The Gospel of Mark, Teacher’s Guide

Week 8: Rejected, Yet Faithful
Mark 6:1-29
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Mark 6:1-29 places three closely related scenes side by side: Jesus rejected at Nazareth (vv. 1-
6a), the sending of the Twelve into towns that may or may not receive them (vv. 6b—13), and the
death of John the Baptist at the hands of Herod (vv. 14—29). Each scene presses on the same
theme. Faithful witness to God and His Word is regularly rejected by the world, and sometimes
by the people closest to the witness, and sometimes at terrible cost. Yet the work of God
advances anyway. Doctrinally, this lesson will need to address several important themes. The
genuine role and responsibility of human faith in receiving Christ. The pattern of God’s servants
being rejected by their own. The simplicity, dependence, and pairs-pattern of New Testament
mission. The faithful witness of the messenger in the face of rejection. The cost of discipleship,
including martyrdom. And the deep assurance that Christ’s kingdom advances regardless of any
specific reception in any specific place.

At the same time, the lesson is profoundly formational. Most of the disciples in front of you
have not faced death for their faith. But many of them have faced quieter rejections: a family
member who has grown impatient with their faith, a workplace where their convictions are
unwelcome, a friend who has drifted away after a hard conversation, a season in which faithful
witness produced ridicule rather than acceptance. This chapter speaks directly into those
experiences. It assures students that this is normal in the Christian life, not a sign of failure. It
calls them to keep witnessing anyway. And it shows them the deeply costly fellowship into
which they are called: the fellowship of John the Baptist, of the apostles, of the great cloud of
faithful witnesses across the centuries.

Finally, do not move too quickly past the Nazareth scene. Familiarity breeding contempt is one
of the deepest temptations of long-standing church members. Help your students examine their
own hearts. Where has the gospel become so familiar that it no longer surprises them? Where
has Christ become so “known” that He is no longer obeyed? The same kind of unbelief that
closed the synagogue at Nazareth can quietly close hearts in the church if it is not named and
repented of.

Question 1
Student Question:

At Nazareth, Jesus is met with the response, “Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary?” (6:3),
and He observes that “a prophet is not without honor, except in his hometown and among his
relatives and in his own household” (6:4). What is Jesus teaching about the pattern of how God'’s



messengers are received, and how does this reveal what is actually going on in the heart of a
person who refuses to see God where they think they already know everything to be known?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The Nazareth scene is one of the most psychologically realistic moments in the Gospels. Jesus
comes home. He stands up to teach in the synagogue He had attended His whole life. The
people who hear Him cannot deny what they see and hear. The wisdom is real. The mighty
works are real. But the One doing them is a carpenter they had watched grow up. They had
bought His tables. They had known His mother. They had played in the streets with His brothers
and sisters. And that very familiarity becomes the wall they cannot get past.

Jesus names the pattern with one of the most memorable sayings in the Gospel. “A prophet is
not without honor, except in his hometown and among his relatives and in his own household”
(6:4). The same pattern runs through the Old Testament. Moses, rejected by his own people.
Jeremiah, despised in his home country. Elijah, hunted by his own king. The faithful messenger
of God is regularly received better far from home than close to home. There is something about
familiarity that makes recognition harder, not easier.

Why is this? Several reasons. Familiar people are easy to underestimate. We carry assumptions
about who they are from years past. We resist the idea that someone we knew as a child could
be the bearer of God’s authority now. We feel slightly threatened by their growth. We use what
we already know about them as a reason to close the conversation before it ever really begins.
“l know who that is.” “We grew up together.” “She used to be wild in school.” “He is just the
carpenter’s son.” All of these can become forms of unbelief.

There is a deeper layer underneath. The real obstacle at Nazareth was not that they could not
get past the carpenter. The real obstacle was the kind of pride that refuses to let God speak
through what it already thinks it understands. They thought they knew Him. So they did not
have to listen. That kind of pride is the great enemy of receiving the Word from any messenger,
including from God Himself.

