is as well informed about 
God’s actions as the prophets in Bethel. He also tells them to “keep 
silent,” illustrating his special authority not just as one of the prophets 
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but also as one who shares the position and authority of Elijah. Chas-
tened by Elisha’s retorts, those in the company of prophets draw away 
from him. Yet fifty of these prophets follow him to the Jordan, where 
they “stood at some distance from them” (2:7).  

Elijah realizes that the time for his departure is at hand, so he wants 
to separate from the other prophets (except Elisha). To accomplish this 
separation, Elijah performs another miracle, rolling up his mantle and 
touching the water with it, causing the Jordan River to part so that he 
and Elisha can move to the other side “on dry ground” (2:8). This gives 
Elijah an opportunity to have a final dialogue with his disciple Elisha. 
He says, “Tell me what I may do for you, before I am taken” (2:9). Elisha 
replies, “Please let me inherit a double share of your spirit” (2:9). He is 
not expressing a desire to outdo his mentor. Instead, he is recalling the 
Deuteronomic law concerning inheritance: the firstborn son will receive 
“a double portion of all that he has” from his father (Dt 21:17). As 
Elijah’s heir, Elisha asks for his rightful spiritual inheritance so he can 
continue the work of his mentor/father. 

Why does Elijah call this a “hard thing” to do (2:10)? Elijah calls 
this a hard thing to do because he knows that only God can truly bless 
someone’s ministry. So, instead of offering a double blessing, he puts 
Elisha’s future in God’s hands by presenting a test. Elijah tells Elisha 
that if he has the vision to see Elijah’s ascension, this will mean that 
God will equip Elisha to carry out his own ministry after Elijah is gone.

THE BEGINNING OF ELISHA’S MINISTRY
2 Kings 2:11-12

In the final part of our text, God confirms Elisha’s calling to the 
prophetic ministry by enabling him to see Elijah’s ascension. One 
moment, Elijah is by his side. The next moment, “a chariot of fire and 
horses of fire” separate Elijah from Elisha, and “Elijah ascended in a 
whirlwind into heaven” (2:11). The chariots and horses represent the 
power and protection of God. 

Elisha does indeed see what happens to Elijah (2:12). This confirms 
that Elisha has the vision to be God’s prophet and thus to continue the 
work of Elijah. We do not know how long Elisha stares into the sky. At 
some point, he realizes it is time for him to move on, so “he grasped his 
own clothes and tore them in two pieces” (2:12). Tearing one’s clothes 
signifies grief or mourning (Gen 37:29; Josh 7:6). With the departure of 
Elijah and with Elisha’s humble submission to God’s plan for his life, 
he is now ready to carry out the ministry God has for him to do. 
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CONCLUSION
What can we learn about ministry from this incident in the lives of 
Elijah and Elisha? To begin with, this story reminds us of the impor-
tance of preparation for ministry. When Elijah throws his mantle over 
Elisha’s shoulders and identifies him as his successor, Elisha does not 
immediately strike out in his own ministry. Instead, for ten years he 
accompanies Elijah and learns from him before he launches out on his 
own ministry path. Similarly, we need to utilize all the avenues available 
to us today to prepare ourselves for the ministry to which God calls us.

The lesson also affirms the individuality of our ministry. While 
learning from Elijah, we see in the following passages that Elisha does 
not duplicate Elijah’s ministry. Instead, he develops his own gifts to face 
the unique circumstances that will confront him. We need to remember 
that truth today. While learning from others, we must not simply 
mimic their style or their approach. Instead, we must follow the unique 
path God has for us.

Of course, the underlying theme of the ministries of Elijah and 
Elisha is that God is the power source of our ministry. Elijah does not 
light the fire on Mount Carmel; God does that (1 Kgs 18:36-38). Elisha 
does not bring life to the son of the Shunammite woman; God does 
that (2 Kgs 4:18-37). Likewise, God will empower our ministry as we 
fulfill our calling and seize the opportunities for ministry that God sets 
before us. We do not have to carry out our ministry in our own power.
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February 21, 2021 Genesis 9:8-17

A covenant is a promise, but it is more than a promise. It is a mutual 
commitment between two parties in which each party makes certain 
commitments to the other party and has certain expectations from the 
other party. The covenant concept plays a central role in defining God’s 
relationship with God’s chosen people in the Bible. In Genesis 12:1-3, 
God makes a covenant with Abraham. In Exodus 34:10, God renews this 
covenant with Israel and with the spiritual leader of the nation, Moses. 
In 2 Samuel 23:5, God reestablishes the covenant with David. Because 
of the breakdown in God’s covenant relationship with Israel, Jeremiah 
identifies a time in the future when God will make a new covenant with 
the house of Israel and with the house of Judah ( Jer 31:31). When Jesus 
comes, God renews the covenant through Jesus. Jesus acknowledges 
this new covenant on the last night of his life when he shares bread and 
wine around the table with his disciples. “This cup that is poured out 
for you is the new covenant in my blood,” he tells them (Lk 22:20). The 
writer of Hebrews affirms that the covenant God makes with humanity 
through Jesus is not just a new covenant. It is also a better covenant 
(Heb 8:6). Even more important, it is an eternal covenant (Heb 13:20). 

However, before all the covenants I have just mentioned, God made 
a covenant with Noah. In fact, this encounter with Noah introduces the 
word “covenant” into Scripture when God says to Noah, “I will estab-
lish my covenant with you” (Gen 6:18). Therefore, to fully understand 
the scriptural idea of covenant, we must first comprehend the dimen-
sions of this initial covenant.

THE COVENANT
Genesis 9:8-11

The opening word in our text, “then” (9:8a), reminds us that this is not 
the beginning of Noah’s story. Something has come before. Noah’s story 
begins in Genesis 6:8 where the biblical writer gives Noah this amazing 
accolade: “But Noah found favor in the sight of the LORD.” Why does 
Noah find favor with God? 

The biblical writer explains, first, that “Noah walked with God” 
(Gen 6:9). That pattern contrasts with the others on the earth who were 
“corrupt in God’s sight” (6:11) and who filled the world with “violence” 
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(6:13). Noah lived a life of faith instead of corruption. He lived a life of 
peace instead of violence. Those on the earth went their own way, but 
“Noah walked with God” (6:9).

In addition, the writer of Genesis tells us that Noah obeyed God. 
Noah “did all that God commanded him” (6:22). Imagine the ridiculous 
order God gave to Noah to build a boat of enormous dimensions on dry 
land. Yet Noah did it. This was the defining moment of Noah’s faith. 
God gave the command and Noah obeyed. The writer of Hebrews tells 
us that when warned by God about things not yet seen, Noah “built an 
ark to save his household” (11:7). Noah obeyed God.

Noah also trusted God. The writer of Hebrews describes Noah’s 
trust in these words: “Noah believed God even though there was then 
no sign of a flood” (11:7, TLB). Even as Noah waited for a hundred 
years with no sign of a flood (compare Gen 5:32 with Gen 7:6), he 
trusted God. Noah recognized that God is the omnipotent, omniscient, 
creator and ruler over all things, and so Noah trusted God. Noah found 
favor with God because he walked with God, because he obeyed God, 
and because he trusted God.

Consequently, God destroyed all humanity through the flood but 
saved Noah and his family and the prescribed animals (Gen 7). Finally, 
the rain ceased and the floodwaters subsided, and Noah and his family 
and all the animals saw that the face of the ground was drying (8:13). 
Then, when Noah and his family disembarked from the ark, Noah built 
an altar to the Lord (8:20).

At this point, God presents Noah with a challenge (9:1-7) that repli-
cates the earlier challenge issued to Adam and Eve (9:1-7). “Be fruitful 
and multiply, and fill the earth,” God said to the newly created Adam 
and Eve (1:28-30). “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth,” God 
now repeats to Noah in this recreated world following the flood (9:1). 
We see the same initiative by God, the same challenge, and the same 
affirmation that humanity is created in God’s image (9:6). The repeti-
tion of this challenge suggests that God is now ready to start over with 
humankind.

Following this challenge to Noah, God establishes a covenant  
with Noah and his family (9:8b). Individuals can make covenants with 
each other. For example, Jonathan will make a covenant with David 
(1 Sam 18:3; 23:18). Nations can also make covenants with each other 
like the covenant Israel will make with Assyria (Hos 12:1). However, the 
covenant idea assumes its richest meaning in the covenants God makes 
with individuals who will play central roles in God’s unfolding plan. 
The covenant God makes with Noah in our text fits this pattern.
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The covenants God makes with individuals or with the nation of 
Israel include both blessings and requirements. Sometimes the require-
ments are implied, as in the covenant God makes with Noah in our 
text. In others, God clearly spells out the requirements, as God does 
on Mount Sinai in making the covenant with Israel through Moses. In 
that case, God presents to the nation ten rules that will govern their 
relationship, rules we know as the Ten Commandments (Ex 20). What 
requirements are implied in God’s covenant with Noah? The biblical 
writer does not identify these requirements, although we know they are 
there because God reminds Noah that God will demand “a reckoning” 
(Gen 9:5). Noah will clearly be held accountable for fulfilling these 
requirements.

Our text focuses instead on the blessings of this covenant between 
God and Noah (9:8-11). Notice on the one hand the inclusiveness of 
the blessing. God includes in the blessing not only Noah but also his 
descendants (9:9). When we realize that the table of nations, identified 
in Genesis 10, comes from the three sons of Noah—Shem, Ham, and 
Japheth—this covenant seems to be a covenant with all humanity. But 
it is even more inclusive than that. God also includes in his covenant 
“every living creature that was with you” (9:10).

Also notice the permanence of the blessing. Since the blessing 
extends to all of Noah’s descendants, that seems to establish the 
blessing in perpetuity. The biblical writer reinforces this idea by 
quoting God’s promise to never again send a flood that will destroy  
the whole earth (9:11).

What then does God promise to “every living creature” on earth 
(9:10)? God promises protection from ultimate destruction. As a result 
of the flood, God “blotted out every living thing that was on the face of 
the ground” (7:23). Only Noah and those with him in the ark survived. 
God assures Noah this will never happen again. God gives this promise 
not only to Noah and his descendants but also to all the animal life as 
well (9:11). 

THE SIGN OF THE COVENANT
Genesis 9:12-15

To confirm the promise to Noah, God gives him a sign (9:12). The Bible 
describes this sign as a “bow” (9:13). Biblical writers usually use this 
term to refer to a hunter’s weapon used to shoot arrows, but in our text 
the word describes a rainbow (9:13-14). God often provides a sign to 
confirm a promise or to encourage the proper response from people. 
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For example, when Moses hesitates to fulfill God’s call to deliver Israel, 
God gives Moses a staff as a sign (Ex 4:1-5). When Gideon balks with 
uncertainty about God’s call to him, God gives him a sign by making 
the dew fall first on the fleece and then on the ground ( Judg 6:36-40). 
To quell Ezekiel’s uncertainty about God’s power to fulfill his promises, 
God transforms a valley of bones into a powerful army. After the trans-
formation, God says to Ezekiel, “Then you will know that I the LORD 
have spoken and I have done it, declares the LORD” (Ezek 37:14). And 
in our text, God gives the sign of the rainbow. This does not mean that 
this is the first appearance of a rainbow. Rainbows come when light 
flows through the mists. However, at this point the rainbow takes on 
special significance.

What does this sign mean? The biblical writer explains that God 
produces the rainbow in the sky to remind God’s self of God’s promise 
to all living creatures on the earth to never again destroy the earth 
through a flood (9:15). The rainbow’s purpose, then, is not only to 
provide assurance for humanity but also to remind God of God’s 
promise.

THE SCOPE OF THE COVENANT
Genesis 9:16-17

Even though we refer to this as God’s covenant with Noah, the scope 
of this covenant goes far beyond a promise to one individual and his 
family. This promise extends to “every living creature” (9:16) and to “all 
flesh that is on the earth” (9:17). In the earlier verses, the biblical writer 
reminds us that this promise extends to “all future generations” (9:12). 
This is therefore a universal covenant, encompassing all living beings 
for all time.

Later, God will narrow the focus of his covenant to a single nation, 
Israel. Later still, God will narrow the focus of his covenant to a single 
individual, Jesus. However, the scope of God’s covenant promise will 
always be universal. That is, God will always seek to include everyone 
in the covenant promise. To Abraham, God promises, “In you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen 12:3). About Jesus, the Bible 
declares, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that 
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” 
( Jn 3:16). God wants God’s love and protection to encompass “all flesh 
that is on the earth” (Gen 9:16).
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from this story about Noah? In the example 
of Noah, we learn the importance of walking with God, obeying God, 
and trusting God. Sometimes we spend so much time declaring our 
faith and discussing our faith and defending our faith that we never get 
around to demonstrating our faith. Not Noah! Noah made the honor 
roll of faith in Hebrews 11 because he was willing to demonstrate his 
faith. About Noah, the writer of Hebrews declares, “By faith Noah, 
warned by God about events as yet unseen, respected the warning and 
built an ark to save his household” (Heb 11:7). Noah demonstrated his 
faith.

