Sunday 1 May 2011 : Mark 16 : 9-20  [p. 1024]


Today’s text is not one you hear often in church. According to most Bible scholars, the words we read today probably did not form part of the original text of Mark’s gospel, but were added some years later, perhaps as an attempt to round off what otherwise seems to end rather abruptly at v.8. As a result, it is largely ignored by the church, but I’d like to lift that veil of silence this morning, for two reasons.

First, this ending does appear in a number of old manuscripts of the gospel, and so even if it didn’t form part of Mark’s original work, it is certainly a very early Christian writing indeed and, at the very least, reflects where the early church was at in its life, work and witness. Second, and you know how much I enjoy conspiracy theories, dare I suggest that the content of these verses is more of an issue than their provenance? 
You’ll see what I mean by that as we go on, but for the moment I would remind you that there is another gospel text, of equally uncertain origins, that we have no problem quoting and preaching on, and that’s the wonderful account of Jesus and the woman found in a compromising position where Jesus memorably invites whoever is without fault to cast the first stone. So let’s give this conclusion to Mark’s gospel its day out.

Let’s look first at vs. 9-14, where we have snippets of three resurrection appearances, all of which appear more fully in the other gospels. First, a confirmation of the central place of Mary Magdalene in the drama of Easter morning. She is identified as the first person ordained by the Risen Lord to preach the gospel of resurrection. She has a very special place in the affection of the Lord because she has been so receptive to his ministry of new life in abundance and has come so far in her walk of faith. 

Mary Magdalene knows the power of the Lord to forgive sin, to cast out demons, and to reconcile her to God. When she speaks, she has the right to be listened to because the power of God is so evident from the radical change in her life and character. Once a sorry mess, she now glows with the love of God in Christ. Please note, however, that there is no indication in the Bible of any other sort of relationship between Mary and the Lord, a la Da Vinci Code! That’s entertaining fiction, but with no basis in fact.
Moving swiftly on …! We then touch on events related at greater length in Luke 24, the encounter Jesus had with two downhearted followers at nightfall on the road to Emmaus, and in John 20 as, on the same evening, he appears to the 11 in the Upper Room. The common theme tying these resurrection appearances together is unbelief. 
The disciples did not believe Mary when she told them she had seen the Risen Lord. Maybe they thought she was just tired and emotional. Maybe, in their own darkness of spirit at that moment, they just couldn’t get their heads round this revelation. Maybe their noses were out of joint because it was Mary, and not them, that saw Jesus, and they made up their mind they jolly well wouldn’t receive it from her.
But nor would they believe it when two other followers legged it back to Jerusalem from Emmaus by dead of night, with an astonishing tale of receiving the Bible study of their lives from this stranger on the road and then, when they broke the bread, they recognised him. No, for whatever reason the 11 didn’t buy that story either.

Not until they saw Jesus with their own eyes did the penny finally drop, and when they did, Jesus gave them a good ticking-off for their stubborn refusal to believe that He had come back from the dead. And I guess we would have a lot of sympathy with the disciples in this. Had we been in their shoes, still giddy and white-knuckled after the emotional roller-coaster ride of the last days of Jesus’ life, the high of the raising of Lazarus, the low of the crucifixion, the emptiness of the day after, the puzzle of Easter morning – it would have fried our brain too. Remember that in all 4 of the gospel accounts, it was only the women who actually saw Jesus by the empty tomb.
But Jesus would be disappointed that his closest hand-picked friends, colleagues and associates had forgotten his words. You see, the resurrection wasn’t a complete bolt from the blue. Jesus had called it ahead of time. In Mark 9.9, after Peter and John had been on the Mount of Transfiguration with Jesus, the Lord tells them to keep quiet about it until he had risen from the dead. Even at the Last Supper, we read in Mark 14.28 that Jesus said : After I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee. 
It was the fact that they had so readily allowed circumstances to push his promises out of their minds that Jesus found so disappointing. There’s a vital principle here, which is very helpfully highlighted in these few verses, which is that our faith often seems to run counter to what’s going on around us, the stuff our five senses are picking up and reacting to. Many a time, we have to make a choice what to believe, between the truth as the Word of God calls it, and “truth” such as we perceive it in the natural.

The 11 disciples had seen Jesus arrested, crucified and buried. They had heard his cries of anguish and his last gasp from the cross. Those were the hard, in-their-face, facts for them, in such starkly contrast to the words Jesus had spoken about being the resurrection and the life. They felt despair, disillusionment, anger and fear. They were simply gutted. Even when news came of an empty tomb, even when they saw the stone rolled away and the grave-clothes cast aside, even when they heard tales of Jesus appearing to others, their flesh completely blocked out the power of the Word.  

Unbelief was a big problem even for the disciples, and unbelief is also a big problem for the church today. Here’s what I mean. Faced with declining numbers and declining influence in this country, the church has panicked. Our response has been to fall in with the anything-goes spirit of this age. Anxious to appear relevant and trendy, and to avoid offending anyone, we’ve bent over backwards to be tolerant and accommodating of all sorts of beliefs, philosophies and lifestyles. We’ve diluted and twisted God’s Word not to upset people. That policy of unbelief has failed miserably – praise God.

