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Welcome to 2nd Street.  How can it possibly be 2011?  When I saved and filed away onto my laptop the three teachings I’ve done out of The Gospel of Luke over the past three Sundays, I was struck by the fact that this has been my fifth Christmas with you at 2nd Street – and that doesn’t seem possible at all.

I mean I know that 2nd Streeter Mike Wirta has the only DeLorean here in Newberg, but I don’t think his car came with the MARTY MCFLY FLUX CAPACITOR OPTION, so there’s no way I could have been part of this flock for five Christmas’s.  I mean maybe for some of you it seems like I’ve been with you for five years … and maybe for some of you, it seems like ten years! … but it’s MY REALITY that counts right now … so if it seems longer than five years to you, please, please, just keep it to yourself!

So welcome to 2011!  At the beginning of the year people make all kinds of resolutions.  “I’m going to lose weight.”  And the less commonly known, “I’m going to gain weight.”  “I’m going to exercise more.”  “I’m going to watch less TV.”  Another common resolution people make, and one that the folks at CHAPTERS really like to hear is, “I’m going to read more books.”  I’ve made that one myself.  What kinds of books do you like to read?  Shout out some of your favorite genres of books for us to hear.  Any HISTORICAL BIOGRAPHY enthusiasts here this morning?

My favorites are novels by David Baldacci, short stories by Flannery O’Connor, essays by Dorothy Sayers, poetry by Wendell Berry, Bible teachings by Tim Keller and Bob Yandian, theology by N.T. Wright and C.S. Lewis, and all the writings of Donald Miller, Frederick Buechner, and Dr. Seuss.  But I also love historical biographies by authors like David McCollough, Fawn Brodie, Frank McCourt, and Katherine Graham.

Reading the three Pulitzer winning biographies by David McCollough on US presidents Theodore Roosevelt (Mornings on Horseback, 1982), Harry Truman (Truman, 1993), and John Adams (John Adams, 2002), it’s hard to believe that not only was McCollough not a contemporary with these three men, but that he wasn’t also inside their hearts and minds.  Truly exceptional.  And Fawn Brodie’s biographies on Thomas Jefferson (Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History, 1974), and The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints founder, Joseph Smith (No Man Knows My History: The Life Of Joseph Smith, 1945) will always remain two of my favorites.

None of these five books have been out of print since their publication … and Fawn Brodie’s stinging expose on Joseph Smith was first published over 65 years ago!  How much do signed, First Edition, fine copies of these hardback books with their dust jackets go for out in the open market?

1. Mornings On Horseback	$300.00
2. Truman	$350.00
3. John Adams	$300.00
4. Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History	$250.00
5. No Man Knows My History	$1,500.00

The biographies of presidents and the founder of a worldwide cult go for big bucks.  Well this morning we’re beginning a 14-month verse-by-verse study of the first biography of Jesus Christ ever written – as least, the earliest one you and I have record of.  And it’s the second book in The New Testament known as MARK, or THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK … which is actually THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO PETER … told through the eyes of the Apostle Peter, but through the pen of Peter’s scribe, a man named Mark, or as he’s called in other places in The New Testament, John Mark.  But more about that later.

If autographed, dust-jacketed, fine, first edition copies of nearly modern-day historical biographies are worth hundreds to thousands of dollars, then how much worth should you and I ascribe to the narrative account of Jesus Christ, the most famous person to ever live in all of human history?  And yet, it’s so easy for us to look at the first four books in The New Testament … MATTHEW, MARK, LUKE, and JOHN … and just kind of nonchalantly say to ourselves or to others, “Oh, ya, the Gospels.  Read ‘em.  Not all that exciting.  A little Jesus goes a long way.”

I mean seriously, since MARK is the earliest of the four Gospels, I believe that I can confidently say to you here this morning … without any reservation whatsoever … that MARK is the single most important, most life-shaping, most God-inspiring, most Christian doctrine-making, most intimately reported, most honestly candid biography ever written in the history of the world.  I mean, tell me whose biography could even come close, either in terms of impact, or value?  Adam and Eve?  Abraham?  King David?  Confucius?  Alexander the Great?  Cleopatra?  Attila the Hun?  Martin Luther?  Amelia Earhart?  Martin Luther King Jr.?  Mahatmas Gandhi?  Oprah Winfrey?  Willie Mays?  I don’t think so.