In God’s response to the situation on earth during the days of Noah, 
we recognize again God’s mercy and grace. God would have been justi-
fied in giving up on humanity completely, but God did not. Instead, 
God protected Noah and his family during the judgment unleashed 
by the flood so that God could once more develop a relationship 
with humanity. Daniel is right when he prays, “The LORD our God 
is merciful and forgiving, even though we have rebelled against him” 
(Dan 9:9, NIV).

This lesson also reminds us of the universal scope of God’s plans. 
We often isolate ourselves in our silos of faith and forget that God loves 
the whole world and not just us. First John 2:2 reminds us that Jesus “is 
the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the 
sins of the whole world.” God’s promise extends to and includes “every 
living creature” on earth (Gen 9:10). It is universal in its scope.
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February 28, 2021 Genesis 17:1-7, 15-22

Daniel Webster Whittle, born in the middle of the nineteenth century, 
was personally familiar with the dark side of life. He fought in the Civil 
War on the side of the Union and was wounded at the battle of Vicks-
burg, losing an arm in the conflict. After the war, he connected with 
evangelist Dwight L. Moody, who in his crusades called America to  
walk in the light of Christ. Whittle wrote the words for over two 
hundred hymns that Moody used in his crusades and soon featured 
in churches across the land. One of his most enduring hymns carries 
is titled “There Shall Be Showers of Blessing,” based on Ezekiel 34:26: 
“And I will make them and the places round about my hill a blessing; 
and I will cause the shower to come down in his season; there shall 
be showers of blessing” (KJV). Each verse of the hymn begins with 
that precious promise, “There shall be showers of blessing,” and then 
reflects a different dimension of those blessings. 

The title of Whittle’s hymn reflects God’s promise to Abraham when 
God renews the covenant with him in Genesis 17. God’s promise to 
bless Abraham and his family weaves through every verse of our text. In 
the Old Testament, to bless means to promise abundance, fruitfulness, 
and prosperity. In other words, God promises “showers of blessing” on 
Abraham and his family. 

BLESSINGS TO ABRAHAM
Genesis 17:1-7

In the opening verses of our text, God promises to send showers of 
blessing on Abraham (17:1-2). This is not the initial covenant between 
God and Abraham. We find the original covenant event in Genesis 
12:1-3, a covenant that is strictly unilateral. That is, God places no 
requirement on Abraham other than to launch out in faith and separate 
from his family. God initiates the covenant, and God guarantees it. 

God renews the covenant with Abraham in Genesis 13:14-17. By 
this point, Abraham has left his country and reached an area called 
the Negev, the desert region lying directly south of Judea, bounded on 
the east by the Dead Sea and on the west by the Mediterranean Sea. 
However, Abraham has not completely followed God’s command issued 
in the original covenant event in Genesis 12. He has left his country 
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but not all his people, for his nephew Lot is still with him. Because of 
tension between Abraham’s herdsmen and Lot’s herdsmen, Abraham 
finally separates from Lot. With this final step of obedience, God renews 
the covenant with Abraham (13:14), a renewal that includes three new 
elements. In this renewal of the covenant, God promises to give the land 
God earlier described directly to Abraham (13:15). In Genesis 12:1, God 
told Abraham that God would show him the land. In Genesis 12:7, God 
promised to give the land to Abraham’s descendants. Now God prom-
ises to give it directly to Abraham. Further, God goes beyond the former 
promise that Abraham will have descendants (12:2) by saying that Abra-
ham’s descendants will be as numerous as the dust scattered over the 
earth (13:16). Finally, God reveals to Abraham that even the land Lot 
chose when the two separated will eventually be Abraham’s (13:14).

We see yet another renewal of the covenant with Abraham in 
Genesis 15:1-21. This renewal provides a more intimate picture of 
Abraham. On the one hand, the biblical writer reveals Abraham’s 
extraordinary status before God in a description later repeated in 
Romans 4 and Galatians 3: “And he believed the LORD; and the LORD 
reckoned it to him as righteousness” (Gen 15:6). The description of 
Abraham in Genesis 15 also reflects Abraham’s impatience. He ques-
tions God’s promise of a child, saying in apparent frustration that the 
servant Eliezer will be his heir (Gen 15:4). Abraham also pushes God 
to give him a tangible sign to verify that God will fulfill God’s promise 
(15:8). Instead of rebuking Abraham, God graciously gives him a sign 
that removes the uncertainty and confirms the covenant between God 
and Abraham (15:9-21).

Now, in Genesis 17, God engages Abraham in yet another renewal 
of the covenant in which God lays out the requirements Abraham is to 
follow and once more confirms the promises. This covenant renewal 
parallels the others at several points. Again, God assures Abraham that 
he will be “the ancestor of a multitude of nations” (17:4), that he will be 
“exceedingly fruitful” (17:6), and he will receive from God “all the land 
of Canaan” (17:8). However, we also notice some new elements. 

One new element is a name change for Abraham (17:5). Up to 
this point, he goes by the name “Abram.” However, at this point, God 
changes his name to Abraham. Roughly speaking, “Abram” means 
exalted father and “Abraham” means father of a multitude. The name 
change thus signals the central element of this covenant renewal in 
Genesis 17: the blessing of numerous descendants. 

We see another new element in God’s announcement that “kings 
shall come from you” (17:6). This promise anticipates the royal house of 
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Judah, including David and culminating in King Jesus, through whom 
God consummates the promise he made to Abraham. Luke will later 
connect Jesus with both David (3:31) and Abraham (3:34). Kings indeed 
will come from Abraham, including the King of kings (Rev 17:14).

God further promises that the blessing God will give Abraham will 
be in effect forever. God promises that the covenant will be an “ever-
lasting covenant” (Gen 17:7). What God implied in one of the earlier 
covenant-making experiences in using the word “forever” (13:15), God 
now certifies. Along with the “everlasting covenant” (17:7; 17:13; 17:19), 
God gives to Abraham “a perpetual holding” (17:8). In this covenant 
renewal with Abraham, God promises these blessings: abundant descen-
dants and an everlasting agreement. 

BLESSINGS TO SARAH
Genesis 17:15-19

After highlighting one of the requirements God places on Abraham and 
his descendants (Gen 17:9-14), a passage not included in the text for 
this lesson, the biblical writer explains that God will also send showers 
of blessing on Sarah. 

Genesis 11:29 tells us that Abraham takes a wife named Sarai. When 
Abraham leaves to follow God’s call, he takes both Sarai, his wife, and 
Lot, his nephew, with him (12:4-5). When God renews the covenant 
with Abraham in Genesis 13:14-18, God promises to give Abraham too 
many offspring to count. When Abraham gives up on God’s producing 
an heir through his wife Sarai, he produces a child through an Egyp-
tian servant called Hagar. He names the child Ishmael (16:15). Thirteen 
years later, with Sarai still unable to conceive, God once more promises 
that Abraham will be “the ancestor of a multitude of nations” (17:4-5). 

God then shocks Abraham with the assertion that these promises 
will be carried out not through Ishmael and his descendants but rather 
through Sarai and a child she will produce. God even changes her name 
from “Sarai,” meaning Princess, to “Sarah.” This change signifies the 
unique blessing God will bestow on her. The new name also means 
Princess, but in this context it signifies Sarah’s role as the mother of 
nations. God tells Abraham that “she shall give rise to nations; kings 
of peoples shall come from her” (17:15-16). While the earlier promises 
of God evoked wondrous awe from Abraham, causing him to build an 
altar of praise to the Lord (13:18), this announcement from God that 
the child through whom God will carry out all of these promises will be 
produced by Sarah evokes astonishment, causing Abraham to fall on 
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his face before God in skeptical laughter (17:17). God predicts a  
nursery in the geriatrics ward! No wonder Abraham laughs. When  
a divine messenger repeats the promise to Abraham that Sarah will  
bear a child—a promise Sarah overhears—she also laughs. She asks, 
“After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?”  
(Gen 18:12).

Still not fully convinced of the truth of God’s promise, Abraham 
suggests that it would be simpler for God to carry out the promise 
through his son Ishmael. We can sympathize with Abraham’s rationale. 
Ishmael has already been born. Ishmael is Abraham’s seed. And  
besides, Abraham is a hundred years old and Sarah is ninety years  
old (17:17-18). How can they produce a child at their age?

God assures Abraham that Sarah will bear a son (17:19), and God 
instructs Abraham to name his son “Isaac,” which literally means 
“laughter.” From that point on, every mention of their son’s name will 
remind them of the skepticism with which they first greeted God’s 
promise. Further, God affirms that God will fulfill the promise of “an 
everlasting covenant” through Isaac and his offspring (17:19). Thus, 
God will not only send a shower of blessings on Abraham, but will also 
shower those blessings on Sarah, for she will become the mother of the 
nation of Israel. 

BLESSINGS TO ISHMAEL
Genesis 17:20-22

God’s revelation that God will carry out the promises through Isaac, a 
son to be borne by Sarah, raises the questions, “What will happen to 
Ishmael? What is his future?” God promises that Ishmael will continue 
to be under God’s blessings (17:20). In a promise that parallels God’s 
earlier blessing to Abraham (Gen 12:2), God promises that Ishmael’s 
offspring will also form a great nation. Just as Isaac’s heirs will form a 
nation of twelve tribes (49:1-27), Ishmael’s heirs will form a great nation 
of twelve rulers (25:13-15). Ishmael will also be the recipient of God’s 
shower of blessings. 

Yet, amid these promises to Ishmael, God reaffirms that God will 
fulfill the covenant promise through Isaac and not Ishmael, and God 
assures Abraham that the fulfillment of this promise will not be long 
in coming. Sarah will give birth to a son, God promises, “at this season 
next year” (17:21). When Sarah gives birth to a son, at the age of nine-
ty-one, both she and centenarian Abraham will know for certain that 
this is the work of God. 
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from the story in our text? The central  
lesson is that the blessings of life come from God. God is the one who 
sends these showers of blessing. The psalmist gives this reminder of  
the scope of God’s blessings: “Bless the LORD, O my soul, and do not 
forget all his benefits—who forgives all your iniquity, who heals all  
your diseases, who redeems your life from the Pit, who crowns you  
with steadfast love and mercy, who satisfies you with good as long as 
you live so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s” (Ps 103:2-5).  
Our blessings come from God.

This story also reminds us that we do not earn these blessings but 
instead they are gifts from God. To the Corinthians who were caught  
up in a “who-is-better-than-everyone-else” game, Paul raises these  
questions: “What do you have that you did not receive? And if you 
received it, why do you boast as if it were not a gift?” (1 Cor 4:7). As 
James 1:17 puts it, “Every desirable and beneficial gift comes out of 
heaven. The gifts are rivers of light cascading down from the Father  
of Light” (The Message). We do not earn these blessings. God graciously 
gives them to us.

Finally, the story reminds us that these blessings vary from person 
to person. God blesses both Abraham and Sarah, but not in the same 
way. God blesses both Isaac and Ishmael, but not in the same way. God 
sends the blessings we need to accomplish the mission God has called 
us to fill. Paul explains to the Ephesian Christians, “The gifts he gave 
were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, 
some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, 
for building up the body of Christ” (Eph 4:11-12). With generosity and 
variety, God enriches our lives through God’s showers of blessings.
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The Foolishness of the Cross
March 7, 2021 1 Corinthians 1:18-25

In our day, Christianity is only one of the teams playing in the spiritual 
arena of our world. So how do we communicate the gospel amid these 
multiple options? I like the imagery used by one writer. He describes 
the different kinds of cups that each of his family prefers. His wife likes 
a cup with a handle so tiny he cannot get his finger through it, while 
he prefers a big mug and his daughter prefers a Winnie-the-Pooh sippy 
cup. Though the cups are different, we can pour the same liquid into 
any one of them. The writer then surmises that every generation has 
a cup that fits its own soul, and instead of making everyone drink out 
of the same cup, we need to find the cup they prefer and then pour the 
living water into it (Leonard Sweet, AquaChurch 2.0 [Colorado Springs, 
CO: David C. Cook, 1999], 37). I agree if we remember that it is the 
gospel we share. While being flexible about the containers into which 
we pour our message, we must be unswerving about the content of the 
message.

As Paul plants the little group of Christians in the pluralistic, multi-
cultural, urban, immoral city of Corinth, he wants them to be flexible 
about the containers into which they pour the gospel. After all, Paul 
says later in this same epistle, “I have become all things to all people, 
that I might by all means save some” (9:22). Paul is always flexible in 
his methods. Yet he reminds the Corinthian Christians in our text that 
while being flexible in their methods, they must be consistent in their 
message. The message of the church is the message of a Savior who died 
on the cross for our sins and who calls us to a life of sacrificial service 
in his kingdom (1:23). That is the church’s message, and that message 
must never change.

