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How good it is to worship with you this morning.  I’d like to thank once again the four people who shared some of their stories with us two weeks ago – about how they’re seeing the resurrection life of Jesus alive and flowing in their lives … Allan Lobato, Elizabeth Berg, Scott Winter, and Heidi Hopkins.  Thanks so much for your willingness to share your hearts and your stories with us.

This past weekend, I was teaching at the NWYM Men’s Retreat at Twin Rocks camp on the Northern Oregon Coast, and we had a really great time together learning from God’s Word and from one another about what it means that we’re BELOVED CHILDREN OF GOD, and that we don’t have to live life like we’re spiritual orphans.  I look forward to sharing two of these same teachings here the last two Sundays in March – and believe that that focus will be a good bridge between the end of our study of MARK and the beginning of our study of EXODUS.

And I heard from multiple people about the great job the George Fox University Players did at sharing the truths of the Gospel with you through drama last Sunday.  It’s great to be able to see, hear, and receive the truths of God in a variety of ways.  Speaking of which, I want to invite some folks from our 2nd Street drama team, to come and share a piece that really speaks into this exact truth …

	DRAMA:  OPEN MY EYES, LORD

Jesus can and will speak to any of us, if we will open up our hearts and minds to hear His voice and His instruction in our lives.

This morning we’re going to look into the last 11 verses of MARK 16 … and we’ll wrap up our yearlong study of The Gospel of Mark.  These final verses in MARK are listed, or not listed, differently in various translations of the Bible, but when they’re listed there’s almost always an explanation included that says something like …

“The verses MARK 16:9-20 are not found in the earliest
manuscripts of MARK.”

In other words, many Bible translators and teachers believe that MARK 16:9-20 are not part of what Mark originally wrote.  We live in a day when there are so many different and new translations of the Bible.  In fact, it seems like every year a new translation hits the bookshelves.  The most recent one I’ve seen and am occasionally using is called The Common English Bible.  The differences between one translation and another can be pretty big – but for the most part, the differences between translations are just a difference in how a phrase from the original Hebrew or Greek is translated.  What most folks don’t realize is that there can also be an underlying difference in the text that is actually being translated.  We call these original Hebrew and Greek texts “manuscripts”.

When the various books of the Bible were written, of course, there were no photocopiers, no Kinko’s, no printing presses, or no computers … and so the Biblical texts were written by hand, and then copied by hand.

Before you get worried about whether or not the text of the Bible is accurate, let me assure you that it is.  Because when I say we have copies, what I mean is that we have MULTIPLE THOUSANDS of these various, ancient, copies.  Some copies were written out on PARCHMENT (largely from cotton), others on PAPYRUS (from the Papyrus plant), and others on VELLUM (from animal skins).  There are fragments of individual Bible books, there are complete books, and there are collections of the various books.  However, no original copies of any of the books of the Bible remain … but what we have are copies of copies.

The original New Testament books were written in a simple form of Greek called Koine Greek, and we have over five thousand of these ancient Koine Greek manuscripts of The New Testament.  There were also ancient translations of The New Testament made into other languages from the Greek, including eight thousand Latin manuscripts; and copies translated into Syriac, Egyptian, Armenian, Georgian, Gothic, and Slavonic.

Through the 20+ centuries since Jesus Christ was here on earth, a very complicated and sophisticated science has developed in order to study these Biblical texts and try to determine where any of them have wandered away from the original writings.  With all this copying, of course, there are differences in the various ancient manuscripts.  Sometimes copyists added or took away from the text as they copied.  Most of the variations are very insignificant things like spelling, or an added word, or a dropped word, or a change in word order.  But there are two places in The New Testament where an entire paragraph is in doubt (MARK 16:9-20 and JOHN 8:1-11). But in all the known variations, there is nothing that changes any orthodox Christian doctrine or theology.

Here’s an excerpt of what’s written about this interesting reality from the notes of the English Standard Version Study Bible …

“Some ancient manuscripts of Mark’s Gospel contain MARK 16:9-20 and others do not, which presents a puzzle for scholars who specialize in the history of such manuscripts.  Early Church Fathers Origen and Clement of Alexandria did not appear to know of these verses, and Eusebius and Jerome state that this section is missing in most manuscripts available at their time.  On the other hand, some early and many later manuscripts and many other Early Church Fathers, including Irenaeus, evidently knew of these verses.  As for the verses themselves, they contain various Greek words and expressions uncommon to Mark, and there are stylistic differences as well.  Many think this shows vv. 9-20 to be a later addition.  In summary, vv. 9–20 should be read with caution … and the content of vv. 9–20 is best explained by reference to other passages in the Gospels and the rest of The New Testament.

