THE BEAUTIFUL UPSET S2: A SERIES ON MARK
DAILY STUDY

Introduction

We began our first season of The Beautiful Upset in the middle of Mark’s Gospel. Which is an
odd place to begin a story. Usually, you meet the characters before joining them halfway down
the road.

But we did it on purpose. In Mark 8, Jesus begins to speak plainly about his suffering, rejection
and death. His disciples have come to believe he is the Messiah. Now they must discover how
little that word means what they thought it meant. We joined them there and followed Jesus
towards Jerusalem.

For season two, we're going back to the beginning. There’s something to be said for returning to
the opening pages of a story when you know where it leads. You notice things you missed. A
word takes on weight. An encounter that seemed ordinary turns out to have been telling you
something all along.

Mark’s first words are “Good News”. Before the arguments, before the bewilderment of the
disciples, before the cross, he tells us that the story we are about to read is good. We may need
to come back to that when Jesus does something we don’t understand.

And he will. He will welcome people others have learned to keep at a distance. He will forgive
sins, interrupt familiar religious arrangements and call people away from work they know how to
do into a life they can scarcely imagine. Some will be delighted. Others will wish he had left
things alone. We may find ourselves in both groups.

Over these six weeks, we’ll return to those early encounters. We’ll watch people make their first
attempts to understand Jesus, and perhaps become a little more honest about our own. It is
easy, after years of hearing these stories, to assume we know what he will say. Familiarity can
keep us from listening.

So we begin again. With good news, a voice in the wilderness and the coming of someone we
may not know quite as well as we thought.

Welcome to season two of The Beautiful Upset.

Pastor Andreas



WEEK 1 — MONDAY
WHERE THE STORY REALLY BEGINS

Mark 1:1-3 (NLT) "This is the Good News about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God. It began
just as the prophet Isaiah had written: 'Look, | am sending my messenger ahead of you, and he
will prepare your way. He is a voice shouting in the wilderness, "Prepare the way for the Lord's
coming! Clear the road for him!"'

If you've ever sat through a 45-minute movie intro where you just want the title card to drop so
the plot can actually start, Mark is the Gospel writer for you.

While Matthew gives us a massive genealogy list that reads like ancient tax software, and Luke
walks us through the complete birth announcement logistics, Mark skips to mid-scene: This is
the Good News about Jesus. He doesn’t stall or warmup he gets straight to the action.

Sometimes we stall because we convince ourselves we just need more info. A few years ago, |
moved house, and | need to replace my toaster. Instead of just grabbing one from Walmart, |
spent three weeks reading online reviews, comparing heating elements, and running an
Instagram poll. We also love to stall under the guise of "getting prepared,” in our spiritual lives.
We tell ourselves that we’ll engage with God once we clear up every detail.

Mark’s story doesn't give us any time to hang around, he makes a decision and says Jesus is
"Good News." It's a term ancient Romans used for massive, world-altering political victories, and
then quotes Isaiah yelling about clearing a highway in the desert.

Notice that image: clear the road. The wilderness isn't full of philosophical debate; it's full of
overgrown brush, fallen rocks, and dead weight blocking the path. Here is the first spark of the
beautiful upset: we expect a slow, manageable entrance, but God arrives like a sudden
disruption. He doesn't conform to our timeline or our need for comfortable background research.
The King is breaking in, and He isn't asking for permission to overturn our expectations.

Stop waiting for a full prologue before you pay attention. The main event has already started.

Reflect

1. What is one specific piece of "overgrown brush" (a distraction, delay tactic, or habit)
currently blocking your spiritual path?

2. Why do you think we naturally prefer searching for "more information" rather than taking
a direct step of obedience?

3. What would it look like for you to "clear the road" and give God focused space in your life
this week?



WEEK 1 - TUESDAY

THE ANTI-INFLUENCE IN THE DESERT

Mark 1:4-8 (NLT) "This messenger was John the Baptist. He was in the wilderness and
preached that people should be baptized to show that they had turned to God to receive
forgiveness of their sins. All of Judea including all the people of Jerusalem went out to see
and hear John... His clothes were woven from coarse camel’s hair, and he wore a leather
belt around his waist. He ate locusts and wild honey..."

Picture the marketing pitch for John the Baptist: "He lives out in the dust, wears clothes that
scratch like sandpaper, eats literal grasshoppers, and his core message is that everyone in
power is failing."

By every modern metric, John should have had zero followers. He had no polish, no media
team, no curated aesthetic, and his event venue was a ditch near a muddy river two hours out
of town. Yet Mark says everyone went out to see him. Elite city folk, working-class neighbors,
religious leaders, they all trekked into the heat. Why?

Because people are exhausted by performance. We live in a world overflowing with slick
branding, carefully engineered personal images, and people trying to sell us an optimized
version of life. John was the total opposite: utterly unpolished, aggressively authentic, and
completely unconcerned with pleasing the crowd.

He offered zero fluff. He told people straight to their faces: You are broken, you need to clean up
your act, and I’'m not even important enough to untie the shoes of the One who comes next.

That kind of humility is magnetic because it's so rare. John didn't build a platform to host his
own glory; he built a platform just to point off-stage.

We spend so much energy curating how we look to the world. John shows us that God doesn't
use polished performances; He uses people who are bold enough to be real and humble
enough to get out of the way.

Reflect

1. In what area of your life do you feel the most pressure to maintain a polished, "curated"
image rather than showing your authentic self?

2. Why is unvarnished honesty about our flaws and failures so terrifying—yet so liberating?

3. How can you practice John’s kind of radical humility in your relationships or work this
week?



WEEK 1 — WEDNESDAY
STANDING IN THE WRONG LINE

Mark 1:9-11 (NLT) "One day Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee, and John baptized him in
the Jordan River. As Jesus came up out of the water, he saw the heavens splitting apart and the
Holy Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice from heaven said, 'You are my dearly
loved Son, and you bring me great joy."

Imagine if you walked into a rehab clinic, sat down in a group therapy session, and then you
notice that the surgeon general of the United States is next to you, as a patient. It would feel
wrong, that’s the level of absurdity happening here at the Jordan River.

John baptised hundreds, and it was explicitly for people who confessed their sins, because they
had blown it and needed a fresh start. And who steps into the queue? Jesus. The one person in
history who had zero business being in that line.

If you or | were designing the entrance for the Son of God, we would have picked a better stage
( superbowl - half time show), a dramatic royal procession, or at least a venue with good
lighting. And here, Jesus chooses a muddy river, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with broken
people admitting they can't save themselves.

This is the beautiful upset in full motion: a King whose power isn't flexed by standing above us,
but by stepping into the mud with us. He shatters every human expectation of what victory and
royalty are supposed to look like.

And look at what happens the second He steps out of the water: the sky gets ripped open (Mark
uses the aggressive Greek word schizo—the heavens literally burst), and the Father says, "You
are my dearly loved Son, and you bring me great joy." Notice the timing. Jesus hasn't performed
a miracle yet. He hasn't preached a famous sermon, hasn't gathered thousands of fans, hasn't
done anything to build a resume. His Father’s approval is given before He does the work, not as
a reward for it.

How much of your anxiety comes from feeling like you're constantly on trial? We hustle
endlessly to earn approval, from our bosses, our parents, our peers, or even God.

Reflect

1. How does it change your view of Jesus knowing He willingly stepped into "the line for
broken people" alongside us?

2. What performance or achievement are you currently leaning on to feel valuable or
worthy of love?

3. How would your daily stress level shift if you truly believed God's approval was your
starting line rather than a finish-line reward?



WEEK 1 - THURSDAY
THE WILDERNESS IS NOT A MISTAKE

Mark 1:12-13 (NLT) "The Spirit at once compelled Jesus to go out into the wilderness, where
he was tempted by Satan for forty days. He was among wild beasts, and angels took care of
him."

We have this subtle, toxic idea that if we're doing things right, life should be smooth. If we hit a
season of brutal isolation, mental pressure, or relentless difficulty, our first instinct is to panic
and ask: What did | do wrong? Where did | mess up?

Look closely at verse 12. Who drives Jesus into the dark, scorching desert? It wasn't the devil. It
wasn't a bad decision. It was the Holy Spirit.