WHAT PAUL SAYS ABOUT THE CROSS
1 Corinthians 1:18-19

Paul confirms that the central message of the church is “the message 
about the cross” (1:18). We have sanitized the cross in our day and even 
plated it with gold, transforming it into an attractive piece of jewelry 
to wear around our necks. However, the cross was neither sanitized nor 
gold-plated in Jesus’ day. Those sentenced to death on a cross in the 
Roman period were usually beaten with leather lashes first. Victims 
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were then forced to carry the upper crossbeam to the site of the cruci-
fixion. Their arms were fastened to the crossbeam with either a rope or 
nails, and then their feet were nailed to the cross. Death by suffocation 
or exhaustion usually followed only after a long period of agonizing 
pain. We must not sanitize the cross. It was a place of pain and 
suffering. As he hung on the cross, Jesus felt that physical pain.

However, Jesus felt more than physical pain on the cross. He also felt 
the psychic pain of carrying the weight of the world’s sin and the spiri-
tual pain of feeling separated from God. The physical pain was revealed 
by the blood that flowed from Jesus’ body as he hung on the cross. The 
psychic pain was demonstrated in the blood-like sweat that poured 
from Jesus’ body in Gethsemane’s garden as he contemplated the cross 
(Lk 22:44). The spiritual pain was reflected in Jesus’ poignant cry from 
the cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46). 

We know that the cross was more than a place of pain for Jesus. It 
was also a place of purpose. As we observe the cross, we discover that 
rather than being a helpless victim, Jesus actually orchestrates the 
events himself until finally, after everything is done that needs to be 
done, Jesus cries out with a triumphant voice, “It is finished” ( Jn 19:30). 
What is finished? His redemption of humanity is finished—the work  
he came to the earth to accomplish. We have something wrong with  
us that we can never fix, but Jesus fixes it. We have a burden of guilt on 
our shoulders that we can never lift, but Jesus takes it away. We have a 
big hole inside of us that we can never fill, but Jesus fills it. We are sepa-
rated from God by a chasm that we can never cross, but Jesus builds a 
bridge over it. The message of the church is “the message about a cross” 
(1 Cor 1:18).

Paul acknowledges two contrasting responses to the message of 
the cross. On one hand, many in the world think the cross is “foolish-
ness” (1:18). We will consider that response in the next section. On the 
other hand, those who embrace the message of the cross find that it 
is not foolishness but fulfillment. “To us who are being saved,” Paul 
declares, “it is the power of God” (1:18). These contrasting responses to 
the message of the cross create two groups in the world: “those who are 
perishing” and those “who are being saved” (1:18). 

Paul draws on a statement from Isaiah to support his conclusion 
(1:19). In Isaiah 29:14, the prophet declared, “The wisdom of their wise 
shall perish, and the discernment of the discerning shall be hidden.” 
With this quote, Paul shifts his attention from his own opinion of 
God’s redemptive actions through the cross to the world’s opinion  
of the cross. 
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WHAT THE WORLD SAYS ABOUT THE CROSS
1 Corinthians 1:20-25

As Paul considers how the world responds to “the message about the 
cross” (1:18), he focuses first on the intellectual leaders and opinion 
shapers of his day. He identifies the “wise,” “the scribe,” and “the 
debater of this age” (1:20). The idea that someone’s death on the cross 
can bring about salvation for humankind seems absurd to them. In 
any generation, if the wisest thinkers of that day congregated to deter-
mine how the world could be saved, they would never in a million 
years come up with the idea of the cross. The cross would seem foolish 
to the world, not wise. And if the most powerful leaders of the world 
congregated to determine how to rescue the world, they would never in 
a million years develop the strategy of the cross. The cross would seem 
like a defeat to the world, not victory. They would seek a more sensible 
plan.

Paul notes that for all their wisdom, the intellectual leaders and the 
opinion shapers of his day cannot come up with a plan that enables 
them to escape their fallenness (1:21). Humanity cannot know God 
without revelation, nor can humanity experience God’s blessings 
without redemption. Through Jesus’ death on the cross, God offers 
both revelation and redemption. God reveals the extent of God’s love 
(Rom 5:8) and provides forgiveness for humanity’s sin (Eph 1:7). I love 
the way Paul describes the impact of the cross in his second Corinthian 
letter. “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin,” Paul 
affirms in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God.” Jesus’ righteousness exchanged for our sin— 
only God can accomplish that.

Paul then turns his attention to the cultures of his day. He iden-
tifies the “Jews” and the “Greeks” (1 Cor 1:22). The Jews, Paul claims, 
“demand signs.” The Jews traditionally recognized God’s activity in their 
lives through God’s miraculous intervention. That is why the Jews of 
Jesus’ day continually ask him for a sign (Mk 8:11). They want God to 
send down plagues on the enemies of God’s people as in the days of 
Moses. They want a manifestation of power. Instead, God gives them 
the cross, and the cross is thus a stumbling block to the Jews. 

The Greeks, Paul claims, “desire wisdom” (1:22). The Greeks, with 
their proverbial love of learning, look for a reasonable account pleas-
ingly presented to which they can nod their heads in agreement. That 
is why the Greeks at Athens bring Paul to the Areopagus and ask him, 
“May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? It 
sounds rather strange to us, so we would like to know what it means” 
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(Acts 17:19-20). The Greeks want a plan that can be logically under-
stood. Instead, they get the cross, and the cross is thus foolishness to 
the Gentiles. The Jews, who want power, reject the gospel because of its 
apparent weakness. The Greeks, who want wisdom, reject the gospel 
because of its apparent foolishness.

Through Jesus’ death on the cross, God reveals to both cultures, 
Jewish and Greek, a truth about God that they can never claim through 
some sign or comprehend through some wise teaching. God chooses 
to reveal God’s self through Jesus’ death on the cross. For the Jews, 
this contradicts their understanding of a conquering Messiah. For the 
Greeks, it conflicts with their understanding of reason. That is why Paul 
describes the cross as “a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to 
Gentiles” (1:23). 

Paul announces that a new group has emerged in the world, a group 
of people he refers to as “the called” (1:24). This group has emerged 
from both the Jewish and Greek culture, and they are molded together 
into a new culture in which, according to Paul’s letter to the Galatians, 
“there is no longer Jew or Greek” (Gal 3:28). This group has emerged in 
response to “the power of God and the wisdom of God” demonstrated 
in Jesus’ death on the cross (1:24). 

Paul concludes his discussion about the wisdom and power of God 
by saying that God has both outsmarted and overpowered the world 
with the demonstration of God’s wisdom and power through Jesus’ 
death on the cross (1:25). One commentator captures this truth in these 
words: “In the cross God ‘outsmarted’ his human creatures and thereby 
nullified their wisdom. In the same cross God also ‘overpowered’ his 
enemies, with lavish grace and forgiveness, and thereby divested them 
of their strength” (Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians 
[Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987], 77). Why does God choose to 
reveal God’s self in weakness instead of power and in foolishness 
instead of human wisdom? God does this “so that no one might  
boast in the presence of God” (1 Cor 1:29). 

CONCLUSION
What can we learn from this passage? The central truth is the lesson 
about the cross. The cross stands at the center of God’s redemptive plan 
for humanity. So how can we embrace the benefits of the cross? It is a 
matter of the mind, believing what the Bible says about the benefits of 
the cross. It is a matter of the heart, acknowledging that we need the 
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benefits Jesus made possible on the cross. And it is a matter of the will, 
accepting what Jesus offers on the cross.

This lesson also reveals Paul’s courage and consistency. When both 
the Jews and Greeks reject Paul’s message and when the intelligentsia 
of his day dismiss Paul’s message, how will he respond? Will he water 
down the message to make it more compatible to his listeners? Will 
he adjust the message to satisfy the expressed needs of his contem-
poraries? No, he will not. Paul draws a line in the sand and confronts 
every person with a decision: will you have it the world’s way or God’s 
way? Will everyone understand the message? No. Will everyone like the 
message? No. Will everyone accept the message? No. Nevertheless, Paul 
does not and will not change the message to draw a favorable response.

Finally, this lesson reminds us of our approach as we seek to share 
the gospel with our world today. As we attempt to contextualize the 
gospel into the culture of our twenty-first century world, we need to 
learn this lesson from our text: Our greatest challenge is not to get 
everyone to like our message or even to persuade everyone to accept  
our message. Our greatest challenge is to make sure we faithfully deliver 
the message, because the cultural forces around us will constantly seek 
to dilute it.
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March 14, 2021 Ephesians 2:1-10

Perhaps Jesus’ most memorable story is the parable of the prodigal 
son found in Luke 15:11-24, and the reason for its popularity is the 
surprising picture of God that Jesus presents in the story. The story 
describes a young son who repudiates his father and leaves home. 
Instead of finding the fortune he seeks, he reaches a dismal end,  
having lost everything. He ends up feeding pigs, perhaps the most 
demeaning task for a Jewish man. In his despair, he decides to return 
home and seek his father’s forgiveness. How will his father respond  
to him? Will he condemn him for leaving home? Will he turn him 
away? Will he receive him back grudgingly? No, instead the father 
rushes out to meet his returning son, welcomes him with sincere  
affection, and lavishes gifts on him. In Jesus’ story, the father represents 
God and the prodigal son represents those of us who have turned  
away from our heavenly Father. The parable affirms that even though 
we have sinned against God, God will lovingly receive us if we will 
return. The parable presents God not as an angry judge but as a 
loving father. How does God prove God’s love for us? In Romans 5:8, 
Paul affirms, “But God proves his love for us in that while we still 
were sinners Christ died for us.” God demonstrates God’s love for us 
by saving us. Paul describes the full scope of salvation in the second 
chapter of his letter to the Ephesians.

WHAT WE ARE SAVED FROM 
Ephesians 2:1-3

Paul begins by acknowledging the problem from which we need to be 
saved. The problem, Paul tells the Ephesians, is that we “were dead” 
(2:1). Paul has in mind spiritual death. We are not physically dead 
without Christ. We still breathe and talk and carry on our lives. We are 
not intellectually dead without Christ. We still think and reason. We  
are not morally dead without Christ. We do at times exhibit kindness 
and display love. Instead, we are spiritually dead. That is the problem 
from which we need to be saved.

Notice that Paul includes all humanity in this condemnation. He 
moves back and forth between references to “you” and references to 
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“we” or “us.” He begins by saying, “you were dead” (2:1). Then he adds 
in verse 3, “All of us once lived among them in the passions of our flesh” 
(2:3). He returns to “you” in verses 8-9. Then he concludes the section 
by returning to “we” (2:10). Most commentators suggest that Paul 
addresses two different groups in this passage: Gentiles and Jews.  
When referring to the Gentiles, he uses “you,” and when alluding to  
the Jews, he uses “we.” Paul thus attributes to both Jews and Gentiles 
the same condition from which they need to be saved, and that condi-
tion is spiritual death.

What causes this spiritual death? Paul mentions two causes: trans-
gressions and sins (2:1). “Transgressions” refers to deviations from the 
straight and narrow path. The word means to lose our way or to go 
astray. “Sins” refer to missing the mark with our lives. The word means 
to shoot at something and miss the target. Deviating from the pathway 
God wants us to follow and falling short of the goal God wants us to 
reach lead to spiritual death.

However, God does not want us to experience spiritual death. 
Instead, spiritual death comes from following “the course of this world” 
and indicates a life under the control of “the ruler of the power of the 
air” (2:2). When we live with transgressions and sins, we are not living 
the way a Christian should live but rather the way the world lives. When 
we live with transgressions and sins, we are not living under the control 
of Christ but rather under the control of Satan. We experience spiritual 
death because we turn from God and follow the pattern of the world. 
Paul reminds his Gentile readers that they experience this spiritual 
death.

But then Paul transitions from the use of “you” to the use of “we” 
(2:3), including the Jews in his accusation. As righteous as Paul was in 
his pre-Christian life and as zealous as he was in following the law of 
God, Paul still includes himself and his fellow Jews in the company of 
those who are dead in their trespasses and sins. Paul thus concludes 
about his fellow Jews, “We were by nature children of wrath, like 
everyone else” (2:3). The word “wrath” does not describe an explo-
sive burst of anger but rather a settled indignation. Instead of being 
children of God who experience his love, they are children of wrath 
who experience his settled indignation. Consequently, both Jews and 
Gentiles need to be saved from the consequences of their transgressions 
and sins. Who can save us?
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HOW WE ARE SAVED
Ephesians 2:4-9

Paul answers that question in the opening phrase of verse 4: “But God.” 
God is the one who saves us. God does for us, through Christ, what no 
one else can do. God forgives our transgressions and removes the stain 
of our sin and revives us from our spiritual death. God saves us. God 
saves us because of God’s great “mercy” and according to God’s “great 
love” (2:4). The love of God is almost beyond description, but the Bible 
makes it clear that God’s love is unique, spontaneous, strong, sovereign, 
everlasting, and infinite. When this love is directed to sinners, we expe-
rience it as mercy. God reveals God’s mercy, which is as rich as God’s 
love, by saving us while we are still sinners. We do not first have to earn 
God’s respect, nor do we need to initiate a strategy of moral reform. 
God makes us alive through God’s transforming grace when we are still 
“dead in transgressions” (2:5). 