For students this is sobering. It is possible to have grown up in the church, to have heard the
gospel a thousand times, to have memorized the Scriptures, to have served in ministry, and still
to have closed the door on the Christ who is trying to teach us something new today. Familiarity
does not produce understanding by itself. Only a humble, listening heart receives the Word.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The consistent biblical pattern of God’s messengers being rejected by their own (Acts 7:51—
53; Hebrews 11:32-38)

e Pride as the root of unbelief in those who think they already know enough (Proverbs 16:18;
1 Corinthians 8:1-3)



e The danger of familiarity breeding contempt in long-term hearers of the gospel (Hebrews
2:1-4)

e The need for ongoing humility before God’s Word, even after long acquaintance with it

e The Christ who is always more than the assumptions we carry about Him

e The pattern of true faith as childlike receptivity, not knowing-it-all confidence (Matthew
18:3)

Discussion Prompts

e Why is it often harder to receive God’s truth from someone we know well than from a
stranger?

e How does pride hide under the cover of “l already know this”?

e What is the spiritual discipline that protects a long-time Christian from Nazareth-style
unbelief?

Question 2
Student Question:

In what areas of your own life has long familiarity with the things of God (with the Bible, with
worship, with hearing sermons, with talk about Christ) quietly become a barrier to actually being
changed by Him, and what would it take this week to come to the Word again with the heart of
a first-time hearer?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is one of the most important questions a long-term member of the church can sit with
honestly. Many Christians who have heard the gospel since childhood, who have been in classes
for decades, who can quote large portions of Scripture from memory, are simultaneously the
most spiritually formed and the most spiritually dulled. Familiarity has done both at once. The
truth has shaped us. The truth has also stopped surprising us.

There are several places this typically shows up. The reading of Scripture has become a chore to
complete rather than an encounter to expect. Worship has become a routine to perform rather
than a meeting to enter. The Lord’s Supper has become a familiar pattern rather than the
trembling rehearsal of the death and resurrection of Christ. Sermons are evaluated for
technique rather than received as the Word of God to the soul. Prayer has thinned out into
language without listening.

The corrective is not to add more religious activity. It is to recover a first-time hearer’s posture
before what we already know. The disciplines that help include slow, unhurried reading of
Scripture, sometimes a single chapter at a time, asking the Lord to speak. Honest journaling.
Conversation with brothers and sisters about what God is teaching them in the same passages.



Memorization that puts the Word in the soul, not just in the notes. Above all, prayer that asks
God to surprise us again.

Many Christians find that a sustained time away from technology and noise (a half-day, a day, an
unhurried walk) does more to recover freshness than a new study program ever could. The
point is to make space for the Lord to speak in ways we may have stopped expecting.

Help students name one specific area of long familiarity that has gone flat. The Sermon on the
Mount they have heard since they were nine. A Bible book they have studied three times. A
doctrine they have defended for forty years. Then invite them to come back to it this week as if
for the first time, with the prayer of the psalmist on their lips: “Open my eyes, that | may behold
wondrous things out of your law” (Psalm 119:18).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The danger of dull hearts among long-term hearers of the gospel (Hebrews 5:11-14)

e Spiritual practices of attentive listening and meditation as remedies for spiritual dullness

e Prayer for renewed sight as a biblical pattern (Psalm 119:18; Ephesians 1:17-19)

e The role of brothers and sisters in stirring one another up to love and good works (Hebrews
10:24-25)

e The continuing freshness of God’s Word for those who come to it humbly and attentively

Discussion Prompts

e  What part of your faith has become routine in a way that has dulled your heart?
e What practice would help you come to the Word again as a first-time hearer?
e How does our class or congregation help one another stay attentive rather than dull?