Immediately after the highest moment of His life, the open heavens, the voice of love, Jesus is
pushed straight into a forty-day pressure cooker. Mark skips all the dramatic verbal sparring
match details you find in other Gospels and leaves us with just the raw atmosphere: barren
rock, wild predators circling, intense temptation, and complete isolation.

The wilderness wasn't a punishment it was a proving ground.

Here, the script flips again. We expect God’s favor to bring immediate comfort, but instead, it
leads into confrontation. The cross looms at the end of Mark’s story, but the wilderness is where
we first see that Jesus' victory doesn't look like escaping trial, it looks like enduring through it.

You cannot learn true resilience on a comfortable couch. You don't discover what you're actually
made of when everything is going great. The wilderness is where all the fake comforts get
stripped away until you're forced to figure out what actually holds you together when the
scenery gets dark.

If you are in a season right now that feels dry, difficult, or dangerously lonely, stop automatically
assuming you've drifted off course.

Sometimes the hard season isn't evidence of God's absence; it's the exact arena where He is
building strength in you that couldn't be forged anywhere else. The wild beasts might be real,
but notice Mark’s final detail: angels took care of Him. You are never as unprotected as you feel.

Reflect

1. What "wilderness" (hardship, uncertainty, or dry season) are you currently walking
through?

2. In what ways might God be using this difficult season to build resilience in you rather
than punishing you?



3. Where can you look closely to spot God’s subtle care ("angels taking care of Him") in the
middle of your current stress?

WEEK 1 - FRIDAY
DROP THE NETS

Mark 1:14-20 (NLT) "Later on, after John was arrested, Jesus went into Galilee, where he
preached God’s Good News. 'The time promised by God has come at last!" he announced. 'The
Kingdom of God is near! Repent of your sins and believe the Good News!' One day as Jesus
was walking along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew
throwing a net into the water, for they fished for a living. Jesus called out to them, '‘Come, follow
me, and | will show you how to fish for people!’ And they left their nets at once and followed him.
A little farther up the shore Jesus saw Zebedee’s sons, James and John, in a boat repairing
their nets. He called them at once, and they also followed him, leaving their father, Zebedee, in
the boat with the hired men."

Imagine you're sitting at your desk on a random Tuesday, staring at a spreadsheet,
mid-coffee-sip. A stranger walks in, looks you dead in the eye, and says, "Close the laptop.
Come with me, | have a totally different life for you."

Most of us would pause to calculate the risk. We would ask for guarantees, a clear outline of
what comes next, and proof that the move makes sense. Simon, Andrew, James, and John
simply dropped what was in their hands and walked.

Why? Because those nets represented more than fishing gear, they were security. They were
family traditions, predictable routines, reliable income, and the comfortable safety of knowing
exactly what tomorrow was going to look like. However, Jesus wasn'’t offering them a safe,
predictable life, he was offering them a mission. He took their working-class skill set, patience,
reading the waters, handling heavy loads, and said, "I'm going to redirect everything you already
know how to do toward something that actually lasts."

In the story, notice that they had to leave their nets behind. It's a hint to us that you can’t reach
for a new direction while keeping both hands clamped onto your old security blanket.

This is the ultimate invitation of the beautiful upset: following a King who doesn't fit our plans,
who asks us to win by surrendering and find life by giving up our illusion of control. Jesus
doesn't ask you to have everything figured out before you step forward. He just asks if you're
willing to drop what’s familiar to discover what’s actually worth living for.

Reflect

1. What "net" (security blanket, need for control, or comfortable routine) is hardest for you
to drop right now?

2. What personal skills or life experiences has God given you that He might want to redirect
toward a bigger purpose?



3. What is one small, immediate step of action you can take today to follow Jesus into
uncharted territory?

WEEK 2 — MONDAY
THROUGH THE ROOF

Mark 2:1-5 (NLT) "A few days later Jesus returned to Capernaum, and the news of his arrival
spread quickly through the town. Soon the house where he was staying was so packed with
visitors that there was no more room, even outside the door. While he was preaching God’s
word to them, four men arrived carrying a paralyzed man on a mat. They couldn’t get to Jesus
because of the crowd, so they dug a hole through the roof above his head. Then they lowered
the man on his mat right down in front of Jesus. Seeing their faith, Jesus said to the paralyzed
man, 'My child, your sins are forgiven."

Imagine it's your 21st birthday, you’'ve gathered everyone around you that you love, plus
neighborhood friends, and then four guys started literally tearing apart your ceiling with shovels,
dropping dirt and dried clay all over your guests, you’d probably call security.

These four friends faced an impossible crowd. Instead of turning around and saying, "We'll try
again next Tuesday," they scaled the exterior stairs, dug through a mud-and-thatch roof, and
lowered their paralyzed mate right onto the living room floor in front of Jesus. They are the
poster children for desperate, disruptive, defiant, faith.

In this story in Mark 2, everyone in that room was expecting a dramatic physical healing. The
friends wanted a miracle for legs; the crowd wanted a show.Jesus looks past the obvious
physical crisis and targets the hidden spiritual core. He doesn't say, "Get up and walk." He says,
"My child, your sins are forgiven."

Back in grad school, right before getting married, | scheduled a meeting with a professor who
was also a therapist for a pre-wedding emotional check-up. | walked in with my best "everything
is awesome" posture. He smiled, pulled out a pen, and together we mapped out my family
genogram. We uncovered patterns, had hard conversations and he gently stripped away my
cheerful facade. We all too often bring God our surface-level issues or external comfort
requests, but Jesus looks straight past our curated smiles to heal the deep, hidden paralysis of
the heart first.

Reflect

1. What is the "surface problem" you are currently asking God to solve in your life?
What deeper spiritual need (fear, resentment, need for control) might Jesus want to
address beneath that surface problem?

3. Who are the relentless friends in your life who help carry you toward Jesus when you
feel stuck?



WEEK 2 - TUESDAY
THE AUTHORITY TO REWRITE EVERYTHING

Mark 2:6-12 (NLT) "But some of the teachers of religious law who were sitting there thought to
themselves, 'What is he saying? This is blasphemy! Only God can forgive sins!" Jesus knew
immediately what they were thinking, so he asked them, 'Why do you question this in your
hearts? Is it easier to say to the paralyzed man "Your sins are forgiven," or "Stand up, pick up
your mat, and walk"? So | will prove to you that the Son of Man has the authority on earth to
forgive sins.' Then Jesus turned to the paralyzed man and said, 'Stand up, pick up your mat,
and go home!’ And the man jumped up, grabbed his mat, and walked out through the stunned
onlookers. They were all amazed and praised God, saying, 'We’ve never seen anything like this
before!™

The religious leaders in the room were technically right about one thing: Only God can forgive
sins.

If a guy bumps into you on the street and a random bystander says, "Don't worry, | forgive him,"
you'd be confused. You can only forgive an offense committed against you. By claiming the
power to forgive this man's sins, Jesus was making a jaw-dropping claim: every sin ever
committed is ultimately a offense against Him.

Jesus reads their silent, cynical thoughts and poses a brilliant logic puzzle: /s it easier to say
"your sins are forgiven" or "get up and walk"?

Talk is cheap. Anyone can claim to forgive invisible sins because there's no immediate way to
verify it. But telling a paralyzed man to walk? That puts your reputation on the line instantly. So
Jesus performs the visible miracle to prove the invisible reality. He tells the man to walk, and the
guy leaps up, rolls up his mat, and shoves his way through the stunned crowd.

Here is the beautiful upset: Jesus doesn't fit into our neat little categories of "a great moral
teacher" or "an inspiring guide." He claims absolute, sovereign authority to rewrite human
destiny. He doesn't just offer advice; He offers complete pardon.