We cannot precipitate this transformation of grace in ourselves. On 
the contrary, it is something God accomplishes in us. God accomplishes 
this transformation in our lives when we need it most. How does God 
make us alive? Jesus is the transforming agent (2:5). In his virtuous life 
and in his vicarious sacrifice on the cross, Jesus pays the penalty for our 
sin. He thus makes it possible for God to forgive us and restore us to a 
right relationship with him. 

What is the result of this transformation that God accomplishes 
for us? We see both a present result and a future result. Right now, we 
have been seated with Christ in the heavenly realms (2:6). What does 
that mean? Perhaps Paul suggests that our names are already inscribed 
in heaven’s register, or perhaps Paul means the blessings of heaven are 
already descending on us. Whatever the exact meaning of this phrase, 
Paul reminds us that we can already enjoy the power and the position 
of being children of God. But then, he affirms, there is more to come. 
In the future, Jesus will show us “the immeasurable riches of his grace” 
(2:7).  

So how can we get in on this amazing promise? Paul answers that 
question with two key terms: grace and faith. We are saved by grace 
(2:8). This is God’s part in the transaction. Grace is the unmerited 
favor of God. Grace describes God’s willingness to love us when we are 
unlovely. And we are saved though faith (2:8). This is our part in the 
transaction. Faith is a process that involves both the mind and the will. 
Faith means to believe with the mind that this gift is available through 
Christ. Faith also means to decide with the will that we want this gift 
and are willing to let Christ take control of our lives. To make sure we 
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understand that this is not something we do but simply a response to 
what God has already done, Paul adds two phrases. “This not your own 
doing,” he says (2:8), and then he adds that this transformation is “not 
the result of works” (2:9). Grace comes first, and then faith responds to 
it. Grace is what God does. Faith is our response to what God has done. 
We are saved by grace and through faith.

WHAT WE ARE SAVED FOR
Ephesians 2:10

Paul takes the subject a step further in one of the most remarkable 
verses in the New Testament. Our translation has Paul say, “For we are 
what he has made us” (2:10). The King James Version, the New Interna-
tional Version, and the New American Standard Bible all translate the 
verse to say that we are God’s “workmanship.” The word here is poiema. 
We get our word “poem” from this Greek word. We are God’s poem, 
God’s creative masterpiece, unique from every other work of God, yet 
undeniably bearing God’s identifying mark on our lives. In case we miss 
the impact of this metaphor, Paul clarifies his point with the following 
phrase: “created in Christ Jesus for good works.” 

We are not saved by good works (2:9). However, good works are so 
important for a Christian that God saved us in order that we should 
perform them. Paul rejects works as an instrument of salvation. But he 
expects works as an indication of salvation. The process of salvation not 
only changes our attitude. It also changes our actions. In other words, 
God reconciles us to God’s self so that we might be a living demonstra-
tion to the world of God’s power and purpose, and we demonstrate that 
power and purpose by doing good works.

Paul defines this work for which we have been saved with two words. 
First, he says this work to which we have been saved is “good” works 
(2:10). In Ephesians 2:2, Paul describes the kind of works we do before 
we are saved, works that reflect the course of the world and that repre-
sent “the spirit at work among those who are disobedient.” Instead of 
doing the “unfruitful works of darkness” (Eph 5:11), we will now begin 
to do the good works of faith. Second, Paul calls this work to which 
we have been saved “prepared” work. God has prepared a path of good 
works for believers that God will perform in them and through them 
as they walk by faith. We discover these works God has prepared for us 
through the instructions in God’s word.
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from this passage? First, Paul presents the 
full scope of salvation. We often speak of salvation as a once-for-all 
event, a moment in our lives when we embrace Jesus and become a 
part of the family of God. However, in our text Paul presents a broader 
definition of salvation. According to our text, salvation is from death 
(2:1-3), to life (2:4-5), by grace (2:6-8), through faith (2:8-9), for works 
(2:10). The rest of the New Testament confirms this model.

In addition, Paul reminds us that God most clearly demonstrates 
God’s love for us through Jesus’ death on the cross. Other New Testa-
ment passages affirm this truth. For example, John 3:16 says, “For God 
so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 
believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” First John 
4:10 says, “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us 
and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.” The cross is 
not just something we did to Jesus because of our sin. It is also some-
thing God did for us because of God’s love. 

Finally, Paul reminds us that salvation is something only God can 
accomplish. We must not be sidetracked by Paul’s affirmation that we 
are saved “for good works.” The New Testament forever bans any kind 
of “works” religion and immediately discounts any claims of salvation 
that begin from the side of humanity. Salvation is from God. Salvation 
is something only God can accomplish.

Ephesians 
Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary Series

Thomas B. Slater

Retail  $45.00 Call 800-747-3016 or visit 
www.helwys.com/commentary
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March 21, 2021 Hebrews 5:1-10

After delivering the Hebrews from their Egyptian captivity, God led 
them to Mount Sinai to renew the covenant that God originally made 
with Abraham (Gen 12:1-3). Having arrived at the mountain, Moses 
prepared the people to come before the holy God to finalize the  
covenant (Ex 19:3-12). Moses ascended the mountain, which a thick 
cloud covered, and received from God the Ten Commandments  
(Ex 20:1-17). God also shared with Moses some of the ordinances to 
guide the actions of the people (Ex 21–23). When Moses reported  
God’s instructions to the people, they cried out, “All the words the 
LORD has spoken we will do” (Ex 24:3). Moses then built an altar  
before the Lord and set up twelve pillars to represent the twelve tribes 
of Israel (Ex 24:4). The people sacrificed some oxen and Moses took 
the blood and dashed it against the altar and then splashed it on the 
people. He concluded, “See the blood of the covenant that the LORD  
has made with you in accordance with all these words” (Ex 24:8). The 
shedding of blood thus marked the beginning of the old covenant with 
the liberated people of Israel. Leviticus 17:11 captures this truth in 
these words: “For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given  
it to you for making atonement for your lives on the altar; for, as life,  
it is the blood that makes atonement.” 

All of this is, no doubt, in the mind of the writer of Hebrews as 
he describes God’s new covenant with the redeemed people. As God 
inaugurated the old covenant with blood, so now God inaugurates the 
new covenant with blood, except this time it is not the blood of oxen, 
but rather the blood of Jesus. As Israel’s high priest officiates over the 
nation’s sacrificial system, so Jesus functions as the great high priest  
in God’s new covenant with God’s redeemed people. 

THE HIGH PRIESTS OF ISRAEL
Hebrews 5:1-4

The writer of Hebrews develops this theme by contrasting the high 
priests of Israel with Jesus, the new high priest. He starts with the job 
description of the Jewish high priests. What did they do? They were 
“in charge of things pertaining to God on their behalf ” (5:1). In other 
words, they carried out the functions pertaining to the sacrificial system 
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in the temple. The high priest also bore the sole responsibility to enter 
the holy of holies once a year on the Day of Atonement to offer the 
annual sacrifice to God on behalf of the people of Israel. 

To effectively carry out these responsibilities, the high priest had 
to have a connection with the people. The writer of Hebrews claims 
that the high priest had to be “chosen from among mortals” (5:1). He 
also had to be empathetic with the foibles of the people and be aware 
that he shared those human foibles (5:2-3). The failure to understand 
what God wants us to do (“ignorant”) and the unwillingness to go 
down the pathway God wants us to follow (“wayward”) are common 
human foibles. The high priest could be empathetic toward others who 
displayed these qualities because he recognized these same qualities in 
himself. Consequently, the high priest was required to first offer sacri-
fices for his own sins before he offered sacrifices for the sins of others 
(Lev 16:6). 

In addition, to effectively carry out his responsibilities, the high 
priest had to be called by God (5:4). No one could claim the position 
based on human desire or ability. Instead, the high priest could assume 
the position “only when called by God” (5:4). Therefore, two factors 
certified a person to fill the position of high priest. Every high priest 
had to identify with humanity and receive authority from God.

THE SUFFERING SAVIOR
Hebrews 5:5-8

In verse 5, the writer of Hebrews transitions into a discussion of Jesus 
as the great high priest. He draws from two Old Testament passages to 
affirm Jesus’ qualifications. First, he quotes from Psalm 2:7 to affirm 
that Jesus does not seek the position out of personal hubris but instead 
assumes that position because of his unique relationship with God. 
“You are my Son,” God says, and “today I have begotten you” (5:5). His 
position as God’s Son qualifies him to fulfill the position of the great 
high priest. 

The writer of Hebrews then recalls a reference from Psalm 110:4 to 
a priest named Melchizedek (5:6). Who was Melchizedek? Melchizedek 
was the king of Salem who prepared a meal for Abraham, blessed him 
in the name of the Most High, and received Abraham’s tithe. By the 
time Psalm 110:4 was written, Melchizedek had become the repre-
sentative priest in whose succession the Davidic king was ordained. 
The Hebrew priesthood goes back to Aaron, and the Hebrew people 
kept a detailed genealogy of the priestly family. Melchizedek does not 
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appear anywhere in this genealogy. Thus, a tradition developed that 
Melchizedek did not receive his priesthood from his earthly genealogy 
nor did he pass it on to his descendants. Instead, God appointed him  
in a special way. 

So why does the writer of Hebrews identify Jesus as a priest 
“according to the order of Melchizedek” instead of connecting him  
with the Aaronic line? Maybe he connects Jesus to Melchizedek to 
affirm the unique appointment God bestows on his Son in calling  
him to be the high priest of Israel. That is, this identification highlights 
Jesus’ special appointment. Or the writer of Hebrews might connect 
Jesus to Melchizedek to highlight Jesus’ special position. Melchizedek 
can claim superiority to Abraham because he served as Abraham’s  
intercessor with God by receiving a tithe from him (Gen 14:10). 
Melchizedek can also claim superiority to Aaron because Aaron was  
not even born yet when Melchizedek lived. In this case, the identifica-
tion with Melchizedek affirms Jesus’ superior position to both Jewish 
lines of priests. Whichever suggestion identifies the writer’s true 
motive, the net result is the same: Jesus is superior to the high priests  
of Israel both in his appointment and in his position.

However, the writer dwells not on Jesus’ superior position but on 
his selfless sacrifice in fulfilling his role as Israel’s great high priest. He 
focuses first on Jesus’ supplications to God. Jesus “offered up prayers 
and supplications, with loud cries and tears” (5:7). The Gospels often 
show Jesus in prayer. At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, Mark tells 
us that Jesus “got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he 
prayed” (Mk 1:35). Matthew writes that after Jesus fed the 5,000, he 
dismissed the crowds and “went up the mountain by himself to pray” 
(Mt 14:23). Luke describes an incident in which Jesus “spent the night 
in prayer to God” (Lk 6:12). Jesus even prayed on the cross, begging God 
to forgive the crowd around him because “they do not know what they 
are doing” (Lk 23:34). 

The writer of Hebrews then describes Jesus’ “reverent submission 
to God” (5:7). Throughout his ministry, Jesus submitted himself to 
God’s will. We find no clearer picture of this submission than the one 
Matthew paints of Jesus in Gethsemane. Jesus moves away from the 
disciples for a private time with God. He asks God if it is possible for 
“this cup” to pass from him. Three times he says this prayer. Yet in the 
end he prays, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will 
be done” (Mt 26:42). Despite the pain and suffering, Jesus submits 
himself to God’s purpose.  
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The writer then highlights Jesus’ suffering. “Although he was 
a Son,” the writer tells us, “he learned obedience through what he 
suffered” (5:8). Jesus repeatedly warns his disciples about the suffering 
to come. Matthew 16:21 tells us, “From that time on, Jesus began to 
show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great 
suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and 
be killed, and on the third day be raised.” As the Gospels conclude, we 
witness the suffering of Jesus in Gethsemane when he tells the disciples, 
“I am deeply grieved, even to death” (Mt 26:38). Then he goes through 
the agonizing experience of crucifixion, feeling not only the physical 
pain but also the spiritual pain of “becoming a curse for us” (Gal 3:13). 
Through his supplications, his submission, and his suffering, Jesus 
identifies with humanity. 