Question 3
Student Question:

Mark says Jesus “could do no mighty work there” except a few healings, and “he marveled
because of their unbelief” (6:5—6). Without slipping into the error that human unbelief somehow
limits God absolutely, what is Mark teaching about the real role of human faith in receiving what
Christ offers, and about the genuine responsibility of every hearer to respond rather than resist?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Mark 6:5 says something striking. Jesus “could do no mighty work there, except that he laid his
hands on a few sick people and healed them.” Then verse 6 adds: “And he marveled because of
their unbelief.” These two verses together raise an important doctrinal question. In what sense
could Jesus not do mighty works? Does human unbelief somehow defeat the power of God?



The right answer is careful and biblical. The omnipotence of God is not in question. Jesus could,
by His own authority, have done any mighty work He chose in Nazareth as easily as anywhere
else. But Mark’s phrase “could not” is a moral and relational “could not,” not a metaphysical
one. Christ has chosen to do His mighty works of saving grace in the context of faith. He could
have overridden Nazareth’s unbelief, but that is not how He has chosen to relate to people. The
gospel is good news to be received, not coerced. Salvation comes by hearing the gospel,
believing in Jesus as Lord and Christ, repenting, confessing Him, and being baptized into Him in
faith (Romans 10:9-10; Acts 2:38; Mark 16:16).

This protects two truths that have to be held together. First, God is sovereign and able to do all
that He pleases (Psalm 115:3; Daniel 4:35). Second, human beings are genuinely responsible to
respond to God’s self-disclosure, and unbelief is a real, blame-worthy refusal, not a
predetermined inability (Romans 1:18-21; John 5:40). The “unbelief” at Nazareth was not
innocent ignorance. It was a chosen refusal of what was right in front of them.

This is a strong corrective to two errors. On one side, the error that says God will save people
regardless of whether they respond. He does not. Christ knocks (Revelation 3:20). He does not
break the door down. On the other side, the error that says God arbitrarily denies certain people
the opportunity to respond (Calvinistic unconditional election). He does not. The whole burden
of Mark 6 is that the people of Nazareth refused Him, and He marveled at it.

For students, this passage carries weight. Every hearer of the gospel is genuinely accountable for
what they do with what they hear. The mighty work of God in any life is not magic. It comes by
faith expressed in obedient response to His Word.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The genuine universality of God’s saving offer in Christ (1 Timothy 2:3—4; Titus 2:11; 2 Peter
3:9)

e The real responsibility of every hearer to respond in faith and obedience to the gospel (Acts
17:30; Hebrews 3:7-8)

e Rejection of Calvinistic unconditional election; unbelief is chosen, not predetermined

e Faith as the God-appointed means of receiving Christ’s saving work (Romans 10:17;
Ephesians 2:8-9)

e The unity of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility, both fully affirmed in Scripture

e The plan of salvation as hearing, believing, repenting, confessing, and being baptized into
Christ (Acts 2:38; Romans 6:3—4)

Discussion Prompts

e What does Mark 6:5 mean by saying Jesus “could not” do mighty works there?

e How does this passage protect both the sovereignty of God and the real responsibility of
human beings?

e What is the danger of teaching the gospel in a way that removes either side of this balance?



Question 4
Student Question:

Where in your own walk do you sense that Jesus might still “marvel” at your unbelief, not in
matters of basic doctrine but in particular promises or commands of Christ you have
intellectually agreed with but functionally never trusted, and what does that reveal about the
work He wants to do in you next?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is a probing question, and the teacher should not let students slide past it. Most disciples
have at least one or two places where they intellectually agree with a promise or command of
Christ and yet live functionally as if it were not true. They have agreed with the doctrine and
disobeyed in practice.

For some, it is the promise that the Lord will provide. They agree that God is faithful. They live
like the bank account is the only safety net. For others, it is the command to forgive. They agree
that forgiveness is required. They keep returning to old wounds. For others, it is the call to bear
witness. They agree that the gospel is for all. They have never actually shared it with the person
right in front of them. For others, it is the assurance that Christ is enough. They agree
theologically. They keep looking for fullness in entertainment, achievement, or relationships.

Jesus marvels at unbelief at Nazareth not because the people did not know the right answers
but because they would not act on what they knew. The same warning is given to long-term
Christians. “If anyone hears my words and does not keep them, | do not judge him” (John
12:47), but he stands judged by the word he refused. “Be doers of the word, and not hearers
only, deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22).