Reflect

1. In what ways do you tend to treat Jesus like a "helpful advisor" rather than the sovereign
King of your life?

2. What past mistake or burden do you still struggle to believe Jesus has truly forgiven and
wiped clean?



3. How does seeing Jesus demonstrate total authority over both body and soul build your
trust in Him today?

WEEK 2 - WEDNESDAY
DINNER WITH THE WRONG PEOPLE

Mark 2:13-17 (NLT) "Then Jesus went out to the lakeshore again and taught the crowds that
were coming to him. As he walked along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at his tax
collector’s booth. 'Follow me and be my disciple,’ Jesus said to him. So Levi got up and followed
him. Later, Levi invited Jesus and his disciples to his home as dinner guests, along with many
tax collectors and other notorious sinners. (There were many people of this kind among Jesus’
followers.) But when the teachers of religious law who were Pharisees saw him eating with tax
collectors and other sinners, they asked his disciples, 'Why does he eat with such scum?' When
Jesus heard this, he told them, 'Healthy people don’t need a doctor—sick people do. | have
come to call not those who think they are righteous, but those who know they are sinners."

In first-century Judea, tax collectors weren't just annoying bureaucrats; they were viewed as
treacherous sellouts. They worked for the oppressive Roman Empire, gouged their own
neighbors for profit, and lined their own pockets with the extra. They were social outcasts,
barred from synagogues and universally despised.

So where does Jesus go to recruit His next close follower? Straight to Levi’s tax booth.

And then Jesus goes to Levi’s house for a dinner party packed with "tax collectors and notorious
sinners." In ancient culture, sharing a meal wasn't a casual bite; it was an explicit pledge of
friendship, acceptance, and intimacy.

The self-righteous Pharisees were horrified: "Why does he eat with such scum?" Jesus hits
them with an incredible response: "Healthy people don’t need a doctor, sick people do."

This is the beautiful upset that turns religious pride upside down. Jesus isn't looking for people
who have their act together, who score high on moral tests, or who look good in religious circles.
He came for the spiritually sick who know they need help. The only person excluded from Jesus’
table is the person who insists they don't belong in the hospital.

Reflect

1. What "sick" or messy areas of your life are you tempted to hide from God until you think
you can fix them yourself?
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2. Who are the "tax collectors" in your community—people you find hard to love or tend to
write off spiritually?

3. How can you extend the same radical table-fellowship and grace Jesus showed Levi to
someone in your circle this week?

WEEK 2 - THURSDAY
THE LORD OF THE REST

Mark 2:23-28 (NLT) "One Sabbath day as Jesus was walking through some grainfields, his
disciples began breaking off heads of grain to eat. But the Pharisees said to Jesus, ‘Look, why
are they breaking the law by harvesting grain on the Sabbath?' Jesus replied, 'Haven'’t you ever
read in the Scriptures what King David did when he and his companion were hungry? He went
into the house of God... ate the sacred loaves of bread... and shared the bread with his
companions.' Then Jesus said to them, 'The Sabbath was made to meet the needs of people,
and not people to meet the requirements of the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord, even over
the Sabbath!™

Growing up Adventist in England, Sabbath arrived early in winter. By December the sun was
gone before four on a Friday, so the whole house ran on low-grade panic from lunchtime
onward. Baths, shoes polished by the door, the telly switched off at the wall so nobody could
claim they'd forgotten. | remember lying on the carpet one Saturday afternoon, bored out of my
mind, the way only a ten-year-old can be, watching the window for the light to fade so | could
legally stay up for Match of the Day. | loved God and | also counted the minutes until he left.

The Pharisees would have understood our house. They mapped out thirty-nine categories of
forbidden work, so when the hungry disciples rubbed a few heads of grain between their palms,
someone was ready with the category. “Hey! You can’t do that, it's harvesting.”

Jesus answers: "The Sabbath was made to meet the needs of people, and not people to meet
the requirements of the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord, even over the Sabbath!" (Mark
2:27-28, NLT)

It's too comfortable to cast the Pharisees as villains, especially for those of us who carry the
Sabbath in our name. They cared about the day so much they built fences around it until the
day itself was hard to find. The people most at risk of losing the Sabbath may be the ones who
love it most.

Jesus doesn't abolish the day. He claims it, which means | was never the one holding it together
by watching the window. These days my Sabbaths are unhurried, and when the light fades on a
Friday | mostly just notice how good it is to stop.
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Reflect

1. Where in your life have spiritual habits shifted from being a source of life into an
exhausting, legalistic checklist?

2. What does true, God-given rest look like for you in a world obsessed with constant
productivity?

3. How does knowing Jesus is "Lord of the Sabbath" change how you view your time and
boundaries?

WEEK 2 - FRIDAY
COMPASSION OVER COMPLIANCE

Mark 3:1-6 (NLT) "Jesus went into the synagogue again, and a man was there who had a
withered hand. Since it was the Sabbath, Jesus’ enemies watched him closely. If he healed the
man, they planned to accuse him of blasphemy. Jesus said to the man with the withered hand,
'‘Come and stand in front of everyone.’ Then he turned to his critics and asked, 'Is it legal to do
good deeds on the Sabbath, or is it a day for doing evil? Is this a day to save life or to destroy
it?" But they wouldn't answer him. He looked around at them angrily and was deeply saddened
by their hard hearts. Then he said to the man, 'Hold out your hand.' So the man held out his
hand, and it was restored! At once the Pharisees went out and met with the supporters of Herod
to plot how to Kkill Jesus."

The tension in the synagogue is thick enough to cut with a knife. A man with a withered hand is
sitting right there, and the religious leaders aren't watching to see a miracle, they’re setting a
trap. They want to see if Jesus will "work" on the Sabbath so they can destroy Him.

Jesus knows their game, but doesn’t play it. He doesn't pull the man into a back room or wait
until sundown to heal him discreetly. He commands the man to stand up right in front of
everyone. He puts the coldhearted legalists on the spot with a cutting question: "Is it legal to do
good on the Sabbath, or to do evil? To save life or to destroy it?"

They stay dead silent and Mark records a rare emotion from Jesus: He looks at them with anger
and deep grief because of their hard hearts. They cared more about protecting their religious
rules than about a human being suffering right in front of them.

Jesus tells the man to stretch out his hand, and it is instantly restored. And what is the religious
response? They immediately go outside and form an alliance with their political enemies (the
Herodians) to plot Jesus’ murder, on the Sabbath!

Jesus explicitly chooses human restoration over religious self-preservation. He risks His safety,
His reputation, and ultimately His life to bring healing to a broken person. His cross looms in the
background of this plot, showing us a King who would rather die than leave us bound by cold
religious systems.
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Reflect

1. What causes your heart to harden toward certain people, and how can you ask Jesus to
soften it today?

2. How does Jesus' anger at religious apathy and coldness challenge the way you treat
people in need around you?

3. In what ways does this story reveal the radical length Jesus is willing to go—facing death
itself—to bring you healing?

WEEK 3 — MONDAY
THE SEED THAT SEEMS WASTED

Mark 4:1-9 (NLT) "Once again Jesus began teaching by the lakeshore. A very large crowd soon
gathered around him, so he got into a boat and sat in it while all the people remained on the
shore. He taught them many things by telling stories in the form of parables, such as this one:
‘Listen! A farmer went out to plant some seed. As he scattered it across his field, some seed fell
on a footpath, and the birds came and ate it. Other seed fell on shallow soil with underlying rock.
The seed sprouted quickly because the soil was shallow. But the plant soon wilted under the hot
sun, and since it didn’t have deep roots, it died. Other seed fell among thorns that grew up and
choked out the tender plants, so they produced no grain. Still other seed fell on fertile soil, and
they produced a crop that was thirty, sixty, and even a hundred times as much as had been
planted!" Then he said, 'Anyone with ears to hear should listen and understand."

In 2021 during the early months of the COVID lockdown, with no where to go, | tried my
hand at gardening, | built raised beds, put up tomato cages, planted seeds, watered them,
and stood back waiting. By day four, staring at bare dirt, my impatience kicked in. | was
convinced I'd ruined the crop before it even started because | couldn't see immediate
results. We panic when spiritual growth feels slow or hidden beneath the surface, but
God’s Kingdom rarely operates on our frantic timelines. The Sower flings His grace
generously, trusting the hidden work underground.

The Sower doesn't hold back. He throws the word liberally everywhere, to the hardened skeptic,
the emotionally impulse-driven, the overcrowded schedule, and the receptive heart alike. Jesus
doesn't pre-screen the soil before scattering the grace.