THE GREAT HIGH PRIEST
Hebrews 5:9-10

Because of his divine appointment and by his demonstrated fitness as 
a representative of humanity, therefore, Jesus is “made perfect” (5:9). 
“Perfect” here means not “morally perfect” but “functionally perfect.” 
For example, if you have a handful of nuts and are trying to find the 
right one to fit on a certain bolt, you will try each one until you find 
one that fits. At that point, you might say, “That’s perfect.” The writer 
of Hebrews uses the word “perfect” in that way. Jesus can function 
perfectly in his role as the great high priest. Because he is perfectly 
qualified to be our great high priest, Jesus provides for us an “eternal 
salvation” (5:9). That is, he provides a salvation that is good for this life 
and for the life to come. It is also a universal salvation, for it is available 
to “all who obey him” (5:9). Anyone can respond in faith and experience 
this “eternal salvation.”

In the closing verse of our text, the writer of Hebrews asserts that 
Jesus has “been designated by God a high priest” (5:10). The word 
translated “designated” means recognized or even celebrated. So God 
acknowledges and salutes Jesus as the great high priest who, through 
the sacrifice of his own life, will reconcile humanity to God. The writer 
alludes again to Melchizedek. Once more he calls Jesus “a high priest 
according to the order of Melchizedek” (5:10). Jesus does not have to 
mediate for his own sin, unlike those in the Aaronic line, for he has no 
sin. He does not simply mediate the sacrifice as did the priests of the 
Old Testament. Instead, he is the sacrifice. He does not have to repeat 
the sacrifices as did the Old Testament priests. Instead, he offers an 
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eternal salvation that never has to be repeated. In addition, he does not 
need a successor, for he permanently occupies the position of Israel’s 
great high priest. It is no wonder that God celebrates him.

CONCLUSION 
This picture of Jesus as the great high priest presents some important 
truths. First, this description of Jesus as our great high priest reminds 
us of our need for atonement. The priest’s primary role was to offer 
sacrifices to God on behalf of the people of Israel. The need for 
someone to make sacrifices before God for our sin confirms that we are 
in fact sinners. Paul puts it this way in Romans 3:23: “All have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God.”

The description of Jesus as our great high priest also assures us that 
he can and will take care of our sin. He provides a once-for-all sacrifice 
for our sins that enables us to experience forgiveness for our past, a new 
kind of life in the present, and hope for an even greater experience in 
the future. The writer of 1 John assures us with this promise: “If anyone 
does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righ-
teous; and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only 
but also for the sins of the whole world” (2:1-2).

Finally, the description of Jesus as our great high priest means 
that he can also reconcile us to God. This was the goal of the sacrifices 
presided over by the priests. Sin separates us from God. Consequently, 
we need someone to reunite us with God. Jesus accomplishes that as 
our great high priest. When through faith we allow Jesus to become  
our high priest, he then becomes our link with God.
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The Humble King
March 28, 2021 Mark 11:1-11

When you look up the word “king” in the dictionary, you find it defined 
by terms like “ruler,” “sovereign,” or “supreme.” A king possesses a 
higher status than everyone else. A king is in charge. A king rules. 
Because of the meaning of the word “king,” the title of this lesson is 
something of an oxymoron. “Humble” defines a person who is low in 
condition or rank and thus does not fit with the word “king.” Referring 
to a humble king is like identifying a person as a short giant or a stupid 
genius. The words do not seem to go together. 

Yet the term precisely fits Jesus’ intentions as he enters Jerusalem 
for the last time, a final trip to the city that will end in his crucifixion. 
Throughout his ministry, Jesus tries to communicate a message to the 
world about himself and about God’s redemptive plan, but repeatedly 
the people who flock around him, and even his disciples, misunder-
stand him. With the cross looming large before him now, Jesus feels 
compelled to try one more time to get his message across. He wants to 
communicate to those around him who he really is and what he has 
come to do. He attempts to do that by riding toward Jerusalem on a 
donkey. In this action, Jesus presents himself to his contemporaries  
as a humble king. 

THE PREPARATION
Mark 11:1-6

As Jesus moves toward Jerusalem with his disciples, he comes to  
“Bethphage and Bethany,” two villages near Jerusalem (11:1). Bethany  
is situated on the eastern slope of the Mount of Olives. We are not sure 
of the exact location of Bethphage. In any case, Jesus is within a few 
miles of Jerusalem but is not yet ready to enter. He must make proper 
preparation for his entry. To do that, he sends two of his disciples into 
“the village ahead of you” (11:2). We do not know which of the two 
villages Jesus has in mind. Neither do we know which disciples Jesus 
sends on this errand. Mark does not identify them because their iden-
tification has no bearing on the story. Mark focuses instead on their 
assignment.

Jesus instructs these two disciples to go into the village where they 
will find a colt. They are to untie the colt and bring it to Jesus (11:2). 
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What kind of colt is this? From the parallel account in Matthew 21:2,  
we know that Jesus has in mind the colt of a donkey. According to  
Zechariah 9:9, when the promised Messiah enters the city of Jerusalem, 
he will ride the colt of a donkey. Thus, Jesus connects with the Messi-
anic prophecy of the Old Testament. 

Jesus’ instructions to the disciples raise a question. How does Jesus 
know that the colt will be there? Scholars suggest two alternatives. 
Some attribute Jesus’ knowledge to human planning. Maybe Jesus has 
an arrangement with a friend in the village to provide a colt for him if 
he ever needs one. The text does not rule out this human suggestion, 
but it seems to point to another explanation:  Jesus knows about the 
colt because of divine intuition. As Jesus does on other occasions  
(Mt 17:27; Jn 1:48), he discerns things that no one else can know. His 
knowledge goes beyond human comprehension. By his divine intuition, 
he knows the colt will be there waiting for him.

Jesus’ assurance in Mark 11:3 seems to anticipate some hesitancy 
on the part of the two disciples. They do not necessarily doubt that the 
colt will be there. They just wonder what the owner of the colt will say 
when they walk up to the animal, untie it, and start walking away. Jesus 
understands their concern, so he tells them that if anyone questions 
them, they are to explain, “The Lord [that is, Jesus] needs it and will 
send it back here immediately” (11:3). 

Even with this assurance, these two disciples nervously approach 
the village to carry out their assignment. Have you ever been on a 
similar mission into an unknown setting to do something you know 
will be questioned? I have, and the emotions churned inside. So it must 
have been for these disciples. However, everything unfolds just as Jesus 
predicted (11:4-6). The disciples find the colt, untie it, and bring it to 
Jesus.

THE PRESENTATION
Mark 11:7-10

The event that follows we refer to as “Jesus’ Triumphant Entry into 
Jerusalem,” an event so important that all four Gospels include an 
account (Mt 21:8-9; Lk 19:36-38; Jn 12:13-15). When the two disciples 
return to Jesus with the donkey, they spread their cloaks on the donkey 
and put Jesus on it (11:7). By this time, Mark identifies two groups in 
the swelling crowd that observe Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. First, he 
mentions “those who went ahead” (11:8). “Those who went ahead” 
are probably fellow pilgrims who have already arrived in Jerusalem 
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and who now come out of the city to greet Jesus. Then, Mark refers to 
“those who followed” (11:9). They are probably the fellow pilgrims who, 
like Jesus, are just now entering the city. Both groups respond to Jesus 
with enthusiasm. Perhaps their enthusiasm for Jesus grows out of the 
stories of his raising Lazarus from the grave that some of them prob-
ably witnessed in Bethany ( Jn 11). This enthusiasm also arises from the 
rumors about him that are circulating in Jerusalem. 

How do the people react to Jesus? Mark mentions two responses. 
First, they cover the street with a royal carpet of clothes and palm 
branches (11:8). Mark tells us that some of the people lay their 
garments on the road in front of Jesus. When Jehu was anointed as 
the new king of Israel, the people greeted him in a similar way. Second 
Kings 9:13 says, “Then hurriedly they all took their cloaks and spread 
them for him on the bare steps; and they blew the trumpet, and 
proclaimed, ‘Jehu is king.’” Laying out garments, then, acknowledges 
the presence of royalty. Others in the crowd spread branches in front 
of Jesus as he approaches Jerusalem. John tells us that these are palm 
branches ( Jn 12:1, 12). Palm trees are symbols of prosperity (Ps 92:12) 
and victory (Rev 7:9). 

In addition to “rolling out the red carpet” for Jesus, the crowd 
shouts a welcome to Jesus as he enters the city (Mk 11:9-10). Mark 
summarizes the cries of the people in four phrases. First, they cry, 
“Hosanna!” This term, which means “save us now,” represents a  
supplication to God to release them from their burdens. Psalm 118 
provides the background for understanding the cries of the people.  
We find a parallel to “Hosanna” in Psalm 118:25. The crowd also  
shouts, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!”  
(Mk 11:9). This declaration carries Messianic implications. It also  
comes from Psalm 118 (v. 26). Only Mark includes the next phrase: 
“Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!” (11:10). By  
this declaration, the crowd expresses its hope that Jesus will bring  
about national restoration by fulfilling the prophetic promise of 
another king like David. The final phrase shouted by the crowds 
welcoming Jesus to Jerusalem suggests that he comes as a gift from 
God. They cry, “Hosanna in the highest heaven!” (11:10). 

The crowd is right in their attestations that Jesus is the promised 
Messiah. They are wrong, however, in their understanding of what 
that means. The people of that day understand the Messiah in military 
terms. They expect a military leader like David who will free them from 
their oppression. When Jesus enters the city of Jerusalem, he arouses 
those Messianic expectations, and the crowd shouts in anticipation of 
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a Messiah who will finally deliver them from the bondage of the hated 
Romans.

However, the crowd misses several clues in Jesus’ entrance into 
Jerusalem. First, they miss the clue of the animal on which Jesus enters 
the city. Jesus does not ride into Jerusalem on a prancing stallion; he 
rides on a colt of a donkey, an animal associated with the pursuit of 
peace ( Judg 10:4; 2 Sam 17:23; Isa 1:3). Second, they miss the clue of 
the prophecy with which Jesus identifies. In riding the colt of a donkey, 
Jesus identifies with the prophecy of Zechariah, a prophet who pictures 
the Messiah in terms of peace and meekness (Zech 9:9). Third, they miss 
the clue of Jesus’ ministry. Throughout his ministry, Jesus demonstrates 
a penchant for peace. He reflects in his attitude the qualities of tender-
ness and compassion. He comes not as a warmonger but as the Prince 
of Peace. 

Jesus does not ride toward Jerusalem on the colt of a donkey simply 
because he cannot find any other suitable animal, nor does Jesus 
identify with Zechariah simply because he cannot think of any other 
prophet with whom to identify. He takes these actions deliberately, 
to communicate to his fellow celebrants in Jerusalem that God’s plan 
for redeeming the world is not coercion but self-sacrifice. Through 
suffering, humiliation, and eventually death, Jesus will bring about  
the fulfillment of God’s plan. 

THE SUMMATION
Mark 11:11

Mark concludes his account of the Triumphant Entry with a concise 
summary. Mark tells us that Jesus visits the temple where he “looked 
around at everything” (11:11). Then he leaves Jerusalem and returns 
to Bethany. Mark leaves much unsaid. Why does Jesus not begin his 
ministry in Jerusalem immediately? Why does he visit the temple? Most 
curious, why, after having entered Jerusalem, does he immediately 
return to Bethany?

Scholars offer a variety of responses to these questions. Perhaps, 
recognizing what lies ahead, Jesus simply desires a time of prayer  
before facing the coming crisis. In this case, Jesus withdraws for 
spiritual reasons. Or maybe Jesus desires time with his disciples in 
fellowship instead of time spent with God in prayer. In this case, he 
returns to Bethany for social reasons. He returns to Bethany where, 
in a setting of conviviality, he can enjoy that fellowship. Or maybe his 
motivation is practical rather than spiritual or social. He just needs a 
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place to sleep, and he has friends in Bethany with whom he can stay. 
For whatever reasons, Jesus takes one more night to prepare himself for 
what he will face during the last week of his life.

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from our text? From the disciples, we learn 
the importance of trust. Jesus’ instructions to the two disciples to go 
to a village, find a donkey, untie the donkey, and walk off with it seem 
strange. Will the donkey be there? What will the owner of the donkey 
say? Even though the disciples wonder about Jesus’ instructions and 
worry about getting into trouble, they nevertheless obey. They demon-
strate a basic quality of Christian discipleship. As the hymn writer puts 
it, “Trust and obey, for there’s no other way to be happy in Jesus, but to 
trust and obey.”

From the crowd, we learn about the fickleness of human nature. 
As Jesus enters Jerusalem, the people respond with joy and excite-
ment, suggesting by their response that Jesus might in fact be the 
Messiah. However, in the following days, when Jesus does not meet 
their expectations of how a Messiah should act, the shouts transition 
from “Hosanna!” to “Crucify him!” Before pointing a finger of accu-
sation at them, we need to recognize how quickly our praises turn to 
complaints or even rejection when Jesus does not fulfill our expecta-
tions. We should also note that we have no direct evidence that the 
people who cried “Crucify him” are the same people who welcomed him 
to Jerusalem.