About one-third of the vocabulary used in these last eleven verses of MARK 16 is totally different from the rest of MARK and there’s a very awkward grammatical transition between vv. 8 and 9.  And yet, because many very early Christian writers refer to these verses matter-of-factly in their writings, it seems clear to me that they knew them, and had accepted them as original and authoritative.

It doesn’t make sense to me that the Apostle Peter and his scribe Mark, would have ended their Gospel with the abruptness of v. 8 … with the women being afraid, and not including any comments about Jesus’ empty tomb.  Which leads me to wonder if perhaps, somehow, the original ending to their Gospel was lost, and what we have now was later added back on as a replacement.

For me, the fact that the earliest Christian writers accepted MARK 16:9-20 as genuine, leads me to believe that they’re genuine, even though the earliest manuscripts we have don’t contain them.  But, in the end, we’ll have to wait until we get to heaven and see the original manuscripts.

MARK 16:9-10 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

9 Now after He [Jesus Christ] had risen early on the first day of the week, He first appeared to Mary Magdalene, from whom He had cast out seven demons
10 She went and reported to those who had been with Him, while they were mourning and weeping. [emphasis added]

This story of Mary Magdalene’s early morning meeting Jesus is told in greater detail in JOHN 20:11-18  … this is the meeting where at first, Mary thought the resurrected Jesus was the gardener.  It’s clear from this story and from other post-resurrection stories of Jesus found in the other Gospels and in the book of ACTS, that Jesus’ resurrection body looked quite different from the way it looked before He died.  I don’t mean that Jesus had a different bodily form … like, before being crucified, Jesus looked like Robert Redford, but afterwards, He looked like Abe Vigoda.

I think that Jesus was originally unrecognizable after His resurrection, because of the incredible trauma inflicted upon His body before, during, and after His death on the cross.   And remember, that even today, Jesus Christ still has His crucifixion wounds.  After His resurrection, we read in JOHN 20:25-28 we read that Thomas was able to put his fingers into the open wounds on Jesus’ hands and feet … and here’s what REVELATION 5:6b tells us about this (see also ZECHARIAH 12:10) …

REVELATION 5:6b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

6b [The Apostle John, speaking 60 years after the crucifixion and the resurrection … describing what He saw in his vision or revelation of what existed in that exact moment in heaven] And I saw between the throne (with the four living creatures) and the elders a Lamb standing, as if slain … [emphasis added]

This might sound terrible to us, but as The Old Testament prophet Isaiah tells us in ISAIAH 53:5, it’s by these wounds of Jesus Christ that we’ve been healed.

Mark tells us that Mary and Jesus had a conversation, because she went back into Jerusalem where her fellow disciples were hiding out, mourning and weeping, and praying, and told them that Jesus was alive.  But they wouldn’t believe her.  The legal testimony of women in Jesus’ day didn’t hold much weight – but the disciples knew Mary, and they’d trusted her enough to be the one to go to Jesus’ body to anoint it for what they thought would be His final burial.  And yet, in the end, Mary’s fellow disciples thought she was either making the story up or hallucinating.

MARK 16:11 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 they heard that He was alive and had been seen by her, they refused to believe it.

Amazing.  And friends, what was true on that day, is still true today, as some of the people Jesus asks you to share His story, and the story of your life with God with … many of them will not believe you the first time you share with them.  Not everybody always respond the way we hope they will when we share Jesus with them.  It’s like the details of His story somehow doesn’t always connect with people’s lives … and this is why, for many of us, it takes multiple hearings and exposures to the truths of Jesus Christ for us to open up our lives to Him.

ILLUSTRATION … At the end of a sermon, a pastor announced that the following Sunday he would preach on Noah and the Ark, and he gave the scriptural reference from GENESIS for his congregation to read ahead of time.

A couple of young boys in his church looked up the verses, and noticed something interesting about the placement of the story of the Flood in the Bible.  So one afternoon that week, they slipped into the church and glued together two pages of the Pulpit Bible that their pastor read from every Sunday.  And on the following Sunday, the pastor got up to read his text.

“Noah took unto himself a wife,” he began, “and she was” - he turned the page to continue - “three hundred cubits long, fifty cubits wide, and thirty cubits high.”