Here is the beautiful upset: God’s economy doesn't run on human efficiency or ROl metrics.
Our worldly mindset demands immediate, guaranteed results before we invest our time, love, or
truth into people. But the King we follow flings His mercy with extravagant, almost reckless
generosity, knowing that while much of it will be rejected, the harvest that takes root will
completely blow away expectations.
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Reflect

1. Who in your life have you secretly written off as "hard soil" or a waste of effort?
How does knowing God scattered His grace generously on you—even when your heart
was hard—change how you share grace with others?

3. What does it look like to extravagantly "scatter seed" this week without worrying about
managing the outcome?

WEEK 3 — TUESDAY
INSIDERS AND OUTSIDERS

Mark 4:10—-12 (NLT) "Later, when Jesus was alone with the twelve disciples and the others who
were with him, they asked him what the parables meant. He replied, 'You are permitted to
understand the secret of the Kingdom of God. But | use parables for everything | say to
outsiders, so that the Scriptures might be fulfilled: "When they see what | do, they will learn
nothing. When they hear what | say, they will not understand. Otherwise, they will turn to me and
be forgiven.™

This passage has unsettled readers for centuries. It almost sounds like Jesus is deliberately
using riddles to keep people in the dark, actively blocking them from getting saved. But look
closer at the context. Jesus is quoting Isaiah 6, a passage given to a prophet dealing with a
culture whose hearts were already stone-cold, arrogant, and determined to resist God.

Parables aren't secret codes meant to keep people out; they are mirrors meant to reveal what
kind of heart you bring to the table. To the casual, superficial crowd looking for free bread or a
dramatic miracle show, a parable just sounds like a nice story about farming. They walk away
uninterested.

But to those who are hungry—the ones who stay behind when the crowd clears out and ask,
"Jesus, what does this actually mean?"—the story becomes a gateway to life-changing truth.

And that’s the rub, the line between an "insider" and an "outsider" in God's Kingdom isn't drawn
by intellect, moral status, or background. It's drawn by desire. The proud and self-sufficient walk
away empty because they think they already know everything. The desperate and curious linger
in Jesus' presence until the truth breaks through.
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Reflect

1. When God’s word or ways feel confusing or challenging, is your tendency to walk away
or to press in closer to Him?

2. What separates a heart that is truly hungry for God from one that is merely curious or
seeking entertainment?

3. What is one spiritual question or struggle you need to bring to Jesus in quiet prayer
today?

WEEK 3 — WEDNESDAY
DIAGNOSING THE DIRT

Mark 4:13-20 (NLT) "Then Jesus said to them, 'If you can’t understand the meaning of this
parable, how will you understand all the other parables? The farmer plants seed by taking God’s
word to others. The seed that fell on the footpath represents those who hear the message, only
to have Satan come at once and take it away. The seed on the rocky soil represents those who
hear the message and immediately receive it with joy. But since they don’t have deep roots, they
don’t last long. They fall away as soon as they have problems or are persecuted for believing
God'’s word. The seed that fell among the thorns represents others who hear God'’s word, but all
too quickly the message is crowded out by the worries of this life, the lure of wealth, and the
desire for more things. But the seed that fell on good soil represents those who hear and accept
God'’s word and produce a harvest of thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times as much as has been
planted!"

Jesus breaks down the four types of soil, and if we are honest, most of us can spot our own
reflection in this list. Some of us have hearts like a trampled footpath, hardened by hurt,
cynicism, or routine, where God’s truth bounces right off the surface.

Others are like the rocky soil, we get emotional and hyped up at a retreat, conference, or
service, but the moment real life hits, pressure mounts, or faith gets uncomfortable, we wither
because there are no deep roots.

Then there is the most dangerous soil for modern believers: the thorns. This isn't blatant
rebellion or outright atheism. It’s the subtle, slow suffocation caused by anxiety over the future,
the endless pursuit of financial security, and the relentless desire for more things. The seed is
alive, but it produces zero fruit because the noise of daily life is choking the life out of it.

Fruitfulness isn't about how hard you try to force a harvest; it's about what kind of soil you
cultivate. God provides the seed, His living word, and His Spirit brings the growth. Our daily
work is to keep our hearts soft, rooted, and weeded.
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Reflect

1. Which of the three unhelpful soils (hard, shallow, or crowded/thorny) are you most prone
to drifting toward right now?

2. What specific "worries of this life" or "desires for more things" are actively competing for
space in your heart today?

3. What spiritual practice (prayer, solitude, confession, Sabbath) can help pull out the
weeds and soften your soil this week?

WEEK 3 — THURSDAY
LIGHT THAT CAN'T BE HIDDEN

Mark 4:21-25 (NLT) "Then Jesus asked them, 'Would anyone light a lamp and then put it under
a basket or under a bed? Of course not! A lamp is placed on a stand, where its light will shine.
For everything that is hidden will eventually be brought into the open, and every secret will be
brought to light. Anyone with ears to hear should listen and understand!' Then he added, 'Pay
close attention to what you hear. The closer you listen, the more understanding you will be
given—and you will receive even more. To those who listen to my teaching, more understanding
will be given. But for those who are not listening, even what little they have will be taken away
from them."

Lighting an oil lamp in the ancient took time, effort, and fuel. Striking a match and then shoving
the lamp directly under a wooden bed or a straw basket would be completely absurd, and
dangerous.

A lamp exists for one purpose: to illuminate the entire room.

Jesus follows up His teaching on the seed with this vivid image. The truth He is revealing isn't
meant to be kept as a private, secret gnostic club for a few enlightened disciples. It is light
designed to shine openly, exposing darkness, guiding steps, and reorienting reality.

Then Jesus gives a sobering warning: "Pay close attention to what you hear." Spiritual truth isn't
passive information that you collect like trivia. It demands engagement.

If you lean in, listen actively, and obey the truth you've been given, God expands your capacity

to receive even more. But if you treat spiritual truth passively, hearing sermons without obeying,
reading Scripture without letting it transform you—your heart slowly desensitizes, and even the

light you thought you had slips away.
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This is the beautiful upset of divine illumination: God doesn't reveal Himself to satisfy our
intellectual curiosity, but to transform our daily walk. Truth put into practice multiplies; truth
ignored evaporates.

Reflect

1. What is one truth God has clearly shown you recently that you’ve been hesitant to put
into action?

2. How does treating faith as a private, hidden hobby "put the lamp under a basket"?

3. What does it look like for you to "listen closely" to God’s word rather than just letting it
run as background noise?

WEEK 3 - FRIDAY
THE QUIET, UNSTOPPABLE KINGDOM

Mark 4:26-34 (NLT) "Jesus also said, 'The Kingdom of God is like a farmer who scatters seed
on the ground. Night and day, while he’s asleep or awake, the seed sprouts and grows, but he
doesn’t understand how it happens. The earth produces the crops on its own. First a leaf
appears, then the heads of wheat form, and finally the grain ripens. And as soon as the grain is
ready, the farmer comes and harvests it with a sickle, for the time has come.' Jesus said, 'How
can | describe the Kingdom of God? What story should | use to illustrate it? It is like a mustard
seed planted in the ground. It is the smallest of all seeds, but it becomes the largest of all
garden plants; it grows long branches, and birds nest in its shade.' Jesus used many similar
stories and illustrations to teach the people as much as they could understand. In fact, he didn’t
use parables except when he was talking to them, but afterward, when he was alone with his
disciples, he explained everything to them."

We live in a culture obsessed with viral sensation, instant metric spikes, and noisy, high-visibility
launches. If something doesn't scale rapidly or make massive headlines immediately, we
assume it's failing.

Jesus describes the Kingdom of God using two quiet, humble pictures: a farmer sleeping while
buried seed slowly germinates underground, and a microscopic mustard seed buried in dirt.

The farmer can't force the seed to grow. He can't sit over the dirt and yell at it to hurry up. He
goes to bed, wakes up, goes about his routine, and beneath the surface, completely unseen
and beyond his comprehension, life is taking over.

And that tiny, insignificant mustard seed? It doesn't stay a tiny seed. It grows into a massive,
shade-giving garden tree where birds find refuge.
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This is the counter intuitive wisdom of the Kingdom: God’s greatest work usually happens
quietly, invisibly, and far away from the spotlight. While we panic over slow progress or feel
overwhelmed by how small our efforts seem, the King is quietly expanding His reign beneath the
surface of history and human hearts.