From Jesus, we learn about the nature of his ministry. By entering 
the city on the colt of a donkey and thus connecting with the prophecy 
of Zechariah, he gives a distinct twist to the nature of his Messiah-
ship. Jesus identifies with the prophecy of Zechariah who spoke of the 
Messiah in terms of peace, humility, and salvation (Zech 9:9). Jesus 
will not prevail through military accomplishments but by vicarious 
suffering. In this action described in our text, Jesus defines his Messiah-
ship as being one of suffering, humiliation, and death.
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As our music ministry prepared for the Easter presentation at 
Immanuel Baptist Church in Little Rock, Arkansas, several years  
ago, they transformed the front of the sanctuary into scenes from  
first-century Judea. The choir could enter the platform from the side 
doors in the choir loft, but the front entrance into the sanctuary on 
the right side was constructed into the tomb from which Jesus would 
emerge at the end of the presentation. Surprisingly, at the beginning  
of the presentation someone emerged from the tomb, and it was not 
Jesus. Instead, it was Bob Gladden. Bob was in the church office, taking 
care of one issue or another as he always did. Then he hurried into the 
sanctuary to see the presentation. He just forgot that this entrance had 
been reconstructed as the tomb. His appearance caused quite a shock  
to the congregation. Our members often joked about the day Bob 
Gladden arose from the grave. 

Our shock at his appearance that day, of course, did not compare to 
the shock of the women who discovered the empty tomb on that first 
Easter morning. When they approached Jesus’ tomb, they expected to 
find Jesus just as they had left him three days earlier: dead, lifeless, and 
hopeless. They went to the tomb not to celebrate a risen Lord but to 
anoint the body of their beloved friend whose life had been crushed on 
the cruel cross. Instead, they found an empty tomb, and after the visit 
to the tomb by Peter and one of the other disciples, Mary Magdalene 
experienced the risen Lord. 

THE DISCOVERY OF THE EMPTY TOMB
John 20:1-2

John’s story varies slightly from Luke’s account of this incident. John 
names only Mary Magdalene as the discoverer of the empty tomb (20:1). 
According to Luke, an entourage of women discovered the empty tomb, 
including “Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the 
other women with them” (Lk 24:10). As we see throughout the Gospel 
accounts, each author puts the emphasis on different things as they 
retell the story of Jesus and his ministry. Yet John removes the apparent 
conflict between these two accounts. Notice that, even though John 
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does not mention the other women, when Mary makes her report to 
Peter and the disciples he has her say, “we do not know where they have 
laid him” ( Jn 20:2).

When Mary Magdalene arrives at the tomb, she discovers that the 
stone has been removed from the entrance and that the tomb is empty 
(20:1). Ironically, she does not immediately see the empty tomb as 
testimony to Jesus’ resurrection. Instead, she assumes that someone has 
removed his body from the tomb and hidden it somewhere else (20:2). 
Mary’s conclusion is the spontaneous response of a person who can 
think of no other possible explanation. Jesus’ body is gone, so someone 
must have taken it. The text doesn’t say who Mary thinks might have 
taken the body. Maybe she suspects the religious authorities or grave 
robbers. Some critics of the resurrection of Jesus agree with Mary’s 
original conclusion that someone has taken the body, but with a twist. 
They claim that it was the disciples who moved the body. Why would 
they do that? The critics suggest that the disciples wanted an empty 
tomb to give credence to their claim that Jesus arose from the grave. 
Matthew reports that the religious authorities colluded with the guards 
at Jesus’ tomb to fabricate such a story (28:11-15). 

Two questions come to mind about the empty tomb. First, how did 
Jesus have a tomb prepared for him? He lived mostly in poverty. His 
death came unexpectedly. Why did he have a tomb already prepared? 
Matthew tells us that a man named Joseph, a disciple of Jesus from 
Arimathea (a town in Judea), gained permission from Pilate to place 
Jesus’ body in his own new tomb (Mt 27:57-60). Second, how did 
the women know where the tomb was? Again, Matthew answers this 
question. He tells us that “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were 
there, sitting opposite the tomb” when Joseph laid Jesus’ body inside 
and rolled a stone in front of it (Mt 27:61). Consequently, as morning 
dawned on that first Easter Sunday, Mary and the other women 
knew exactly where to go. However, they did have a problem. As they 
approached the tomb, they expressed concern about how to move the 
stone so they could anoint Jesus’ body (Mk 16:3). To their surprise, 
when they arrived at the tomb, they discovered that someone had 
already removed the stone. Even more shocking, they discovered that 
the tomb was empty. To whom could Mary turn for help in trying to 
understand this perplexing situation? John tells us she reported her 
findings to the disciples (20:2). 
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THE EXPERIENCE OF THE DISCIPLES
John 20:3-10

When Mary reports to Peter and “the other disciple” identified as “the 
one whom Jesus loved” (20:2)—perhaps John—Peter and the other 
disciple immediately visit the tomb to investigate (20:3). If the other 
disciple is John, and if he is the author of this Gospel as tradition 
suggests, then he may be taking a lighthearted jab at his fellow disciple 
with his claim that he outran Simon Peter and arrived at the tomb 
before him (20:4). His respect for Peter, however, restrains him from 
rushing into the tomb. Instead, he glances into the tomb and then 
steps aside for Peter to enter it first (20:5). Peter demonstrates no hesi-
tancy when he arrives at the tomb (20:6-7). He immediately enters and 
discovers the linen strips that were previously wrapped around Jesus’ 
body and the cloth that covered his head, both neatly folded. As Mary 
reported to them, Jesus’ body is gone. 

At this point, the spotlight falls on the other disciple. Hesitant at 
first to enter the tomb, he now overcomes his fear and goes inside to 
inspect the place where Jesus’ body had rested (20:8). Our text reports 
that “he saw and believed” (20:8). Exactly what does that statement 
mean? What does the other disciple see, and what does he believe? 
Some scholars interpret the passage like this: after inspecting the tomb, 
the other disciple asserts his faith and confidence in the resurrected 
Christ. However, if this is the case, why does verse 9 that “as yet they 
did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead”? 
Those who affirm the other disciple’s belief in the resurrected Christ at 
this point explain that verse 9 simply means that he cannot quote any 
Scriptures that predict Jesus’ resurrection. Nevertheless, based on what 
he sees, he cannot escape the conclusion that Jesus has indeed risen. 
Only later will the disciples recognize the Scriptures that predict Jesus’ 
resurrection. Belief in the resurrection comes not from a series of proof 
texts from Scripture but because of what the disciples do not see and 
then later what they do see. What they do not see is the body of Jesus 
( Jn 20:1-9). What they will see is the risen Christ ( Jn 20:19-20). 

John concludes with the announcement that “the disciples went 
back to their homes” (20:10). This statement raises a couple of ques-
tions. The first question is this: why do the disciples go back to their 
homes? Are they afraid they will be accused of stealing the body in a 
conspiracy to claim that Jesus has risen from the grave? In this case, 
concern for their own safety motivates them to quickly leave the tomb 
and return to their homes. Or do they simply not know what else to 
do? Jesus’ body is obviously gone. The disciples do not know what has 
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happened to it. Even if they do believe that Jesus has risen from the 
grave, what does the resurrection mean? Has Jesus simply left them, or 
will he appear to them? If so, where will he appear? With so many unan-
swered questions and without a clear plan, the two disciples drift back 
to their own homes to wait and perhaps to pray.

THE APPEARANCE TO MARY
John 20:11-18

Mary, on the other hand, remains at the tomb, eventually looking inside 
(20:11). She does not see the body of Jesus, but she does see two angels 
sitting where the body of Jesus should have been (20:12). They question 
her about her tears. She explains, “They have taken away my Lord, and 
I do not know where they have laid him” (20:13). We do not know if the 
angels respond to her. Instead, John tells us that “she turned around 
and saw Jesus standing there” (20:14). 

Why does Mary turn around? Some commentators suggest the 
angels pointed to someone and Mary turned around to see who it was. 
Others suggest the angels disappeared, so she turned around instinc-
tively. One commentator says the angels bowed so she turned around 
to see why they were bowing. Or she might have just heard Jesus’ 
movement. For whatever reason, Mary turns around and sees someone 
standing before her. Even though this is the risen Lord, Mary does not 
recognize him (20:14).

Why does Mary not recognize Jesus standing right in front of her? 
Some suggest her lack of faith blinded her eyes to the reality of who 
was standing before her. Others conclude that Jesus’ resurrection body 
was so different from his physical body that she did not recognize him. 
Or maybe Mary saw what she expected to see, the gardener who was 
there to take care of the graves. Consequently, John tells us that she asks 
him if he knows the location of Jesus’ body (20:15). All that changes 
when Jesus says her name: “Mary” (20:16). His voice sweeps away all the 
uncertainty. She realizes that she stands before the risen Lord (20:16). 
Apparently, she falls to the ground and grasps his feet. This leads Jesus 
to warn her: “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to 
the Father” (20:17). 

Why does Jesus tell her that? Some suggest that her grasping indi-
cates a desire to have things the same as they have been. If this is the 
situation, Jesus is telling her to let go so she will understand that things 
have changed. Or perhaps Jesus simply wants her to let go of him so she 
can carry the word of his resurrection back to the disciples immediately. 
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Mary recognizes what Jesus wants her to do, so she quickly returns to 
the disciples with her bold announcement: “Jesus was dead but now he 
is alive, and I have seen him” (20:18, author’s paraphrase). Mary’s testi-
mony became the testimony of the first-century church, and it remains 
the foundation of the church today. We do not worship a dead Savior 
but a risen Lord, and like Mary we can experience him. 

CONCLUSION
Our lesson confronts us again with the empty tomb of Jesus. That raises 
an important question. If the tomb is empty, where did Jesus go? 

He is with God, interceding on our behalf. Romans 8:34 declares, “It 
is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand 
of God, who indeed intercedes for us.” 

He is in us, empowering us to live as children of God. In Galatians 
2:20, Paul affirms, “It is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in 
me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, 
who loved me and gave himself for me.”

He is out in front of us, showing us how to live. In 1 Peter 2:21, we 
find this reminder: “For to this you have been called, because Christ 
also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you should follow 
in his steps.”

He is in heaven, preparing a place for us. Jesus left this promise in 
John 14:2-3: “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it 
were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? 
And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take 
you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.”

ChristHeart
A Way of Knowing Jesus

Jeanie Miley
Foreword by Father Keith Hosey

Retail  $20.00 Call 800-747-3016 or visit  
www.helwys.com
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The story of the invention of the light bulb begins not with Thomas 
Edison in 1879 but with Humphry Davy, who produced the first  
electric light in 1802. He connected wires between his electric battery 
and a piece of carbon, causing the carbon to glow. For seven decades, 
others invented similar versions of light bulbs, but no one produced 
a commercially viable version. Edison produced his version in 1879, 
and, because his light bulb could last up to 1200 hours and because he 
obtained a patent for it, history has dubbed him the inventor of the 
light bulb. Even though the identity of the inventor of the light bulb 
is debatable, no one can question the significant impact of the electric 
light on human society. The light bulb established a new social order 
to human life, extending the workday well into the night and allowing 
humans to navigate and travel safely in the dark. The electric light bulb 
pushed back the limits on human activity caused by darkness and thus 
diminished the impact of darkness on human society.

Another light burst into human society two thousand years ago 
that changed it in far more significant ways. His name is Jesus and he 
proclaims, “I have come as light into the world, so that everyone who 
believes in me should not remain in the darkness” ( Jn 12:46). Jesus, the 
light of the world, calls us out of the darkness to a new life in the light. 
John develops these themes of light and darkness as he challenges his 
readers to live out their Christian lives. 

THE WORD OF LIFE
1 John 1:1-4

John begins by identifying Jesus as “the word of life” (1:1). To refer  
to Jesus as “the word” suggests that he is the instrument of God’s  
revelation to us. Through our words, we connect with other people  
and establish a living relationship with them. In the same way,  
through Jesus, God reveals God’s self to us and establishes a relation-
ship with us. But Jesus does more than that. When we come to Jesus,  
we not only discover God. We also discover life. Jesus is “the word of 
life,” the place we must go to learn about God and the place we must  
go to experience life.
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How does John know that Jesus is “the word of life”? To begin with, 
John affirms that “we have heard” Jesus (1:1). By “we,” John means 
he and the rest of Jesus’ disciples. This is not hearsay on John’s part. 
He heard the Lord speak not just once but at repeated intervals, and 
through his words Jesus revealed the pathway to life. In addition, John 
asserts that “we have seen [ Jesus] with our eyes” (1:1). The Greek word 
translated “seen” conveys the physical act of seeing, but it also carries 
the idea of discernment. It means to see and to understand what we see. 
The disciples did not glance briefly at Jesus. Instead, they gazed intently 
at him over a long period of time so that they comprehended who 
Jesus really is. Finally, John declares that he and the other disciples also 
“touched [ Jesus]” with their hands (1:1). The Greek word means “to 
examine closely” or “to handle with a view to investigation.” Through 
this personal contact with Jesus, John and the other disciples recog-
nized him as “the word of life” (1:1-2). 