And the pastor paused, scratched his head, turned the page back and read it silently, and then turned the page again.  Then he looked up at his congregation and said, “You know, I’ve been reading this old Bible for over fifty years now, but there are some things in it that are hard to believe.”

Look, I get it, that at first glance there are some things in the Bible that seem hard to believe – even when the pages aren’t glued together.  UNTIL YOU SPEND SOME TIME INVESTIGATING THE TRUTH.  And even though the disciples didn’t believe them at first … they changed their tune pretty quickly when Jesus actually showed up.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON 1
 
Don’t give up on sharing the truth of the Gospel with your friends … even if at first, they don’t believe.

But Mary wasn’t the only one to see Jesus and not recognize Him … because in the next verses, Jesus meets up with some of the other disciples … a story told more fully in LUKE 24:13-32 … and they didn’t recognize Him either.  They just thought He was a fellow traveler.  I’ve always loved what Jesus did before revealing His identity to these disciples … it’s found in LUKE 24:27 …

LUKE 24:27 (THE MESSAGE)

27 Then He [Jesus Christ] started at the beginning, with the Books of Moses, and went on through all the Prophets, pointing out everything in the Scriptures that referred to Him. [emphasis added]

Man, what I’d give to have a CD of that Bible Study!  To hear Jesus Christ Himself open up and explain The Old Testament Scriptures about who He was.  And notice how Jesus deals with their unbelief.  He takes them right into Scripture.  I’ve had people ask me, “Gregg, when you teach the Bible verse-by-verse at 2nd Street, aren’t you afraid that it will be off-putting to folks who don’t yet see who Jesus is?”  To which I always say, “No way.  We get more and more hungry for what we’re fed.  And the best way to discover the reality of who Jesus Christ is, is to begin opening up the Word of God, and diving in.”

MARK 16:12-13 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

12 After that, He appeared in a different form to two of them while they were walking along on their way to the country.
13 They went away and reported it to the others, but they did not believe them either.

What a day this was … as the disciples choose to not receive the testimony of the women, OR of their fellow, male believers.  As pastor-teacher David Guzik writes, apparently, these disciples were equal opportunity unbelievers!

MARK 16:14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14 Afterward He appeared to the eleven themselves, as they were reclining at the table; and He reproached them for their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they had not believed those who had seen Him after He had risen.
The disciples were guilty here of what Jesus so often accused the Pharisees and other Jewish Religious Leaders of … being hard-hearted, listening but not understanding, seeing, but not obeying.  And so Jesus reproached them, or called them out on this lack of a maturing, growing, deepening faith.

Jesus’ response and rebuke here toward His disciples is stronger than in any other resurrection appearances, and here’s why:  Jesus is going to be sending these disciples out into the world to preach faith in Him to people who will have to believe in Him without seeing personal physical evidence.  And because of this Jesus knew that these disciples needed to search their own unbelieving hearts, so they’d know how to approach the unbelief of the people they’d soon be building relationships with, and preaching and teaching to.  Oh friends, let’s be teachable.  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON 2
 
Maturing followers of Jesus Christ are willing to listen when God calls them to listen, are willing to receive when they need to receive, and are willing to learn when God calls them to learn.  Let’s become this kind of maturing of Jesus Christ!

Gang, this is so important, because even when we make the choice to remain unteachable, we don’t escape the weight of responsibility.  And so the critical questions are … are we going to walk by faith and not by sight (SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:7), and are we going to start growing up before we grow old?

MARK 16:15 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

15 And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation. 
 
What we have here is Mark’s telling of Jesus’ words that are commonly referred to from MATTHEW 28 as “The Great Commission”.  This is Jesus’ sending out of His disciples into the world with the message of the Gospel … to speak it out and to live it out, so that others might respond to it and come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  And friends, until we understand that this is a COMMAND, not a SUGGESTION we’ll never begin to live MISSIONALLY in the world.

To live MISSIONALLY is to live attentive to the opportunities God gives us to live out the Gospel … out in the world and with Christians, and in the church, and with not-yet-Christians.  I love what 19th and 20th-Century American Bible teacher, scholar, and author, Henry Ironside, wrote about this …

“Living out the Great Commission is not an elective in God’s University of Grace.  It is something every disciple is expected to major in.”
 