You don't need to control, manipulate, or force spiritual growth in yourself or others. Your job is
to stay faithful, plant the seed, and trust the hidden power of the God who gives the growth
while you sleep.

Reflect

1. Where in your spiritual life or ministry do you feel frustrated by slow or invisible
progress?

2. How does knowing that God works "while you sleep" free you from anxiety and the need
to control outcomes?

3. What small, "mustard seed" act of obedience can you step into today, trusting God to
build it into something bigger over time?

WEEK 4 — MONDAY
BOUND IN THE TOMBS

Mark 5:1-5 (NLT) ‘So they arrived at the other side of the lake, in the region of the
Gerasenes.[a] 2 When Jesus climbed out of the boat, a man possessed by an evil[b] spirit came
out from the tombs to meet him. 3 This man lived in the burial caves and could no longer be
restrained, even with a chain. 4 Whenever he was put into chains and shackles—as he often
was—he snapped the chains from his wrists and smashed the shackles. No one was strong
enough to subdue him. 5 Day and night he wandered among the burial caves and in the hills,
howling and cutting himself with sharp stones.”

Jesus has just crossed a lake in a storm that nearly sank the boat, and the first thing to greet
him on the other side is a naked man running out of the tombs, bleeding from stones he's been
using on himself. Nobody in that town would have walked out there on purpose.

Mark lingers on the chains. They tried them often enough that the man's wrists must have
carried the marks. | don't read the townspeople as cruel. They were doing what people do when
someone's suffering is too big to fix, which is to contain it and then move it far enough away that
you stop hearing the screaming at night. The graveyard was where they put the problem.

Earlier this summer | was rushing out the door, already late for a full day of meetings, when my
phone rang. It was a man from our community calling from the San Bernardino Central
Detention Center, asking if | would come see him. My first reaction wasn't compassion. It was
irritation at what this would do to my day. | stood in the doorway with my keys in my hand and
realized | was thinking about him the way that town thought about the man in the tombs, as
something to be managed at a distance so the rest of life could keep its shape.
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Jesus crossed a storm for one man and let it rearrange his whole day on that side of the lake. |
went to the detention center, a few hours behind and not especially holy about it. | tend to
picture Jesus the way | picture my own calendar, moving efficiently from one important place to
the next. Mark keeps showing me a Jesus who gets out of the boat at a graveyard and seems to
think that's exactly where he meant to go.

Reflect

1. What have you been trying to keep chained, in yourself or in someone close to you,
because facing it directly would cost more than you planned?

2. Who in your life has been moved out to the edges, somewhere far enough away that you
no longer hear them? What would it take to walk out there?

3. Where might Jesus be waiting for you in a place you'd rather not go, somewhere that
doesn't fit your picture of where he's supposed to be?

WEEK 4 — TUESDAY
EVIL ON ITS KNEES

Mark 5:6—-13 (NLT) “6 When Jesus was still some distance away, the man saw him, ran to meet
him, and bowed low before him. 7 With a shriek, he screamed, “Why are you interfering with me,
Jesus, Son of the Most High God? In the name of God, | beg you, don’t torture me!” 8 For Jesus
had already said to the spirit, “Come out of the man, you evil spirit.” 9 Then Jesus demanded,
“What is your name?” And he replied, “My name is Legion, because there are many of us inside
this man.” 10 Then the evil spirits begged him again and again not to send them to some distant
place. 11 There happened to be a large herd of pigs feeding on the hillside nearby. 12 “Send us
into those pigs,” the spirits begged. “Let us enter them.” 13 So Jesus gave them permission.

The evil spirits came out of the man and entered the pigs, and the entire herd of about 2,000
pigs plunged down the steep hillside into the lake and drowned in the water.”

The moment the tormented man sees Jesus from a distance, he runs and falls on his knees
before Him. The overwhelming legion of dark forces inside him doesn't mount a defense or put
up a fight. Instead, they scream for mercy, terrified of the Son of the Most High God.

In an astonishing display of authority, the forces that had terrorized a man and panicked an
entire community are forced to beg for permission just to enter a nearby herd of pigs. Jesus
grants it with a single word, and the entire herd of two thousand swine stampedes down the
steep bank into the lake and drowns.
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For the local economy, two thousand pigs was a massive financial catastrophe. But to Jesus,
the restoration of one single, broken human soul was worth far more than an entire industry.

The forces of darkness that seem so overwhelming, entrenched, and unbeatable in our world
are stripped of their power in the presence of King Jesus. Evil doesn't hold equal footing with
God; it kneels in terror before Him.

We often live as if our spiritual battles are toss-ups, worrying that our weakness or the darkness
of the world around us will win out. But Mark shows us a King who disarms terror with a word.
He doesn't just manage darkness, He claims total victory over it.

What area of darkness or fear in your life feels "too powerful" to be defeated, and how does
seeing Jesus' supreme authority reshape your perspective?

Reflect

1. Where in your life are you currently letting fear or spiritual anxiety convince you that evil
is stronger than Jesus?

2. What does Jesus' willingness to value one broken person over a massive herd of
livestock reveal about your worth to Him?

3. How can you actively declare Jesus’ authority over your fears and anxieties today?

WEEK 4 — WEDNESDAY
SITTING, CLOTHED, AND IN HIS RIGHT MIND

Mark 5:14-20 (NLT) “The herdsmen fled to the nearby town and the surrounding countryside,
spreading the news as they ran. People rushed out to see what had happened. 15 A crowd
soon gathered around Jesus, and they saw the man who had been possessed by the legion of
demons. He was sitting there fully clothed and perfectly sane, and they were all afraid. 16 Then
those who had seen what happened told the others about the demon-possessed man and the
pigs. 17 And the crowd began pleading with Jesus to go away and leave them alone. 18 As
Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon possessed begged to go with
him. 19 But Jesus said, “No, go home to your family, and tell them everything the Lord has done
for you and how merciful he has been.” 20 So the man started off to visit the Ten Towns[a] of
that region and began to proclaim the great things Jesus had done for him; and everyone was
amazed at what he told them.”

When the herdsmen run into town and report what happened, the whole community rushes out
to see for themselves. Expecting to find a dangerous, screaming lunatic, they find something
that shocks them even more: the man is sitting calmly, wearing clothes, and completely in his
right mind at the feet of Jesus.

How did the town respond to this breathtaking miracle? Mark says they were seized with fear
and begged Jesus to leave their region. Why? Because true transformation is disruptive. They
preferred a predictable, manageable tragedy (a madman in the tombs and a stable livestock


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark%205%3A14-20&version=NLT#fen-NLT-24358a

20

market) over the unpredictable, sovereign authority of a King who disrupts economic comfort
and changes lives. The restored man, however, longs to get into the boat and stay with Jesus
forever. Who could blame him? But Jesus gives him a different mission: "Go home to your own
people and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you."

Jesus turns an isolated outcast into the very first missionary to the pagan Decapolis region. He
doesn't send a seasoned theologian or a polished religious leader; He sends a guy whose only
credential is that Jesus set him free. You don't need a seminary degree or a flawless past to be
used by God. You just need a story of how His mercy met you in your brokenness and turned
your life right-side up.

Reflect

1. Why do you think people are sometimes more comfortable with familiar chaos than with
the radical, disruptive change Jesus brings?

2. What is the simple core of your own story—how has Jesus met you with mercy and
brought peace to your mind?

3. Who in your immediate circle (family, coworkers, neighbors) needs to hear what the Lord
has done for you?

WEEK 4 —- THURSDAY
DESPERATE TOUCH IN A PRESSING CROWD

Mark 5:25-29 (NLT) “A woman in the crowd had suffered for twelve years with constant
bleeding. 26 She had suffered a great deal from many doctors, and over the years she had
spent everything she had to pay them, but she had gotten no better. In fact, she had gotten
worse. 27 She had heard about Jesus, so she came up behind him through the crowd and
touched his robe. 28 For she thought to herself, “If | can just touch his robe, | will be healed.” 29
Immediately the bleeding stopped, and she could feel in her body that she had been healed of
her terrible condition.”