In verse 3, John takes the subject a step further. This Jesus, whom 
John knew personally and experienced intimately and who reveals God 
to us, draws us into a unique fellowship with other believers and with 
God (1:3). Adam and Eve enjoyed this intimate fellowship with God in 
the beginning, but then they sinned, and sin did something to humani-
ty’s relationship with God. The Old Testament is the story of one failed 
attempt after another to recover this fellowship with God. The Old 
Testament ends with an awareness of a vast distance between humanity 
and God. Then Jesus came. In his metaphors about himself—“I am the 
way” ( Jn 14:6), “I am the light” ( Jn 8:12), and “I am the gate” ( Jn 10:9)—
Jesus declares that he can restore us to fellowship with the Father. John 
wants his readers to embrace this fellowship with God through Jesus 
Christ “so that our joy may be complete” (1:4). 

WALKING IN THE LIGHT 
1 John 1:5-7

Why does this restored fellowship with God bring us joy? Because, John 
says, “God is light and in him there is no darkness at all” (1:5). To speak 
of God as “light” reveals God’s glory. Old Testament writers describe 
the splendor of God’s presence using the Hebrew word Shechinah. For 
example, Exodus 16:10 says that the children of Israel “Looked toward 
the wilderness, and the glory of the LORD appeared in the cloud.” The 
Shechinah glory of God is like a light that almost blinds human beings 
with its brilliance, and it highlights the indescribable splendor and the 
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incomparable greatness of God. To walk in the light means to submit 
ourselves to the glory of God. 

To speak of God as “light” also reveals God’s guidance. Darkness 
shrouds our minds as we face the daily decisions of our lives. We need 
someone to throw some light on the subject so that we can see which 
direction to go. God provides that direction through Scripture, through 
the experience of worship, through our personal prayer time, and 
through the influence of other Christians. To walk in the light means  
to follow the guidance provided by God. 

In addition, to speak of God as “light” reveals God’s goodness. 
We see this truth about God reflected in the metaphors of the Bible. 
Darkness reflects ignorance of God’s ways ( Jn 12:35) or even the forces 
against God (Lk 11:34). Those in darkness have neither the under-
standing of the purpose of God nor the interest to enter the presence 
of God. Light, on the other hand, carries a positive connotation. Light 
depicts truth (Ps 43:3), joy (Ps 43:4), guidance ( Job 22:28), and life  
( Jn 1:4). Those in the light reflect the purpose of God and experience 
the presence of God. To walk in the light means to reflect in our lives 
the goodness of God. 

John’s readers have two options. On the one hand, they can choose 
to “walk in the darkness” (1:6) These people do not have fellowship 
with God and, by implication, do not have fellowship with each other. 
On the other hand, his readers can elect to “walk in the light” (1:7). 
These people have fellowship with one another and, through the blood 
of Christ, are reconciled to God so they can once more enjoy fellowship 
with him. Because God is light, we should choose to walk in light and 
not in darkness, because to walk in darkness is to sin. 

WALKING IN DARKNESS
1 John 1:8–2:2

Sometimes, however, Christians sin, and instead of walking in the light, 
we see the shadow of darkness falling across our lives. How should we 
respond? The first thing we must do is face our sin and admit it (1:8). 
If we deny our sin, we make ourselves liars. After admitting our sin, 
we must then confess our sin to God (1:9). To confess our sin to God 
means to acknowledge our sin is wrong and to declare to God that 
we do not ever want to do this thing again. In response to our confes-
sion, the burden of sin is lifted, the guilt is removed, and our lives are 
cleansed. The clear testimony of God’s word is that “All have sinned and 
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fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23). If we claim to be an  
exception to that, then we make God a liar (1 Jn 1:10).

However, admitting our sin does not mean welcoming sin into our 
lives. John does not want to give the impression that sin is an accept-
able pattern in the Christian life. It’s not as if we can just sin all we 
want because we have a button called confession that we can push to 
get automatic forgiveness. Jesus came not only to give us forgiveness 
for sin but also to give us victory over sin. How can we do that? Daniel, 
surrounded by temptation, remained pure because the Bible says, 
“Daniel resolved that he would not defile himself ” (Dan 1:8). The 
psalmist found the secret in hiding God’s word in his heart so he would 
not sin against God (Ps 119:11). Paul reminds us in 1 Corinthians 10:13 
that in every temptation God gives us a way out, if we will look for it. 
Determining beforehand that we do not want to sin, living in a close 
relationship with God and with his word, and looking for that way out 
when temptation comes—these three steps will enable us to resist many 
sins to which we usually yield. Yet, because John realizes that we will 
regularly yield to temptation and fall into sin, he offers two encour-
aging reminders.  

First, he reminds us that “we have an advocate with the Father” 
(2:1). Two Greek words, para and kaleo, which together mean “one called 
alongside of to help,” combine to make the word “advocate.” The scene 
is the courtroom. God is the judge. We are the defendants. The testi-
mony against us is overwhelming. We are obviously guilty. Yet we do 
not stand alone. We have Jesus Christ, God’s Son, who speaks to the 
Father in our defense. He is our Advocate. Because of Jesus’ advocacy on 
our behalf, Paul reminds us in Romans 8:1, “There is therefore now no 
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”

John also reminds us that Jesus has made atonement for our sins 
(2:2). Atonement refers to the sacrifice God has provided in his grace to 
assure us that he accepts us. Or, to express it more simply, atonement is 
what God does to make us “at one” with him. The scene is the temple. 
It is the Day of Atonement. The ultimate High Priest enters the holy of 
holies and presents a sacrifice to God for the sins of the people. Only 
this time, as the writer of Hebrews expresses it, “He entered once for all 
into the Holy Place, not with the blood of goats and calves, but with his 
own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption” (Heb 9:12). God covers 
our sin through the cleansing blood of God’s Son Jesus Christ. 
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CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from our text? John reminds us of the pres-
ence of sin in our lives. Sin is anything we do or fail to do that harms 
our relationship with another person, with ourselves, or with God. On 
more than one occasion each day, every one of us would have to plead 
guilty of doing those very things. Sin is present in all our lives.

John also reminds us of the destructiveness of sin. Sin is present 
in our lives, but we should not be complacent about it, for sin by its 
very nature is destructive. When Paul declares that “the wages of sin 
is death” (Rom 6:23), he affirms that every time we sin, something 
dies—an opportunity, a reputation, an influence, peace of mind, a rela-
tionship, or a sense of joy. Sin represents darkness and conflicts with 
the light that God wants to shine in and through our lives. 

In addition, John reminds us of the answer for our sins. I am 
convinced that one of the greatest problems in the Christian life today 
is not that we sin but that we do not ask for and receive the forgiveness 
that is available from God. Or, having received God’s forgiveness, we 
are not willing to forgive ourselves. We do not need to go through life 
feeling guilty. We can go through life feeling forgiven. Here is God’s 
promise: “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive 
us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn 1:9).
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If you have ever had the delightful experience of being a parent, you 
will understand the old saying: “Insanity is hereditary. You get it from 
your children.” The story of a family with four small boys who moved 
to California from Oklahoma demonstrates this truth. When earth-
quake warnings were given, the mother was terrified, so she sent the 
boys back to Oklahoma to stay with their grandparents. On the third 
day, she received a call from the grandparents. They said, “Come get 
the boys and send us the earthquake.” I remember one parent who said, 
“Show your children that you trust them, but keep their fingerprints on 
file!” Most parents can identify with those stories of the unique chal-
lenge presented by children. Yet most parents will also testify that our 
children are the source of our greatest joy and richest blessings. John 
employs this truth about the value of children in a human family to 
explain our privileges and responsibilities as children of God.

WHO WE ARE
1 John 3:1

John reminds his readers that they are not just called children of God. 
They really are God’s children (3:1). This is a common theme in the  
New Testament. In his Roman Epistle, Paul declares, “For all who are 
led by the Spirit of God are children of God” (Rom 8:14). To the Gala-
tian Christians, Paul affirms that “In Christ Jesus you are children of 
God through faith” (Gal 3:26). Paul reminds the Ephesian Christians, 
“He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ”  
(Eph 1:5). Paul calls on the Philippian Christians to be “blameless and 
innocent, children of God without blemish” (Phil 2:15). According to 
the writers of the New Testament, this is who we are: children of God. 
As a part of God’s forever family, we therefore possess a unique status 
and value in this world.

Across the centuries, many have questioned our value as human 
beings. Gifted Methodist missionary E. Stanley Jones (1884–1973) 
explains the dilemma in terms of four great humiliations that humans 
have experienced. First, he identifies the Copernican humiliation. 
Instead of the universe revolving around the planet Earth with human 
beings at the center of the universe, Copernicus revealed that Earth 
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is only an insignificant planet lost in one of the many galaxies of the 
universe. Then came the Darwinian humiliation. Darwin suggested 
that human beings are not the crown of creation but a chance depar-
ture from the lower animals. Then came the Marxian humiliation. 
Human beings are not in control of our affairs, Marx declared. Instead, 
human lives are determined by the economic factors in our environ-
ment. Finally came the Freudian humiliation. Human beings are not 
conscious beings in charge of our own lives. Instead, we are shaped by 
the lower urges in the subconscious sphere. These four great insults to 
humanity—the cosmic insult, the biological insult, the cultural insult, 
and the psychological insult—have led to a low estimate of the value of 
humankind. Mark Twain captured this truth with a humorous twist: 
“Man was created a little lower than the angels and he’s been getting 
lower ever since!”

John’s message in our text contradicts that negative view. John 
exults that human beings, redeemed by their faith in Jesus Christ, are 
children of God. As children of God, we are heirs to all God’s riches, we 
have access to all God’s provisions, and we have the assurance of God’s 
protection. We are not only called children of God, John explains. That 
is who we are.

Why does God bestow on us such an honor? John attributes God’s 
favor to God’s love (3:1). Our translation misses the astounding nature 
of this love by leaving out the phrase “how great.” The NIV translates 
the verse like this: “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us” 
(3:1, NIV). The word translated “how great” is the Greek word potapos, 
which means “of what country?” In other words, God’s love is so 
amazing that John wonders what country it came from. One commen-
tator suggests that God’s love “is meant to take our breath away” 
(David Jackman, The Message of John’s Letters, The Bible Speaks Today 
[Westmont, IL: InterVarsity, 1988]). Because God’s love is the source 
of our new status, we cannot claim any credit for our new position. 
Instead, God has granted us this status because of God’s extraordinary 
love.

WHO WE WILL BE
1 John 3:2

John takes the subject a step further in verse 2. Right now, we are chil-
dren of God, but who will we be in the future? John has an answer, 
but before giving the answer, he reminds us of the inadequacy of our 
conceptualization of that future reality. “What we will be has not yet 
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been revealed,” he writes (3:2). Because our knowledge of the future is 
limited, we need to approach any discussion of the spiritual realities of 
the future with humility. Yet John promises it will be glorious.

A tourist visiting Washington DC toured the city in a taxi. As they 
passed the National Archives building, the visitor noticed the words, 
“What is past is prologue!” She asked the taxi driver, “What does that 
mean?” After a few seconds of contemplation, the cabbie responded, 
“Lady, that is government talk for ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet!’” The 
cabbie’s response illustrates John’s message in our text. Right now, we 
have the matchless privilege of being children of God, but we ain’t seen 
nothing yet. The best is yet to be.

Paul makes a similar promise in two passages. To the Colossian 
Christians he offers this assurance: “When Christ who is your life is 
revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory” (Col 3:4).  
He expresses the same promise in a striking image he uses in his letter 
to the Corinthians. He promises, “And all of us, with unveiled faces, 
seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being 
transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another” 
(2 Cor 3:18). We cannot completely visualize the future God has for us, 
but eventually, John promises, we will be like Jesus and we will see Jesus 
just as he is.

WHO WE SHOULD BE
1 John 3:3-10

Recognizing who we are now and considering who we will someday be, 
who should we be today? John concludes that because we are children 
of God, we should live as children of God. We should live up to our 
heritage. Because we will someday be like him, we should strive to be 
like him now. We should live up to our hope. Or as John puts it, “All 
who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure” (3:3).

Unfortunately, John acknowledges that Christians still must face 
the threat of sin, which he calls “lawlessness” (3:4). This word describes 
the violation of God’s law, and biblical writers often refer to it as iniq-
uity, a word that means “a wicked or unjust act.” John then reminds 
his readers of two truths about Jesus. First, he reminds them that Jesus 
came to take away our sin (3:5). Paul reflects this truth in Titus 2:14 
where he writes, “He it is who gave himself for us that he might redeem 
us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who are 
zealous for good deeds.” John then reminds his readers that “in him 
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there is no sin” (3:5). Peter echoes this truth in 1 Peter 2:22 where he 
writes, “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.”