And yet, many Christians are unclear about what it means to preach the gospel.  Does it mean talking about the creation account of GENESIS, or about the end times of REVELATION?  What does it actually mean to share the gospel?  I love how the Apostle Paul answers this question when he reminds the followers of Jesus Christ, living in the Greek town of Corinth of how he had shared the gospel with them …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 15:3-4 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

3-4 I passed on to you what I received, of which this was most important:  That Christ died for our sins, as the Scriptures say; that He was buried and was raised to life on the third day as the Scriptures say;

The Gospel is comprised of three simple, but powerful components …

1. Jesus Christ died for our sins.
2. Jesus Christ was buried in a tomb.
3. Jesus came back to life from the dead.

You and I have the opportunity … the commissioned opportunity … to tell people their sins are forgiven regardless of what they’ve done, are doing, or ever will do because Jesus Christ was nailed to Cross of Calvary, where He bled and died to pay the price for every sin.  And here’s what I’ve discovered to be true … almost all of the time when sharing this story … we don’t need to convince people they’re sinners and separated from God by their sin … they already know it.

We’ve got to remember that this calling Jesus is articulating here and laying onto the lives of His followers then, and His followers today … this idea of a kind of faith that willingly, joyfully, and even sacrificially goes into all the world with it’s message … this wasn’t how the Jews in Jesus day, thought about how to share their beliefs … and it’s not how you and I today, think about how to share our beliefs.  This was a whole new thing.  This idea was revolutionary.  And it still is.

And yet, the undeniable, inescapable reality is that God is looking to maturing followers who will trust Him enough actively share their faith with others.  This was Jesus’ parting instruction … to preach the gospel to the whole world.  But it isn’t just about preaching the gospel, and today it isn’t just about driving around in a truck with a loudspeaker and reading Bible verses to people.  It’s about making disciples.  A disciple is a learner, and a follower.  The disciples Jesus first spoke these words to weren’t supposed to be His last disciples … they were just the first disciples.  A disciple is one who “observes all things He has commanded”.

And yet Jesus’ disciples – the ones hearing this command, and even reading this command during the days and weeks after it was given – they didn’t immediately obey.  For the most part, until persecution started ramping up, they mainly stayed put in Jerusalem – and it’s persecution that continues to be the impetus of much of the spreading of the Gospel message throughout the world today.




MARK 16:16-18 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

16 He who has believed and has been baptized shall be saved; but he who has disbelieved shall be condemned.
17 These signs will accompany those who have believed:  In My name they will cast out demons, they will speak with new tongues;
18 they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any deadly poison, it will not hurt them; they will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover.”

In v. 16 Jesus gives us a PROMISE OF SALVATION, and also a WARNING.  Notice that Jesus doesn’t say that condemnation belongs to those who aren’t baptized, but rather, that it belongs only to the ones who chose to not believe.  There are some denominations, a couple of them with churches right here in Newberg, who teach that if you’re not baptized in their church, you’re not saved.  And so if you transfer to their church from another church, you have to get re-baptized to become saved, and to become a member.  Yikes.  What nonsense.

Based on this one verse in Mark, there are Christians who’ve done some pretty crazy, wacked out things.  You may have seen news reports of snake-handling churches. During their worship services, these wild churchgoers pick up poisonous snakes and dance with them.  Some go so far as to drink cyanide and other poisons.  What are they trying to prove?  I'm not convinced of their faith - just their foolishness.  Jesus never told them to do this - just that if it happened to them, they would be okay.

Today, there is an estimated 2,000 people who still follow this practice … mostly in the SE USA.  According to an article in the 7 April 2003 edition of National Geographic, the people who do this don’t believe that they won’t get hurt or die.  They simply believe that they are commanded by this verse to pick up serpents and so they do it.  Imagine visiting that church for the first time, not knowing that it was “pick up a snake Sunday”!

The article said that the churches that do this are family-dominated churches, and within these families, there have been over 100 deaths, and lots of experience with people losing limbs.  One of the pastors they interviewed from Georgia, Junior G. McCormick had this to say … “Some people were bit, and I believe God was ready for them and their time had come,” he said. “I was bit 14 times, by rattlesnakes, copperheads and water moccasins, and I never used anti-venom — all I had was just Jesus.  I’ve been bitten badly, but I’ll go back the next week and pick them up [serpents] again.”

It’s not surprising to me, that this whole article talked about how religiously these groups focus on handling poisonous snakes, that it was completely silent about their willingness to obey the real command of this passage, which is to go and preach, and make disciples, not to pick up poisonous snakes.