Jesus returns across the lake and is immediately met by two completely different people in
desperate need. First comes Jairus, a wealthy, respected synagogue leader who falls at Jesus'
feet pleading for his dying twelve-year-old daughter. As Jesus walks with him, a massive crowd
presses around Him.

In that crushing mob is a woman who had suffered from chronic bleeding for twelve long years.
She had spent all her money on doctors who only made her condition worse, leaving her broke,
physically exhausted, and ceremonially unclean, an untouchable outcast according to religious
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law. She reaches through the crowd, touches the hem of His robe, and instantly feels the
bleeding stop.

Jesus stops cold in the middle of a life-or-death rush for a powerful man's daughter and asks,
"Who touched my clothes?"

The disciples think the question is ridiculous, everyone is bumping into Him. But Jesus wasn't
looking for a physical bump; He was acknowledging a touch of faith. The woman comes forward
trembling, and Jesus speaks words that shatter her shame: "Daughter, your faith has healed
you. Go in peace and be freed from your suffering."

In a crowd of thousands, Jesus stops for the person everyone else ignored. He doesn't just
grant a physical cure; He restores her identity, calling her "Daughter” in front of the very
community that had ostracized her for over a decade.

Do you feel like you are lost in the crowd, invisible in your suffering? Or are you willing to reach
through the noise and touch Jesus in faith, knowing He stops for you?

Reflect

1. What chronic struggle or hidden pain have you carried for a long time that leaves you
feeling exhausted or isolated?

2. How does Jesus calling this outcast woman "Daughter" reveal His true heart toward you
in your brokenness?

3. What does it look like to step past the "crowd" of distractions in your life and reach out to
Jesus in real, expectant faith today?

WEEK 4 - FRIDAY
DON'T BE AFRAID; JUST BELIEVE

Mark 5:38—42 (NLT) “When they came to the home of the synagogue leader, Jesus saw much
commotion and weeping and wailing. 39 He went inside and asked, “Why all this commotion
and weeping? The child isn’t dead; she’s only asleep.” 40 The crowd laughed at him. But he
made them all leave, and he took the girl’s father and mother and his three disciples into the
room where the girl was lying. 41 Holding her hand, he said to her, “Talitha koum,” which means
“Little girl, get up!” 42 And the girl, who was twelve years old, immediately stood up and walked
around! They were overwhelmed and totally amazed.”

While Jesus was still speaking to the healed woman, messengers arrived from Jairus’ house
with devastating news: "Your daughter is dead. Why bother the teacher any longer?"

Can you imagine the wave of panic, grief, and regret that washed over Jairus? If Jesus hadn't
stopped to talk to that woman in the crowd, maybe they would have made it in time. Now it was
over. Game lost. Hope extinct. Jesus ignores the messengers' words, turns to the grief-stricken
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father, and gives one of the most powerful commands in Scripture: "Don't be afraid; just
believe."”

When they arrive at the house, the professional mourners are already wailing. Jesus tells them
the child is only sleeping, and they mock Him openly. Jesus puts the doubters outside, takes the
girl's parents and His inner circle into the room, takes the dead child by the hand, and says,
“Little girl, | say to you, get up!"

Instantly, the twelve-year-old girl stands up and walks around, leaving everyone completely
astonished. This is the beautiful upset that prefigures the cross and resurrection: Jesus speaks
to death as if it were merely sleep. What human beings classify as final, Jesus treats as a
temporary state that submits to His voice.

When every circumstance screams that a situation is dead, a marriage, a dream, a career, a
spiritual life, Jesus calls us to look past the mourners and trust His voice. He is the Lord of life,
and His power doesn't stop at the grave.

What area in your life feels "dead and buried," and how can you hold onto Jesus' words to "not
be afraid, just believe" today?

Reflect

1. What situation in your life feels so hopeless that you are tempted to say, "Why bother
God with this anymore?"

2. How can you practice tuning out the "mocking crowds" of fear and doubt so you can hear
Jesus' voice clearly?

3. What does it mean for you practically to choose faith over fear when your circumstances
look impossible?

WEEK 5 — MONDAY
THE MATH OF EXHAUSTION

Mark 6:30-31, 37, 41 (NLT) "The apostles returned to Jesus from their ministry tour and told him
all they had done and taught. Then Jesus said, 'Let’s go off by yourselves to a quiet place and
rest awhile.' He said this because there were so many people coming and going that Jesus and
his apostles didn’t even have time to eat... But Jesus said, 'You give them something to eat.’
'With what?' they asked. 'We’d have to work for months to earn enough money to buy food for
all these people!'... Jesus took the five loaves and two fish, looked up toward heaven, and
blessed them. Then, breaking the loaves into pieces, he kept giving the bread to the disciples so
they could distribute it to the people.”

The disciples come back from their first real ministry tour buzzing and depleted, the way you feel
on the drive home from a youth retreat. Jesus sees it and tells them to get away and rest,
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because they haven't even had time to eat. Then the boat lands and a crowd is already waiting
on the shore, and the rest never happens.

What Jesus says next sounds almost unkind: "You give them something to eat." The disciples
do the math out loud. It would take months of wages. They aren't being faithless, they're being
accurate, and they're too tired to pretend the numbers work.

When | was a youth pastor in Seattle in my twenties, | used to visit Victor, a man in his nineties
who had been a brilliant musician his whole life and now lived alone in a house that was slowly
getting away from him. | wanted to help and had nothing to offer. I'm useless with anything that
requires a toolbox, and | knew it, so | mentioned it, a little embarrassed, to one of our church
parents, who rounded up ten teenagers and their lawnmowers. By afternoon the yard looked
like someone loved him. My main contribution was admitting | couldn't do it.

That's what | keep noticing in Mark. Jesus doesn't send the disciples off to recover first and
come back stronger. He takes five flatbreads and two dried fish, blesses them, and keeps
handing the pieces back to the same worn-out men, who carry them out to the groups sitting on
the grass. The bread multiplied in tired hands. | suspect a few of them were still hungry while
they served it.

This is the beautiful upset. We assume Jesus needs us rested and capable before he can use
us, so we spend enormous energy hiding how empty we are. Jesus seems far more interested
in what happens once we stop hiding it. When it was over there were twelve baskets of
leftovers, roughly one for every disciple who had done the math and come up short.

Reflect

1. Where are you running on empty right now while people still need you to feed them?
The disciples said out loud that the math didn't work. What would it sound like for you to
admit that honestly, to Jesus or to someone who could help?

3. The miracle happened while the disciples were still tired. What might Jesus want to do
through you in a season you'd rather wait out until you feel ready?

WEEK 5 - TUESDAY
THE GHOST ON THE WATER

Mark 6:47-50a (NLT) "Late that night, the disciples were in their boat in the middle of the
lake, and Jesus was alone on land. He saw that they were in serious trouble, rowing hard
and struggling against the wind and waves. About three o’clock in the morning Jesus
came toward them, walking on the water. He intended to go past them, but when they saw
him walking on the water, they thought he was a ghost and screamed in terror."

| image that rowing a wooden fishing boat into a headwind is miserable work. The disciples had
been at it since evening, and by the time Jesus came to them it was somewhere between three
and six in the morning. Hours of pulling on the oars with wet hands, and the shoreline hadn't
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moved. Most of us know some version of that hour. You wake up and lie there rowing through
the same conversation you had yesterday, the same bank balance, the same test result, making
about as much progress as they did.

Then Mark adds a line that has bothered readers for centuries. Jesus came walking on the
water "and intended to go past them." It sounds like he was going to stroll by and let them sort it
out. But Mark's first readers would have heard an echo. When God showed himself to Moses on
the mountain, and later to Elijah outside the cave, he "passed by" them. It's the language of God
letting people see who he is. Jesus was showing up in the one place they were sure he wasn't.

They thought he was a ghost and started screaming. | find that more honest than comforting.
They'd fought the storm all night, and when God actually appeared, he frightened them more
than the weather had.

"Don't be afraid," he tells them. "Take courage! | am here!" In Greek it's the same phrase God
uses to name himself: | am. He climbs into the boat and the wind stops. You'd think Mark would
end there, with everyone grateful and dry. Instead he says they were amazed because they still
hadn't understood what happened with the loaves, and their hearts were hard.