For students, this question is the doorway to fresh obedience. Help them identify one specific
promise or command they have intellectually held without practical trust. Then invite a step of
actual obedience this week. Tithe the first paycheck and see whether God provides. Forgive the
wound that has not been released. Speak the gospel to the one neighbor whose name keeps
coming to mind. Practice the contentment they have always claimed to believe.

The point is not perfection in a week. The point is to stop the slow drift of intellectual assent
disconnected from obedient response. The Lord still marvels at unbelief. He still rejoices when
faith finally moves.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The danger of being a hearer only and not a doer of the Word (James 1:22-25)

e Faith that acts on what it knows to be true (Hebrews 11)

e The unity of belief and obedience in genuine Christian life (John 14:15; 1 John 2:3-6)
e The lifelong nature of repentance, including repentance from practical unbelief



e Christ’s ongoing patience with His disciples who are growing slowly but really
Discussion Prompts

e What promise of Christ have you intellectually believed but functionally distrusted?
e What command of Christ have you agreed with but consistently disobeyed?
e What single act of obedience this week would close some of the gap?

Question 5
Student Question:

When Jesus sends out the Twelve, He tells them to take nothing for their journey except a staff,
no bread, no bag, no money, only sandals and a single tunic (6:7-9). They are sent in pairs, with
authority over unclean spirits and a message of repentance (6:7, 12). What is Jesus teaching the
Twelve and the church about dependence on God, partnership in ministry, the simplicity of
mission, and the substance of the message we are sent to proclaim?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

After His rejection at Nazareth, Jesus does not retreat. He sends out the Twelve. He calls them,
gives them authority over unclean spirits, and sends them out in pairs with strikingly minimal
supplies. “No bread, no bag, no money in their belts, but to wear sandals and not put on two
tunics” (6:8-9). A staff. The clothes on their back. Each other. The authority Christ has given
them. And a message of repentance. That is the kit.

This is one of the clearest pictures in the Gospels of the design of New Testament mission. First,
it is sent. The disciples do not go on their own initiative; they are sent by Christ Himself. Mission
is always the church responding to the One who first sent her. Second, it is partnered. They go in
pairs. The New Testament repeats this pattern: Peter and John, Paul and Barnabas, Barnabas
and Mark, Paul and Silas, Paul and Timothy. Ministry that is sustainable is rarely solo. Third, it is
simple in equipment. Christ deliberately strips down what they are allowed to carry, so that
their dependence is visibly on God and on the hospitality of those who receive them. Fourth, it is
empowered. They are given authority over unclean spirits. Fifth, it is verbal. They went out and
“proclaimed that people should repent” (6:12). Sixth, it is fruitful. “They cast out many demons
and anointed with oil many who were sick and healed them” (6:13).

For the church today, the underlying principles still hold. Mission is the responsibility of the sent
church, not a hobby of a few specialists. Mission is best done in partnership, not in isolation.
Mission depends on God, not on impressive resources. Mission is grounded in the authority of
Christ Himself. Mission is, at its heart, the proclamation of repentance and the offering of the
saving work of Christ. And mission is fruitful when it is faithful, even though specific receptions
vary.



For students, this means rethinking what mission looks like. It is not necessarily a trip overseas.
It is the willingness to be sent by Christ, in partnership with brothers and sisters, with simple
dependence, into the places we already live, with the message of repentance and the good
news of the Lord Jesus.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Mission as the church’s response to the sending of Christ (John 20:21; Matthew 28:18-20)

e Partnership in ministry as a New Testament norm (Acts 13:2-3; 15:36-41; 1 Corinthians 1:1)

e Simplicity and dependence on God as marks of faithful mission (2 Corinthians 4:7)

e The authority of Christ as the foundation of all genuine ministry (Matthew 28:18)

e The message of repentance as the heart of the gospel call (Mark 1:15; Acts 2:38; Acts 17:30)

e The role of the local congregation in equipping, sending, and supporting those who go (Acts
13:1-3; Romans 10:14-15)

Discussion Prompts

e What strikes you most about the “kit” Jesus gave the Twelve, and what does it teach about
His expectations for mission?

e  Why is partnership so central to New Testament ministry?

e What would it look like for our congregation to take this pattern of mission more seriously?