The abject flop of that liberal humanistic approach, which is based upon a lack of confidence in the Word of God, should drive us to go back to first principles and ask – Lord, we’ve tried that and it doesn’t work. Where do we go from here? And I believe the answer from the Lord is – look at the New Testament church, and do what they did. Do it my way, according to my Word, and I will bring about the harvest.
I’ll illustrate this as we move into vs.15-20, where the risen Jesus speaks some very strong words. Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptised will be saved, whoever does not believe will be condemned.  At this point the thought police of political correctness start jumping up and down, and crying foul : No! That’s not fair! – but let’s be clear what the text actually says. 

There is no suggestion here, nor anywhere else in the New Testament, that people who have never heard the gospel, will be judged as if they have. The reference to salvation and condemnation in v.16 is very firmly tacked on to the command to the church in v.15 to go out and proclaim the good news. The two stand together – v.16 makes no sense apart from v.15. But if anyone has heard the good news, preached in the power Jesus gives by His Holy Spirit, and wilfully rejects it, that’s very different.

Once the true gospel has been proclaimed, it’s stupid and perverse in the extreme not to accept it. Let me set out for you how this works. By his death and resurrection, Jesus has provided for all sin to be forgiven, for all time. Every single wrong thought, wrong word, wrong action, by every person, of every nation, from the creation of the world to when Jesus comes again in glory, was paid, in full, on the cross.
Jesus did not come to judge the world, but to save it. There is not one human being ever born that God does not love, that Jesus did not die for, that Easter does not offer forgiveness and everlasting life. Far from judging anyone, God sent his Son to death to save everyone. But if anyone, having heard this amazing good news, is daft enough to choose to reject God’s grace, that person judges himself by refusing the free gift of life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows that is universally available in Jesus.

Scary as v.16 undoubtedly is, I don’t believe it means judgement and hell for those who have never heard the gospel. It would be inconsistent with the revelation of God’s true nature in Jesus to deduce from this passage that our God, whose whole being is love, would condemn anyone on the basis that the church has failed to get the good news to them in time. Look at the context of this teaching – the problem of unbelief, the deliberate choice to reject the wonderful promises of God in Christ.
I have a horrible feeling the church may be embarrassed in heaven when the Lord asks us how faithfully we’ve carried out the command of v.15 to preach the GOOD news – because at times what we’ve served up has been so watered down that it’s not been the life-changing truth. It hasn’t helped that we’ve lost sight of the fact that Jesus promises signs and wonders to accompany the preaching of the Word. Things like healing, and driving out demons, should be as regular a part of church life as singing hymns.

We haven’t time to go through vs.17 & 18 in detail, but in passing let me say I’m relieved to see the bit about drinking deadly poison. When I was a student, I worked with a minister who had a hang-up about booze, so he got the local chemist to produce non-alcoholic communion wine. A grotesquely lurid shade of red, it obviously never had even a passing acquaintance with a grape! This vile bilge was labelled – Poison. For sacramental use only. I kid you not! So believe me, I had faith in this verse every time we had communion. And I won’t comment on some of the tea and coffee I’ve had the doubtful pleasure of enduring over the past 20 years. Anyway …! 

It’s time we started trusting the Lord’s words of promise, and start challenging crazy religious ideas, like God disciplining people with a broken leg or cancer to help them not to put the pleasures of this life above their hope of heaven. And, yes, I have heard that tripe uttered. Listen. If a human father behaved like that, we’d lock him up and throw the key away. How dare we impute such sick thinking to our heavenly father!
Jesus, who did only what He saw His Father do, plainly tells the church to heal the sick [v.18]. But unbelief, the fact that we haven’t been accustomed to see people get healed in church, has led us to jump to conclusions that healing isn’t for the present day, that it died out with the apostles. But that’s not what the Bible teaches. It’s an insult to the loving Fatherhood of God and demeans the power of the resurrection. I’m not going to get into detail on that now, but if you want to hear more, or better still if you do believe the truth that God’s will is to heal by the power of the Holy Spirit through the church, we have a healing service at Ancrum next Sunday night. 
Jesus teaches that His kingdom is not just of words but of power. That’s the way Jesus himself ministered, that’s the way it was in the New Testament church, and the New Testament recognises no other style of ministry. Jesus has given us a job to do, to get the good news out from these four walls, and out from beneath the dusty covers of a closed Bible, to a world out there that needs to know there’s something better in life than stress, anxiety, debt, broken relationships, cancers, strokes, depression and all the other guff the devil tricks us into thinking is just the way it is – God’s will.

Not according to God’s Word, it isn’t! Why don’t you and I take a deep breath and make a decision that we’ve wasted enough years in unbelief, in that shadowland where God is regarded as remote and uncaring, when all the time the truth is that he loves us more than words can tell and has provided, 2,000 years ago, at the highest imaginable cost, a complete and wonderful answer to every problem life throws our way?
When in our church, lives get changed – diseased bodies healed, hurting hearts set at peace, broken marriages and families restored, all by the power of Jesus’ resurrection – make no mistake, that’s when the good news will really get preached, and not just by me either, and that’s when we will see people receiving Jesus and his gift of new life. All that stands in the way is our unbelief. So let’s agree that, from today, whenever our circumstances are out of line with the promises of God’s Word, we’ll believe the truth.