They had watched bread multiply in their own hands less than a day earlier, and it still didn't
occur to them that the same Jesus might come looking for them in the dark. | recognize that. |
can tell you exactly where God showed up for me last year, and then lie awake at three in the
morning rowing as if he's never once found me before. Maybe that's what a hard heart actually
looks like, a memory that stops working right when the wind picks up.

Reflect

1. What "headwind" or storm in your life right now is draining your energy and straining
your oars?

2. In what ways might Jesus be trying to reveal Himself to you in the middle of that storm,
even if it feels terrifying at first?

3. How does remembering past moments of God’s faithfulness help soften your heart when
new crises arise?

WEEK 5 — WEDNESDAY
THE FORGOTTEN REPEAT

Mark 8:1—4 (NLT) "About this time another large crowd had gathered, and the people ran
out of food again. Jesus called his disciples and told them, 'l feel sorry for these people.
They have been here with me for three days, and they have nothing left to eat. If | send
them home hungry, they will faint along the way, because some of them have come a long
distance.' His disciples replied, 'How can we get enough bread to feed them here in the
wilderness?"

If you feel like you've read this story before, you're right, and that is precisely the point.
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Just two chapters after feeding five thousand Jewish listeners, Jesus finds Himself out in pagan
territory surrounded by four thousand gentiles who have been sitting at His feet for three days
straight. They are starving, exhausted, and far from home.

And look at the disciples' reaction: "How can we get enough bread to feed them here?" It's
almost comical. They literally stood on a hill a few weeks prior handing out miraculous bread!
Yet faced with a new crowd in a new region, their spiritual amnesia kicks in instantly.

We love to mock the disciples for their short memories, but we play out this exact script every
month. God pulls us through a financial squeeze, carries us through a season of grief, or gives
us peace in a panic, and the very next time a crisis pops up, we wring our hands and ask, "How
could God possibly solve this?"

Jesus doesn't lecture them. He patiently asks for their seven loaves, breaks them, feeds the
crowd, and collects seven massive hamper-style baskets of leftovers. The Gospel is a daily fight
against spiritual amnesia. Jesus is just as faithful to feed outsiders as He is insiders, and He is
just as capable of solving today's trial as He was yesterday's.

Reflect

1. What is a specific prayer God answered or a trial He carried you through in the past that
you tend to forget when new trouble hits?

2. Why do you think human nature is so quick to slip into "spiritual amnesia" when faced
with a fresh crisis?

3. How can you actively build reminders of God's past faithfulness into your daily routine?

WEEK 5 - THURSDAY
THE YEAST OF THE SYSTEM

Mark 8:14—-17 (NLT) "But the disciples had forgotten to bring any food. They had only one
loaf of bread with them in the boat. As they were crossing the lake, Jesus warned them,
'Watch out! Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and the yeast of Herod.' At this they
began to argue with each other because they hadn’t brought any bread. Jesus knew what
they were saying, so he said, 'Why are you arguing about having no bread? Don’t you
know or understand even yet? Are your hearts too hard to take it in?"
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Jesus steps off the boat and is immediately cornered by religious critics demanding a "sign from
heaven" as if healing lepers, casting out legions of demons, and multiplying food out of thin air
were just warm-up acts!

Grieved by their willful blindness, Jesus gets back into the boat and issues a cryptic warning:
"Watch out for the yeast of the Pharisees and Herod."

In the ancient world, yeast was a metaphor for a pervasive, unseen influence that slowly
ferments an entire batch of dough. The Pharisees suffered from cynical legalism (demanding
endless proof while refusing to trust), and Herod suffered from political self-preservation
(using power for comfort and control).

And how do the disciples interpret this masterclass on spiritual posture?

They look down at their floorboards, see a single lone loaf of pita bread, and whisper, "Oh no,
He’s mad because we forgot to pack lunch.”

Jesus fires off rapid-fire questions, practically grabbing them by the shoulders: Do you have
eyes but fail to see? Don't you remember the bread?

When we get consumed by anxiety over material security or daily logistics, we become
completely blind to the deeper spiritual realities happening right in front of us. Jesus doesn't
want us living in anxious survival mode; He wants us free from the toxic yeast of cynicism and
fear.

Reflect

1. Are you more prone to the "yeast of the Pharisees" (cynical, demanding proof) or the
"yeast of Herod" (anxious, seeking security in worldly power)?

2. How does hyper-fixating on minor daily anxieties blind you to what God is doing
spiritually around you?

3. What does "having eyes that see" look like in your practical schedule this week?

WEEK 5 — FRIDAY
GRADUAL VISION

Mark 8:22-25 (NLT) "When they arrived at Bethsaida, some people brought a blind man
to Jesus, and they begged him to touch the man and heal him. Jesus took the blind man
by the hand and led him out of the village. Then, spitting on the man’s eyes, he laid his
hands on him and asked, 'Can you see anything now?' The man looked around. 'Yes,' he
said, 'l see people, but | can’t see them clearly; they look like trees walking around.' Then
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Jesus placed his hands on the man’s eyes again, and his eyes were opened. His sight
was completely restored, and he could see everything clearly.”

If you were compiling a highlight reel of Jesus' miracles, this one feels awkwardly clunky.

Every other blind person Jesus touches gets instant, 4K HD vision. But here in Bethsaida, Jesus
leads the man out of town, spits on his eyes, lays hands on him, and asks if it worked. The man
blinks and says, "I see people, but they look like trees walking around."

It takes a second touch from Jesus before the blurriness dissolves into crystal-clear sight.

Did Jesus lose His power? Did He misfire? Of course not. Mark deliberately places this unique,
two-stage miracle right at the hinge of his Gospel to give us a living parable of spiritual growth.

This is the beautiful upset: spiritual clarity is rarely an instantaneous, all-at-once lightning bolt.
It is almost always a gradual, two-touch process.

The disciples are living in the "trees walking around" stage. They know Jesus is special, they’ve
seen the bread multiply, and they are following Him—ybut their vision is still blurry, distorted, and
full of confusion. They see Him, but they don't fully understand Him yet.

We often get discouraged when our faith feels messy, incomplete, or blurry. We wonder why we
still struggle with doubt or why we don't understand everything God is doing. But a blurry vision
is still a vision in progress.

Don't run away from Jesus because your spiritual sight is partial. Stay near Him, let Him lay His
hands on your eyes a second time, and trust Him to finish the work He started in you.

Reflect

1. In what area of your faith or understanding of God do things currently feel "blurry"—like
trees walking around?

2. Why is it comforting to know that spiritual growth and clarity are often a gradual process
rather than an instant transformation?

3. What does it look like to invite Jesus to give you a "second touch" of spiritual clarity
today?

WEEK 6 — MONDAY
THE TITLES WE ASSUME

Mark 1:1, 11 (NLT) "This is the Good News about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God... And a
voice from heaven said, 'You are my dearly loved Son, and you bring me great joy."



28

Spend five minutes scrolling LinkedIn and you'll find people who have stacked their names with
so many titles there's barely room for the name. Founder, Chief Visionary Officer, Board
Member, Thought Leader, Two-Time Author, sometimes all in one headline, separated by little
vertical bars. Nobody writes "Stayed late to help a coworker move boxes" or "Visited my
neighbor in the hospital." We list the things that sound like power, but rarely titles that sound like
service.

Mark opens with two enormous titles in his first sentence. He begins by telling us that Jesus is
Messiah, the Son of God. His readers knew what those words were supposed to mean.
First-century Israel was waiting for a king who would ride in, drive the Romans out, and put
God's people back on top. Anyone reading that opening line would have expected a coronation
to follow.

Instead Mark spends sixteen chapters quietly taking those titles apart. The Son of God first
appears standing in line at a muddy river with people who have come to confess their sins. The
Father's voice speaks over him, and almost immediately the Spirit drives him into the
wilderness. From there the road bends, slowly and then obviously, toward a cross. Mark never
withdraws the titles. He keeps showing us a king whose authority looks strange, who touches
people nobody touches and seems oddly uninterested in being recognized.

| suspect most of us pray to the Jesus of the first sentence and hope we won't have to follow the
Jesus of the rest of the book. The Messiah | want fixes things quickly and on my terms. The one
Mark gives me walks into the water with sinners, and the only title anyone ever nailed above his
head was meant as a joke.