Question 6
Student Question:

Where in your own attempts to follow Christ or to share His message are you tempted to over-
equip yourself (more knowledge, more programs, more comfort, more security) instead of
stepping out with the simplicity, dependence, and trust Jesus called the Twelve into, and what
specific simplification might Christ be inviting you to this season?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Many Christians who claim to want to follow Christ into mission spend years getting ready. The
next class. The next certification. The next book. The next round of personal growth. The next
financial milestone. Eventually, the readiness never quite arrives, and the mission never quite
gets done. The Twelve had a staff, sandals, and one tunic. They were not over-equipped. They
were sent.

This is not an argument for ignorance or recklessness. The Twelve had been with Jesus for
months. They had been formed by His teaching and example. They were ready in the only way
that finally matters: they knew Him, they were sent by Him, they had His authority, they had a
message, and they had each other. What they did not have was the safety net of bread, money,
an extra change of clothes, or a backup plan.



Help students think about what they are over-equipping in their own lives. The Christian who
will not share the gospel until they have memorized every objection and rebuttal. The believer
who will not invite a neighbor to Bible study until they have read three more books. The
Christian who will not commit to a class, a small group, or a ministry until they feel sure they
have something to offer. All of this is not wisdom. It is over-equipping that has become a
substitute for obedience.

The corrective is to step out with what Christ has actually put in your hands. The Word you have
already heard. The relationships you already have. The next person already in your path. The
next conversation already on the calendar. The next opportunity already at hand. The Twelve
did not invent their mission. They obeyed the next thing Jesus told them to do. That is still the
basic pattern.

Encourage students to identify one specific area where they have been over-equipping and one
specific step of obedience they could take this week with what they already have. The kingdom
does not advance by what we are still preparing to do. It advances by what we do today.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Dependence on God rather than self-equipped readiness as the heart of faithful service (2
Corinthians 12:9-10)

e The danger of perpetual preparation as a substitute for actual obedience

e Faithfulness with what is already in our hands as the way the Lord increases entrusted
stewardship (Luke 16:10; Matthew 25:21)

e Christ’s call to action in the simple obedience of the next step (John 13:17)

e The biblical use of ordinary believers, often ill-equipped by worldly standards, to do
extraordinary kingdom work (1 Corinthians 1:26-31)

Discussion Prompts

e Where in your life are you over-equipping when Christ is asking you to step out?

e What is one obedience you could offer this week with what Christ has already given you?

e How does our congregation help one another step into mission rather than perpetually
prepare for it?

Question 7
Student Question:

Jesus tells the Twelve, “If any place will not receive you and they will not listen to you, when you
leave, shake off the dust that is on your feet as a testimony against them” (6:11). What is Christ
teaching about faithful witness in the face of rejection, about the responsibility of hearers to
respond, and about the proper response of the messenger when the message is refused
(compare Acts 13:51; Acts 18:5-6)?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Jesus gives the Twelve very specific instructions for what to do when they are not received. “If
any place will not receive you and they will not listen to you, when you leave, shake off the dust
that is on your feet as a testimony against them” (6:11). This was a culturally loaded act. Jews
returning from Gentile territory would sometimes shake the dust off their feet to symbolize
leaving behind the uncleanness of that land. Here, Jesus tells the Twelve to do this in Jewish
towns that have refused the gospel. The implication is striking: those who reject the message of
Christ put themselves outside the people of God.

Acts 13:51 records Paul and Barnabas doing exactly this in Pisidian Antioch. Acts 18:5-6 records
a similar gesture by Paul in Corinth. The act was simultaneously a testimony against the
rejecters and a release for the messengers. The faithful witness had done their job; the
responsibility now lay with the hearers.