Are you starting to see why this morning, we’re beginning a 40something verse-by-verse teaching series through MARK?  I know I shared this information about MARK with you twice in December, but I’m not offering them to you again because I think you’re inattentive or stupid.  I’m doing it because all of us are human, because, if you remember from our study from PROVERBS a year ago, that wisdom [chokmah] is “that which is pounded in”, and also because of what the Apostle Peter spoke of when he wrote SECOND PETER 3:1 …

SECOND PETER 3:1 (REVISED ENGLISH BIBLE)

1 This is now my second letter to you, my friends.  In both of them I have been recalling to you what you already know, to rouse you to honest thought. [emphasis added]

I know this information about MARK is probably settling down into your hearts and minds pretty well by now, but as we begin this study I want to go over it one more time because it’s important that all of us remember the peculiarities of MARK … and what sets it apart from the other three GOSPELS.  And so, like the explanation Peter gave to his readers in SECOND PETER 3:1, I’m hoping that this repetition won’t insult you, but that it will grab you by the shoulders, give you a loving shake, and rouse you to honest thought.

MARK

WRITTEN 	To the Romans, by Mark [John Mark], through the eyes of Peter the disciple/apostle in 68-73 A.D.
EMPHASIZES 	Jesus Christ, God’s Obedient, Suffering Servant.
SYMBOL 	The Ox (Sacrifice) … EZEKIEL 1:10.
KEY VERSE 	“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” (MARK 10:45)

The Gospels of MATTHEW, MARK, and LUKE, the first three books listed in The New Testament are often referred to as the synoptic gospels.  The Greek word gospel means, “good news.”  And the word synoptic means, “to see woven together.”  So the term synoptic gospels, which like the word Trinity, is used as a theologically clarifying term by Bible teachers, and isn’t found in the Bible itself, simply means, “to see the good news woven together.”  Which brings us to our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning

FAITH LESSON …

How are the Gospel truths being INTERWOVEN into and LIVED OUT of your life?  God purposefully wrote and sent out the four Gospels in different ways in order to reach different people.

God has placed certain people in your life, not as your theological projects, but so that, through relationship, He might use YOU to help move them toward questions about Jesus Christ, and toward faith in Jesus Christ, so that the Good News of the Gospel will become woven into their stories too.

So MARK was the first Gospel written, and the earliest remaining biography of Jesus Christ … and it focuses on Jesus Christ, as the OBEDIENT, SUFFERING SERVANT OF GOD – the second member of the Triunity of God who stepped out of heaven, came to earth … the manifested in the flesh member of the Godhead who worked miracles, made disciples, and suffered on the way to bring people like you and me back into relationship and fellowship with God the Father – the relationship and fellowship that is severed by the sin that all of us are born with, that all of us wrestle with, and that all of us must be forgiven of in order to come back to God.

History tells us that while Mark grew up and lived with his mother Mary (not Jesus’ mother – another Mary) and his aunt in the city of Jerusalem, he was born in Cyrene, in what is now the Northern African country of Libya.  History also tells us that in about 42 A.D., or about 20-25 years before writing MARK with the Apostle Peter, that Mark retraced the trip Joseph, Mary, and their new-born infant son Jesus took to Egypt, in order to flee the slaughter of babies that King Herod ordered after hearing from the Wise Men that the Jewish Messiah, the King of the Jews, had been born.  

Mark went to Egypt, not just as a tourist, but as an evangelist, and in the city of Alexandria, he planted the first Christian church in Africa, which both then and now is called The Coptic Church.  And just like Peter is the first Pope of the Roman Catholic Church, Mark is the first Pope of the Coptic Church.  Here’s an icon of a Middle-Eastern looking Apostle Mark from the Coptic Church, and another one of a more Northern African looking Apostle Mark from the Russian Orthodox Church.  These two icons were created about two centuries apart.

                             	          

         A Middle-Eastern looking		A North-African looking
         Mark from the 16th Century	Mark from the 18th Century
         Coptic Church.		 	Russian Orthodox Church.