Reflect
1. What subconscious expectations do you carry about how a "powerful God" should act in
your life?
2. How does Jesus reframe power by choosing humility and sacrifice over worldly
dominance?

3. Where in your life can you lay down the need to "win" or control outcomes in favor of
serving others?

WEEK 6 — TUESDAY
WHO IS THIS MAN?
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Mark 1:27; 4:41 (NLT) "The crowd was amazed and asked each other, 'What is this? A new
teaching with authority! He even gives orders to evil spirits and they obey him!'... The disciples
were terrified and asked each other, 'Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!"
Notice the recurring question echoed through the early chapters of Mark: Who is this man?

When Jesus cast out demons with a quiet command in the synagogue, the crowd gasped in
astonishment. When He spoke to a roaring squall on the Sea of Galilee and the water went
instantly glassy-still, the disciples didn't throw a party, they were terrified.

We love a manageable Jesus. We like a Jesus who gives helpful advice for bad habits, offers
comforting quotes for hard mornings, or functions as a spiritual therapist when life gets stressful.
But when the real Jesus shows up, He shatters our categories.

He speaks with an authority that bypasses human religious institutions. He commands raw
nature and unseen spiritual forces, and they fall into line instantly. The disciples weren't afraid of
the storm anymore; they were awestruck by the sheer, unyielding majesty of the Man sitting in
their boat.

If your faith feels tame, safe, or boring, chances are you're worshipping a tame version of Jesus
you constructed in your own image.

The real Jesus doesn't fit into our neat religious boxes. He is the sovereign Lord who commands
the winds of your life, demands your total allegiance, and refuses to be controlled by your
agenda.

Reflect
1. In what ways have you reduced Jesus to a "safe" or "manageable" presence in your
daily routine?
2. How does contemplating Jesus' absolute authority over nature and spiritual darkness
change your current worries?
3. What area of your life needs to move from casual appreciation of Jesus to reverent awe?

WEEK 6 — WEDNESDAY
THE TOUCH OF PARDON AND POWER
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Mark 2:10-11; 5:41-42 (NLT) "'So | will prove to you that the Son of Man has the authority on
earth to forgive sins.' Then Jesus turned to the paralyzed man and said, 'Stand up, pick up your
mat, and go home!'... Holding her hand, he said to her, 'Talitha koum!' (which means 'Little girl, |
say to you, get up!'). Immediately the girl stood up and began walking around... They were
completely amazed.”

In the ancient world, a paralyzed man usually stayed paralyzed, and a dead child stayed dead,
nobody needed that explained. The mourners at Jairus's house were already at work when
Jesus arrived, wailing the way hired mourners did, and when he told them the girl was only
asleep, they laughed at him. It's the only time in Mark anyone laughs, and they're laughing at
Jesus for not understanding how the world works.

He puts them all outside. Then he takes the girl by the hand, which no rabbi worried about his
own purity would have done with a corpse, and says, "Talitha koum." Mark leaves it in Aramaic,
the language Jesus spoke at home, as if whoever told him the story could still hear the exact
sound of it years later. It means something close to "little girl, get up," the kind of thing a parent
says on a school morning. She gets up and walks around, and Jesus tells her stunned parents
to give her something to eat. | love that last detail more than | can explain. The Lord of life has
just reached across the border of death, and his next thought is that she's probably hungry.

Mark wants us to hold this beside the paralyzed man in chapter two. There Jesus says "your
sins are forgiven," which nobody in the room can check, and then says "get up," which
everybody can. The authority that reaches the hidden places is the same authority that moves
legs and stops a funeral.

What unsettles me is how the girl's story almost goes wrong. On the way to Jairus's house,
Jesus stops for a bleeding woman in the crowd, and while he's talking with her, the news comes
that the girl has died. From where Jairus stood, the delay cost him his daughter. Jesus kept
walking toward the house anyway. | don't think Mark resolves that tension for us, he doesn’t
explain the delay, and I've stopped wanting him to. Every clock in that house said Jesus was too
late, and he walked in as though he were right on time.

Reflect
1. Why is it so easy to believe God can handle small daily problems, but hard to trust Him
with deep paralysis or grief?
2. How does seeing Jesus gently take a dead girl's hand demonstrate His tender authority
over your deepest pain?
3. What "mat" of past shame or spiritual paralysis do you need to pick up and walk away
from today in His forgiveness?

WEEK 6 — THURSDAY
COMPASSION THAT SITES WITH STARVING CROWDS
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Mark 6:34; 8:2 (NLT) "Jesus saw the huge crowd as he stepped from the boat, and he had
compassion on them because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching
them many things... 'l feel sorry for these people. They have been here with me for three days,
and they have nothing left to eat.”

In ancient pagan literature, the gods were depicted as distant, aloof, and utterly unbothered by
human suffering. They sat on high mountains enjoying luxury while mortals struggled below.
Even human rulers viewed common crowds as tools to be taxed, drafted, or exploited for
political leverage.

Look at the emotional engine driving Jesus throughout Mark’s Gospel: compassion.

The Greek word used here (splagchnizomai) isn't a polite, surface-level pity. It refers to a deep,
gut-wrenching ache in the inner organs. When Jesus sees a leaderless, confused crowd
wandering in the hills, His heart aches. When He looks at four thousand tired people who
haven't eaten in three days, He feels their physical hunger in His own core.

Jesus doesn't see crowds as statistics, audience numbers, or political collateral. He sees sheep
without a shepherd—vulnerable, weary, and hungry. And His compassion isn't passive feeling; it
moves Him to action. He sits them down, teaches them for hours, and multiplies bread to feed
their empty bellies. When you face hardship, sickness, or spiritual confusion, do you picture God
looking down at you with cold detachment, or do you see a Shepherd whose heart literally
aches for your good?

Reflect
1. How does knowing that Jesus feels deep, visceral compassion for you change the way
you bring your pain to Him?
2. In what ways are you tempted to view other people as "annoying crowds" rather than
"sheep needing a shepherd"?
3. How can you reflect Jesus' practical, hands-on compassion to someone who is
exhausted in your community this week?

WEEK 6 — FRIDAY
THE CLARITY OF THE CROSS
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Mark 8:22-26 (NLT) "When they arrived at Bethsaida, some people brought a blind man to
Jesus... Jesus took the blind man by the hand and led him out of the village. Then, spitting on
the man’s eyes, he laid his hands on him and asked, 'Can you see anything now?' The man
looked around. 'Yes,' he said, 'l see people, but | can’t see them clearly; they look like trees
walking around.’ Then Jesus placed his hands on the man’s eyes again, and his eyes were
opened. His sight was completely restored, and he could see everything clearly."”

We end our six -week journey right back at the hinge of Mark’s entire Gospel: the two-touch
healing of the blind man at Bethsaida. Up to this point, the disciples have seen the miracles,
heard the parables, eaten the multiplied bread, and felt His authority. But their vision is still
blurry, they see Jesus like "trees walking around."

They recognize Him as the Messiah, but they still expect a Messiah who wins by force, subdues
enemies, and hands them earthly glory. They don't realize that right after this miracle, Jesus will
turn His face toward Jerusalem and declare that the Son of Man must suffer, be rejected, die,
and rise again.

This is the ultimate moment of the beautiful upset: the cross isn't a tragic detour or an
unexpected failure of Jesus' mission. It is the destination. It is the ultimate revelation of who God
has been all along. The King conquers by surrendering. He reigns from a cross, wears a crown
of thorns, and saves the world by giving up His life.

To follow Jesus means letting Him touch our blurry eyes a second time, wiping away our worldly
notions of power, success, and religious pride—until we see clearly that the way of the cross is
the only true way to life.

Are you ready to stop expecting a King who fits your mold, and surrender to the King who died
to set you free?

Reflect
1. How has your understanding of who Jesus is shifted or deepened over the course of this
study?
2. What "blurry vision" or selfish expectation about following God are you asking Him to
clear up as you look toward the cross?
3. What does it look like for you to practically "take up your cross" and follow this
unexpected King in your daily life?
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