Several principles follow. First, the messenger of Christ is responsible for faithful proclamation,
not for forced reception. We are sowers and witnesses, not closers of deals. Second, when the
message is rejected after a fair hearing, the messenger is not bound to keep returning to that
same hearer forever. There is a freedom in moving on to the next field where the gospel might
be received. Third, rejection of the gospel is a serious matter, and Jesus says elsewhere that “it
will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for Sodom and Gomorrah than for that town”
(Matthew 10:15). The eternal weight of refusing Christ should sober every hearer and every
preacher.

For Christians today, this teaches a posture of faithful witness with a tender but realistic heart.
We do not browbeat. We do not manipulate. We do not coerce. We tell the truth in love. We
invite. We keep telling. And when a hearer settles into a final refusal, we entrust them to the
Lord, move on to faithful work elsewhere, and continue to pray for them.

Most students will not face Acts-style rejection. But the principle still matters. Faithful witness
includes knowing when to step back, to release the conversation to God, and to put our energy
where the Word is still being received. That is not failure. It is wisdom.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The faithful witness as responsible for proclamation, not for outcome (Ezekiel 33:7-9; 2
Timothy 4:1-2)

e The serious weight of rejecting the gospel after a fair hearing (Matthew 10:14-15; Hebrews
6:4-8)

e The freedom of the messenger to move to receptive ground when a particular hearer settles
into refusal

e The pattern of Acts: faithful proclamation, willingness to be rejected, continued ministry
elsewhere (Acts 13:46-51; 18:5-6)

e The deep responsibility of every hearer for what they do with the gospel they have heard



e The proper Christian posture of truth-telling in love, never manipulation or coercion
(Ephesians 4:15)

Discussion Prompts

e What does “shaking the dust” mean for a Christian today?

e How do we tell when faithful witness has done its work and the conversation should be
released to God?

e How can the messenger remain tender of heart while being realistic about rejection?

Question 8
Student Question:

Most Christians today face rejection of the gospel in much subtler forms than first-century
rejection of a traveling missionary, but the heart-question is the same. How do you tend to
respond when family, friends, coworkers, or neighbors push back on the message of Christ, and
where does Christ want to refine the way you handle being rejected for His sake?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Most students in the room will have experienced one or more forms of gospel rejection. A
family member who used to listen and has stopped. A coworker who has made it clear they do
not want to discuss faith. A friend who pushed back hard during a hard conversation. A grown
child who has walked away from the church. A neighbor who has politely closed the door. Few
of us have been beaten or imprisoned for Christ in the United States, but most of us have felt
the smaller, quieter rejections.

The temptation in each of these rejections is to harden, soften, or retreat. Hardening looks like
resentment, anger, and writing the person off. Softening looks like agreeing that we should not
have brought it up in the first place, or quietly adjusting the gospel until it stops bothering
anyone. Retreating looks like deciding that we are just not the evangelistic type. None of these
are the way of Christ.

The faithful pattern includes several things. We continue to love the person who rejected the
message, regardless of how the message was received. We do not retaliate or grow bitter. We
continue to pray for them, often for years. We continue to live a life that quietly commends
Christ. We continue to be present. We do not chase them with words they have already refused,
but we leave the door open for the moment when the Spirit opens their heart again. And we do
not let one rejection silence our witness to anyone else.

For Christians who have been rejected in faith conversations, this passage offers freedom. We
are responsible for being faithful witnesses; we are not responsible for producing the response.
We did not invent the gospel. We did not invent the demand of repentance. We are not the



offense; the cross is the offense (1 Corinthians 1:18-23). When people reject Christ through us,
they are not really rejecting us. We can hold the rejection with peace.