When Satan tempted Jesus, in MATTHEW 4:5-7, Satan quoted God’s Word – right out of The Old Testament book of DEUTERONOMY.  Gang, we need to weigh the whole counsel of God.  Many, many verses from God’s Word can be wildly taken out of context and crazy doctrines can be formulated.  That's why we continue to look at God’s Word as He's established it:  line-by-line, precept-by-precept (ISAIAH 28:10).

In these words, yes Jesus gives His followers the promise of divine power and protection … but He’s giving us promises that need to be understood and received within the context of the very real dangers inherent in the worldwide spread of the message of the Gospel.  For instance, when the Apostle Paul was bit by a poisonous snake on the Island of Malta and lived (ACTS 28:1-6) I bet his heart and mind and those of the people with him flashed back to these words from Jesus.  But in no way was Jesus intending that drinking poison or handling poisonous snakes was to ever be used by His followers a specific test or measure of the depth or genuineness of their faith.

MARK 16:19 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19 So then, when the Lord Jesus had spoken to them, He was received up into heaven and sat down at the right hand of God.

Many other things happened between His resurrection and His ascension – the name given to when Jesus Christ left earth, and returned to heaven.  You can read about these days of conversations, miracles, healings, and instruction in the final chapters of MATTHEW, LUKE, and JOHN.

But why did Jesus have to leave the earth and go back to heaven?  I could do a whole teaching on this, but I believe that the number one reason Jesus Christ had to return to heaven was so that these new followers of Jesus Christ would put their trust and confidence in the power and in the ministry of the Holy Spirit, instead of keeping it in the geographical presence of Jesus.  But here are three other important reasons given by Jesus and by the Apostle Paul for why Jesus returned to heaven …

1. Jesus returned to heaven to prepare a place for us (JOHN 14:3).
2. Jesus returned to heaven to become our intercessor with God (ROMANS 8:34).
3. Jesus returned to heaven to give out spiritual gifts to His followers (EPHESIANS 4:8).

MARK 16:20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

20 And they went out and preached everywhere, while the Lord worked with them, and confirmed the word by the signs that followed.] 
[And they promptly reported all these instructions to Peter and his companions.  And after that, Jesus Himself sent out through them from east to west the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation.]

In other words, eventually, the disciples didn’t just sit around on their hands, and they didn’t just try and keep the Good News of the Gospel inside of themselves.  And I see our THIRD FAITH LESSON here …
FAITH LESSON 3

Maturing followers of Jesus Christ get involved in the church, they love God and one another, and then they go out into the world and live out the Gospel with power, courage, visibility, and intention.

And I love how v. 20 ends … with Jesus working with them and confirming to the world that He was real by His signs that flowed through them out into the world.  Gang, when you and I go out into the world to do the work of God, JESUS WILL ALWAYS WORK WITH US.  Two thousand years ago the 1st-Century disciples did what Jesus told them to do, and then Jesus did what only He could do – He confirmed His presence in their lives with signs.  How awesome that Jesus does the same thing today … showing through you and through me that He is indeed living and working, and calling people everywhere into relationship with Him.

As followers of Jesus Christ, we aren’t to live in holy huddles, secluded from the world … “rabbit hole Christians”, as they’re called by late British pastor-teacher and theologian John R. Stott.  Connection, immersion, and relationship with Jesus Christ calls us out as His followers into connection, immersion, and relationship with people who are Christians, and with people are not yet Christians.

When Jesus touched lepers He did so with love and compassion – and with the knowledge that He wouldn’t get leprosy, but that they’d be healed.  When we have a single-hearted devotion to Jesus Christ we can reach out to the world with intention, compassion, and love, with the Jesus-story on our lips and in our actions.  In fact, to do anything less than this is to deny God’s calling on our lives as His followers.

NEXT SUNDAY 2ND STREETER AARON HOPKINS WILL SHARE WITH US A TEACHING ON HOW COME HE KNOWS THE TRUTHS ABOUT JESUS CHRIST WE’VE BEEN STUDYING IN MARK ARE TRUE.  INVITE SOMEONE WHO ISN’T YET PART OF A CHURCH FAMILY TO JOIN YOU … AND COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING.

JOIN OTHER 2ND STREETERS AT THE CHURCH OFFICE ON THURSDAY MORNING AT 6:00 A.M. TO STUDY GOD’S WORD FROM THE ANNUAL BIBLE READING PLAN! 
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