The audience for The Gospel of Mark when it was first written was the Roman Christians and Christian seekers who were non-Jews.  We know this because of all the care Mark takes in explaining Jewish phrases and customs.  This also explains why MARK, uses less The Old Testament Scriptures than any of the other three Gospels, to explain and justify the life, ministry, words, and deeds of Jesus Christ.

For Mark, THE LIFE OF JESUS … everything He did, said, and thought – from His baptism by His cousin John the Baptist at the Jordan River, to His Resurrection and return to heaven in Jerusalem … THE LIFE OF JESUS, the good, the bad, and the ugly, are all combined in the telling of this Good News story.  Mark knew that, like a mustard seed, which starts out small, but which when watered and tended will grow into a big plant … that the Kingdom of God Jesus came and established during His life and ministry, would grow and mature through the lives of the people who make the choice to come into a personal relationship with Him … and that through these early Christians, and through the Christians living right now – through you and through me … the whole world would be turned upside down, inside out, and set right again by God. 

Mark believed that YOU AND I, as the people of the Kingdom of God, are the ones God is using the move His purposes forward in the world … using to prepare other people for God’s salvation, God’s Good News, God’s new beginnings, God’s healing, and God’s restoration.  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

Throughout MARK when Jesus invites people to follow Him – Jews and non-Jews, rich and poor, educated and uneducated, men and women, young and old, religious and non-religious – He was setting the stage for the moment in time when He would call out EACH OF OUR NAMES and invite us to follow Him, and allow Him to begin this work of “new beginnings” in our lives.  We’re part of the story!

Mark wasn’t there when Jesus first called out to the disciples and said “follow Me” … but he took Jesus’s invitation to others as an invitation to himself, to imitate Christ’s life, and to follow Christ’s teachings.  And I believe that as we go through this 14-month study of MARK, Jesus is going to speak to everyone who is listening … and that He is going to say to all of us who are listening …

· Trust Me with your hopes and your dreams.
· Believe in Me with your hearts and minds.
· Serve Me with your gifts and your callings.
· Stick with Me during your seasons of doubt.
· Walk with Me through your times of suffering and pain.
· Talk with Me through your times of victory and joy.

MARK is the shortest of the four New Testament Gospels, and it moves quickly and with loads of action.  Like a fast-paced TV drama, MARK portrays the life and ministry of Jesus Christ in simple, straightforward, mainly one-act dramas … all the while REVEALING MORE ABOUT JESUS CHRIST THROUGH WHAT HE DOES THAN BY WHAT HE SAYS.  If you want to experience more of Jesus longer teachings and conversations, then check out MATTHEW, LUKE, and especially JOHN.

I want to encourage you to download the 2011 SUNDAY TEACHING SCHEDULE off the Bible Teaching page on the 2nd Street website at www.2ndstreet.org.  And in that schedule, which I’ll upload to the website later this week, you’ll be able to see when and how we’ll move through this book over the coming months.  But some of my favorite parts of MARK are found in the following passages and stories …

· John the Baptist calls people to repentance		MARK 1:1-15
· Jesus calls Peter and others to follow Him		MARK 1:16-20
· Jesus tells the parable of the farmer planting seed	MARK 4:1-20
· Jesus heals a woman and raises a girl from the dead	MARK 5:21-43
· Jesus feeds over 4,000 people				MARK 8:1-10
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Jesus gives the money changers an eviction notice	MARK 11:15-19
· A widow gives God everything				MARK 12:41-44
· Peter says he won’t deny Jesus, and then does		MARK 14:27-72
· Jesus is arrested, condemned, and crucified		MARK 15:1-26
· Jesus comes back to life					MARK 16:1-8				
As we wrap up this morning’s teaching and time of worship together, turn with me to MARK 14, because it’s here that we find one of the most intimate passages in these sixteen chapters, as in vv. 12-31 Jesus and His disciples, on the night of His arrest, are together in the upper room of a Jerusalem home … and it is here that Jesus will wash His disciples’ feet, and tell them that one of them will betray Him, and that one of them will deny Him, and that He is going to crucified and then be resurrected … it’s here that the imagery of the bread as His body broken for us, and the wine as His blood spilled our for us, became universal symbols of the depth to which Jesus Christ loved His disciples, both then, and still today.