Encourage students to name one rejection they are carrying and to ask what faithful, loving,
persevering response looks like in that specific case. The goal is not winning the argument. The
goal is to keep loving, keep praying, keep telling the truth, and keep entrusting the outcome to
the Lord.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Christian witness as faithful proclamation accompanied by love, prayer, and steady presence
(1 Peter 3:15-16; Colossians 4:5-6)

e The cross as the deepest offense; the messenger should not absorb the rejection as personal
failure (1 Corinthians 1:18-23)

e The continued love of believers for those who reject Christ (Matthew 5:43-48)

e Long-suffering prayer as a chief means of witness to hardened hearers

e The danger of bitterness or retaliation in response to gospel rejection (Romans 12:17-21)

e Christ as the One responsible for the harvest; we are responsible for faithful sowing (1
Corinthians 3:6-7)

Discussion Prompts

e How do you usually respond when someone rejects your witness?
e What does faithful, loving, persevering response look like in that specific case?
e What is the difference between giving up on a person and releasing them to the Lord?

Question 9
Student Question:

Mark 6:14-29 is the only extended flashback in the Gospel. John the Baptist is murdered in a
palace dungeon for telling Herod plainly, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife”
(6:18). What is Mark teaching about the cost of faithful witness, the consistent pattern of God'’s
servants suffering at the hands of unrepentant power, the assurance of the kingdom in the face
of apparent defeat, and the Christian’s call to faithful endurance even unto death (compare 2
Timothy 4:6-8; Revelation 2:10; Hebrews 11:35—-40)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Mark 6:14-29 is unique in the Gospel. It is the only extended flashback Mark gives us, and it is
included for a reason. John the Baptist, the great forerunner who pointed Israel to Jesus, has
been murdered in a palace dungeon for telling Herod the truth. The story begins because Herod
hears about Jesus and is haunted by guilt. He fears that John, whom he beheaded, has been
raised from the dead. Mark uses this haunted memory to tell us what really happened in
Herod’s palace, and why John died.



John’s offense was simple. He had told Herod, plainly and directly, “It is not lawful for you to
have your brother’s wife” (6:18). Herod had divorced his own wife and taken Herodias, his
brother Philip’s wife. John named the sin. Herodias hated him for it. Herod was both afraid of
John (knowing him to be a righteous and holy man) and fascinated by his preaching. Herod kept
John in prison, listened to him gladly, was perplexed by him, but never repented. Eventually a
drunken banquet, a manipulative dance, a careless oath, and a vindictive mother combined to
demand John’s head on a platter. And it was given.

The chapter is sobering. The forerunner of the Messiah is killed by a weak king and a hateful
woman. The faithful prophet is dispatched at a feast for entertainment. There is no rescue.
There is no last-minute deliverance. John’s disciples come, take his body, and lay it in a tomb.
Mark goes immediately back to the ministry of Jesus and the return of the Twelve. The kingdom
continues. But John is dead.

What is Mark teaching by including this? Several things. First, the cost of faithful witness can be
high, even ultimate. John is not the last faithful witness who will lose his life for naming sin and
pointing to Christ. Second, the pattern of God’s servants suffering at the hands of unrepentant
power is not new. Hebrews 11 will rehearse this whole pattern. The world is not at peace with
faithful proclamation, especially when it touches the sins of the powerful. Third, the apparent
defeat of God’s servant is never the final word. John’s death does not stop the kingdom. The
Word he proclaimed has already been received in many hearts, including the disciples of Jesus.
Christ continues. The kingdom continues. And John, who died for faithful witness, will rise
(Daniel 12:2; John 5:28-29).

Fourth, Mark is preparing the reader for what is coming in his own Gospel. John is the
forerunner. Jesus will follow. As John was unjustly killed by a weak and unrepentant ruler, so
Jesus will be unjustly killed by weak and unrepentant rulers. As John’s body was laid in a tomb,
so will the body of Christ. But there the parallel breaks. John’s grave will hold him until the
resurrection. Christ’s grave will not hold Him three days.