If Jesus hates sin and if he came to take away our sin, do Christians 
still sin? In 1 John 1:8, John gives an affirmative answer to that ques-
tion. He writes, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and 
the truth is not in us.” His earlier statement, “If anyone does sin,” and 
his assurance that when we sin, “we have an advocate with the Father, 
Jesus Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1) also assume that Christians 
will continue to sin. How then do we explain John’s statement, “No 
one who abides in him sins; no one who sins has either seen him or 
known him” (3:6)? The New International Version helps by translating 
John’s thought in 1 John 3:6 like this: “No one who lives in him keeps 
on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him or known 
him.” The Amplified Bible makes it even clearer: “No one who abides in 
Him [who remains united in fellowship with Him—deliberately, know-
ingly, and habitually] practices sin. No one who habitually sins has seen 
Him or known Him.” Here is my simplified translation: “No one who 
abides in Christ abides in sin.” Abiding in Christ and abiding in sin are 
mutually exclusive conditions. You cannot do both at the same time. An 
old country preacher put it like this: “Believers lapse into sin and loathe 
it; unbelievers leap into sin and love it.” 

So how should Christians conduct our lives, remembering our 
heritage as children of God and remembering our hope that someday 
we will be like him? John provides two answers to that question. John 
gives the first answer in 1 John 3:7-9. Christians should do “what is 
right” (3:7). He contrasts the righteousness we should demonstrate in 
our lives with the lawlessness demonstrated in the lives of those who do 
not embrace Jesus. John identifies two distinctively different families in 
the world, God’s family and the devil’s family. Certain characteristics 
mark each of these families. God’s family displays righteousness while 
the devil’s family displays sin or lawlessness. We show, by our actions, 
which family we belong to.

How should Christians conduct our lives, remembering our heritage 
as children of God and remembering our hope that someday we will be 
like him? John offers a second answer in 1 John 3:10. In describing the 
characteristics of the family of God, John affirms that children of God 
should not only do what is right. They should also “love their brothers 
and sisters” (3:10). Righteousness by itself, while important, can be 
cold, exclusive, and judgmental. Add love to the mix and we will have 
warmth, inclusiveness, and understanding. Both righteousness and love 
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characterize God. These two characteristics should also mark our lives 
as his children. 

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from our text? First, John reminds us that 
who we are and who we will be determines the pattern of our lives. It 
is not uncommon to see patterns that prevail and attitudes that domi-
nate in the lives of various families. What is true of our human families 
should also be true of our spiritual families. We should demonstrate in 
our lives the attitudes and patterns that are compatible with our family 
values. Since we are God’s children, we should live like we are part of 
God’s family.

In addition, John affirms that who we are and who we will be 
also provides the power for our lives. Although John does not specif-
ically develop this thought in our text, it grows out of the truth John 
presents. Our connection with our human families is not just environ-
mental. It is genetic. We do not have to work at some behaviors and 
patterns. They are in our genes. A parallel truth can be applied to our 
spiritual family. As children of God, we do not have God’s genes, but 
we do have God’s indwelling Spirit who empowers us with a divine 
dynamic that enables us to live like we are a part of God’s family.

Finally, John suggests that who we are and who we will be ignites 
the passion of our lives. Because we are children of God, we are siblings 
to others who are children of God. Our connection with God provides 
a connection with them. Because we are all God’s children, we should 
love one another like family.
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During my years as an active pastor, one of the key issues facing the 
church was the separation of church and state, the conviction that the 
civil authorities have no jurisdiction over the conscience in religious 
matters and therefore must neither propagate nor prohibit any specific 
religious group. We must continue to affirm that wall of separation 
today.

However, I believe the most urgent issue facing the church today 
is not the separation of church and state but the separation of church 
and hate. We must somehow free ourselves from this avalanche of 
hatred towards those who are different from us or who do not live 
according to our moral standards and instead embrace once more the 
pattern illustrated by Jesus in every action of his life—Jesus refuses to 
condemn a woman considered a sinner by the religious leaders of his 
day (Lk 7:36-50); he explains his decision to go home with tax collector 
Zacchaeus with the remark, “For the Son of Man came to seek out and 
to save the lost” (Lk 19:10); he rescues the woman caught in adultery 
from the Pharisees who want to stone her to death ( Jn 8); on the cross 
he looks down on the ones who nailed him there and prays, “Father, 
forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” (Lk 23:34). The 
one word that defines Jesus’ approach in these examples is “love,” and 
he issues this order to his disciples on the last night of his life: “Just as 
I have loved you, you also should love one another” ( Jn 13:34). John 
develops this theme in our text as he encourages his readers to live  
in love.

THE CENTRALITY OF LOVE
1 John 3:11-15

John announces the centrality of love in the opening verse of our text: 
“For this is the message you have heard from the beginning, that we 
should love one another” (3:11). From the beginning, relating to one 
another in love is the key theme in the ethical behavior of believers. 
This is no afterthought in Christian teaching but is instead funda-
mental to the faith. But what does it mean to love? In our text, John 
takes several verses to define what he means by the word “love.” He  
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does this in two ways, first by showing us what love is not and then by 
illustrating what love is.

He uses Cain as an example of someone who lives counter to this 
command to love (3:12). Remember the contrast John made in the 
previous lesson between the children of God and the children of Satan. 
He continues that discussion here by focusing on Cain as an example 
of non-love. Why does he choose to use Cain as an example? John does 
not tell us, but Cain certainly exemplifies hatred. Even today, “raising 
Cain” means the opposite of what a Christian is supposed to do. John 
announces what Cain did, and then he explains Cain’s motivation. 

Notice the word order in John’s announcement. John does not 
say Cain became identified with the evil one because he murdered his 
brother. Instead, he says Cain murdered his brother because he already 
“was from the evil one” (3:12). John identifies Cain’s motive with the 
statement, “Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s righ-
teous.” What does that mean? On one level, this statement may mean 
that Abel’s contrasting righteousness reveals the evil nature of Cain’s 
actions, so Cain must get rid of Abel to remove the evidence of the 
kind of life God expects us to live. On another level, this statement may 
suggest that the two brothers act out what is within them. Because Cain 
belongs to Satan (“from the evil one,” 3:12), his outward evil actions 
manifest his inner condition. Because Abel belongs to God (“God is 
love, and those who abide in love abide in God,” 4:16), his outward  
righteousness manifests what is within him. 

Using the backdrop of Cain and Abel, John separates everyone into 
two different groups. Those associated with Satan, death, and darkness 
make up one group. The other group contains those associated with 
God, life, and light. This leads John to two conclusions. 

First, John concludes that because believers identify with God, life, 
and light and demonstrate that life and light, those who belong to the 
other group will despise them and will seek to tear them down. Conse-
quently, believers should not be surprised when those associated with 
Satan, death, and darkness hate them (3:13). 

In addition, John concludes that believers show they belong to 
the group associated with God, life, and light by demonstrating their 
love. John concludes, “We know that we have passed from death to life 
because we love one another” (3:14). In contrast, those who belong to 
the group associated with Satan, death, and darkness do not display 
love. Instead, John calls them “murderers” (3:15). John affirms that 
those driven by this kind of hatred “do not have eternal life abiding  
in them” (3:15). 
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THE CHARACTERISTICS OF LOVE
1 John 3:16-18

John now turns the spotlight on love. Because love is a somewhat 
nebulous term, John identifies two traits that mark the kind of love that 
should characterize those who “have passed from death to life” (3:14).

Christian love, John affirms, is a sacrificial love (3:16). If our rela-
tionship with others does not involve sacrifice, then it is not love. Jesus, 
of course, provides the best example of this sacrificial kind of love. 
Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice by taking our sin upon himself, thus 
making available to us his righteousness. John points to Jesus’ sacrifi-
cial death on the cross as the clearest example of true love.

Notice how Jesus’ actions contrast with those of Cain, described in 
earlier verses. Cain, driven by hate, took from Abel his most precious 
possession, his life. Jesus, driven by love, makes the ultimate sacri-
fice so that he can give us our most precious possession, eternal life. 
Consequently, Cain provides the supreme example of hate while Jesus 
provides the supreme example of love. Following the pattern of Jesus, 
Christians demonstrate their love by willingly sacrificing on behalf of 
others.

Christian love, John adds, is also a serving love (3:17). If our rela-
tionship with others does not involve service, then it is not love. John 
again points to Jesus as a model for this kind of love. John had a front 
row seat to Jesus’ ministry, thus providing him an opportunity to 
observe Jesus’ service to others. He watched Jesus save a family from 
an embarrassing social faux pas by providing extra wine at a wedding 
celebration ( Jn 2). He observed Jesus providing the water of life for a 
thirsty woman at the well at Sychar ( Jn 4). He saw Jesus heal the lame 
man at the pool of Bethesda ( Jn 5). He witnessed Jesus feeding the 
hungry multitude on the mountain ( Jn 6). He viewed Jesus performing 
the menial task of foot washing that none of the disciples were willing 
to do ( Jn 13). As these pictures of Jesus’ service flash through his mind, 
John explains  
to his readers, “That is what it means to love.”

J. B. Phillips, the English pastor who became world famous through 
his Phillips translation of the New Testament, had a violent appendi-
citis attack as a young man and spent several weeks in the hospital. 
Years later, as he wrote about that experience in his autobiography, one 
of his most vivid memories was of a fellow patient, a milkman by trade, 
who rarely stayed in bed but instead got up and assisted the nurses in 
their ministry to all the other patients. Phillips was impressed by this 
man whose modest, almost self-effacing ways shone like a beacon of 
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sheer goodness and love ( J. B. Phillips, The Price of Success: An Autobiog-
raphy [Wheaton, IL: Harold Shaw Publishers, 1984], 75–76). This man 
demonstrated one of the essential characteristics of love: service. 

This thing called love is not all that complicated, according to John, 
if we remember a simple truth: Love is not something we merely talk 
about. It is most certainly not just something we feel. Rather, love is 
something we do. We are to love “in truth and action” (3:18).

THE CONSEQUENCES OF LOVE
1 John 3:19-24

When we do not love as we should, John says that “our hearts condemn 
us” (3:19-20). Our guilty conscience thus drives us back to God in 
confession and repentance, and because God knows what is in our 
hearts, God assures us that we do indeed belong to God. God’s love 
for us produces assurance within us. And this assurance, in turn, is 
reflected in a deeper love toward others.

Receiving this assurance from God gives us “boldness before God” 
(3:21). The Greek word translated “boldness” appears often in the New 
Testament. This word means “free-spokenness” in the sense of open-
ness. It means to come before God with nothing to hide. Since God 
already knows everything about us and since God has already accepted 
us as we are, then we do not have to hide anything from God or prove 
anything to God. We can come into God’s presence with the assurance 
that we are pleasing to God. The writer of Hebrews expresses this same 
thought: “Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, 
so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” 
(Heb 4:16).

Receiving this assurance from God also motivates us to “obey his 
commandments and do what pleases him” (1 Jn 3:22). What can we 
do to please God? John provides two answers to that question (3:23). 
First, believing in Jesus pleases God. This is the vertical dimension of 
the Christian life. Faith is not something we do. It is a response to what 
God has done. Faith is our response to God’s faithfulness. Second, 
loving one another pleases God. This is the horizontal dimension of the 
Christian life. We do not initiate this love. Instead, love is an overflow 
of what God has already done for us. We love because God first loved 
us. Love is a response to God’s love demonstrated in Jesus Christ. 

This is all God asks of us. Jesus commands that we have faith in his 
faithfulness and that we allow his love to flow through us to others. 
Believing and loving are results of our confidence in God’s grace. And 
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that confidence is reinforced by the Spirit of God who is at work in our 
lives (3:24).

CONCLUSION
What lessons can we learn from John’s description of love? John affirms 
the centrality of love in the Christian life. We identify ourselves as 
followers of Jesus not by our pious professions but by our compas-
sionate deeds. As John writes in 1 John 4:21, “The commandment we 
have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers  
and sisters also.”

John also identifies the key characteristics of love. As we live our 
lives, we often focus on ourselves and forget others. In contrast, John 
reminds us that Christian love inspires us to forget ourselves and focus 
on others. Jesus captures this truth in his words: “No one has greater 
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” ( Jn 15:13).

Finally, John affirms the consequences of love. When we display the 
kind of love Jesus demonstrated in his life, we can confidently approach 
God because we know we are doing what God has redeemed us to 
do. The final verse of our text (1 Jn 3:24) gives a slight twist to Jesus’ 
statement in John 13:35. In that verse, Jesus asserts that the world will 
know we are disciples by our love. In the closing verse of our text, John 
affirms that we will know we are disciples by our love.