MARK 14:12a, 22-24, 26  (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

12a It was now the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread when the Passover lamb was sacrificed.
22 While they were eating, Jesus took some bread and thanked God for it and broke it.  Then He gave it to his followers and said, “Take it; this is My body.”
23 Then Jesus took a cup and thanked God for it and gave it to the followers, and they all drank from the cup.
24 Then Jesus said, “This is My blood which is the new agreement that God makes with His people.  This blood is poured out for many.
26 After singing a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives.

Almost all historic biographies have one thing in common.  I mean occasionally, one is written about a person who is still alive (can you say “Justin Bieber”?) … but most of the GREAT ONES are written about people who died long ago, but whose influence have remained and proven their worth over the march of time.

And yet, in the midst of this truth, The Four Gospels, as historic biography, stand alone … for they were written nearly 2,000 years ago, and remain relevant because the central character of the story isn’t dead, but He is alive!  His name is Jesus Christ.  And He’s here with us right now.  And I see our THIRD FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

Throughout MARK when Jesus invites people to come to Him, He longs to have you and me surrender our stories to His story, so that the two become so intertwined that, we don’t lose ourselves, but that, in fact, in the most intimate, central, core part of who we are, we find ourselves, and as Jesus put it to Nicodemus in JOHN 3:7, we are “born again.”

This is the life of intimate surrender and communion God calls us to through the life of Jesus Christ.

I love how author Steven James, in his book simply entitled Story writes about this history-shaping event that His church still celebrates together …

“Jesus is the Lamb of God, the One they’d been waiting for, the One centuries of sacrifices had been pointing toward.  And now He was talking about being killed.  Nothing was, as it seemed.  The deliverer of the ages was feeding these twelve guys God’s new agreement …   the entire Old Testament had been foreshadowing this night, but none of the disciples even realized it.  Blindness isn’t the result of too little light – that’s darkness.  Blindness is when you’re not able to see when light is all around you.  These guys were blind.

someone pointed out to me
that a pebble and a diamond
are alike to a blind man.

maybe I’ve been fingering
diamonds all this time
without ever realizing it.

The bread and wine were really diamonds of God’s promise in disguise … through His brokenness and death, hope would finally become tangible and real – as real as a warm loaf of bread or a cup of sparkling wine.  Different denominations will probably always wrestle with the exact meaning of the bread and the wine.  But all of them agree that this meal is a way of remembering Christ’s sacrifice, of receiving reassurance of His forgiveness, of proclaiming His death, and of expressing unity of faith.” (pp. 126-128) 

And so let’s share in the bread and the cup of Christ as we close this introductory teaching on The Gospel of Mark, and as we begin this New Year with one another as the flock called 2nd Street.  Again, Steven Lewis writes in Story …

touching the unseen

the sweet wine of Your blood is on my lips
the tender mystery of Your body is on my tongue
Your heart was broken on that cross
Your blood has soaked deeply
into the wood of my days

remembrance

Please come forward with one another and receive communion.  And as you come, and stand in line, talk with Jesus about your life with Him, and about your desire that His story become more intimately interwoven with your story in 2011.  Talk with Him about your need to receive His forgiveness for your sins, and your need to offer forgiveness to others for the sins they’ve committed against you.  Talk with Him about your willingness to move past stubbornness to surrender, to stop viewing doubt as a roadblock to faith, but as a component of faith, and to begin seeing you life with Him as a journey you’re taking, instead of as a destination you’ve already arrived at.

Who knows, maybe your life story, your historic biography, will someday make a difference in the life of someone else … capturing their imagination about what can be accomplished through the surrendered-to-God-life of one single person.  Don’t think it could happen?  Then you’re not dreaming enough, you’re not trusting God enough, and you’re not inviting Jesus Christ to intertwine His story into your story in a way that will make a difference for eternity in your life and in the lives of others.

Jesus Christ, the Son of God whom The Gospel of Mark so intimately portrays to us as the Obedient, Suffering Servant, loved you enough to give His life for you.  He stepped out of heaven so that He could step into your life.  Come to Him.

NEXT SUNDAY … EVANGELICAL FRIENDS MISSION INTERNATIONAL MISSIONARIES FROM RWANDA, DAVID AND DEBBIE THOMAS AND THEIR CHILDREN GWEN, AREN, BRIANNA, AND ALANDRA (www.friendsmission.com/missionaries/david-a-debby-thomas).  COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING.
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