For Christians today, this passage carries serious weight. There have always been believers who
have paid the ultimate price for faithful witness. There are believers paying that price
somewhere in the world today. “Be faithful unto death, and | will give you the crown of life”
(Revelation 2:10). The fellowship into which we have been called includes both the unspeakable
comfort of Christ and the very real possibility of cost. We hold both at once.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The cost of discipleship, sometimes including martyrdom (Matthew 16:24—-26; Revelation
2:10; Revelation 6:9-11)

e The consistent pattern of God’s servants suffering at the hands of unrepentant power
(Hebrews 11:32—-40; Acts 7:51-53)

e The kingdom of God advancing in spite of, and sometimes through, the suffering of God'’s
witnesses



e Faithful endurance to the end as the calling of every believer (Matthew 24:13; Hebrews
10:32-39)

e The promise of resurrection and reward for those faithful unto death (Daniel 12:2; John
5:28-29; 2 Timothy 4:6-8)

e The proper Christian response to martyrdom: honor, remembrance, perseverance in the
same faith (Hebrews 13:7)

e The believer’s ultimate hope as resurrection through Christ, not deliverance from all earthly
suffering (Romans 8:18; 2 Corinthians 4:16—18)

Discussion Prompts

e What is Mark teaching by including the long flashback of John’s death in the middle of Jesus’
ministry?

e How should the reality of past and present Christian martyrdom shape our discipleship?

e What encourages you about faithful witness even when the visible result is loss rather than
gain?

Question 10
Student Question:

John the Baptist did not back down even when telling the truth cost him his life. As you close this
chapter, where is Christ calling you to a costly but loving honesty (with a family member, a
coworker, a friend, a member of the church, or even with yourself), and what would it look like,
with God’s help, to speak the truth in love this week regardless of the cost to your comfort or
reputation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the closing call of the lesson, and it should not be allowed to slip past students as a polite
generality. John the Baptist died for telling Herod that his sin was sin. Most disciples are not
facing the same cost, but most disciples have at least one place in their life where loving honesty
is being delayed because of the lesser cost of awkwardness, disapproval, or hurt feelings.

Help students name the costly but loving honesty Christ has been pressing on them. It might be
a conversation with a family member about a sin that everyone has been quietly tolerating. It
might be a confession of our own sin to a spouse or to the elders of the congregation. It might
be a difficult truth that needs to be told to an adult child. It might be a clear, gentle word to a
coworker about Christ. It might be honesty with ourselves about a habit we have been refusing
to name. The list is different for each person.

The way Christians do this is essential. Not John’s firepower without his love. Not the love
without the truth. “Speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15) is the proper New Testament
shape. Choose the right time. Speak with humility, not from a posture of moral superiority. Be



willing to be misunderstood. Pray before you speak, pray while you speak, and pray after you
speak. Make the goal the good of the other person, not the relief of having spoken.

For some students, this question may surface a long-delayed obedience. They have known for
months or years that a particular conversation needs to happen. The lesson is the moment to
put that conversation on the calendar. Encourage them to do so. The kingdom does not advance
by good intentions. It advances by faithful obedience.

Close the lesson by inviting silent commitment. Each student names the conversation, the
confession, or the act of obedience the Lord is calling them to. Each student names a specific
time this week when they will take the step. And each student asks one other person from the
congregation to pray with them about it. The chapter ends with John in a tomb and the gospel
still going forward. The lesson ends with each student in the room willing to be faithful too.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Speaking the truth in love as the New Testament pattern (Ephesians 4:15)

e The willingness to bear cost for the sake of truthful, loving witness

e Confession of sin and the practice of accountability in the community of faith (James 5:16;
Galatians 6:1-2)

e The role of prayer in costly conversations (Colossians 4:2—6)

e The faithful endurance of disciples in seasons of pressure (Hebrews 12:1-4)

e The hope of reward and vindication that sustains faithful witness (Matthew 5:10-12; 2
Timothy 4:8)

Discussion Prompts

e What costly but loving honesty has the Lord been pressing on you to offer?

e What does speaking that truth in love (in the right way, at the right time, with the right
heart) look like specifically?

e Who could you ask to pray with you as you take this step this week?



