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THE GOSPEL OF MARK STUDY GUIDE 
Introduction 
The Gospel of Mark is a rapid-fire account of the life of Jesus Christ. Unlike other gospels, 
Mark’s literary style is compact, vivid, and action oriented. The author uses the term 
“immediately” over 41 times to propel the reader forward with a sense of urgency. Many 
key stories (such as Jesus’ birth) are completely skipped over or given a brief nod before 
moving towards Mark’s central theme.  

Mark’s Gospel has often been overlooked and underappreciated due to its brevity and 
overlapping content. In fact, over 90% of the Book of Mark is found in the other gospels. 
But like a pool of clear water, this book’s depth can be deceiving. The Book of Mark is 
not a light version of the gospels; it has a powerful and unique message for us today.  

Purpose 
The opening sentence reveals the purpose of the Book of Mark: “The beginning of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” Mark 1:1. A “gospel” is a unique type of literature 
where the author is proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ. It includes accurate 
historic information and faithfully retells the words of Jesus, and yet there is a greater 
purpose than simply recounting past events. Mark wants you to see Jesus as the 
authoritative and all-powerful Messiah who chose to come as a suffering servant. This 
picture of Jesus then becomes a model for all who would follow Him.  

Authorship 
The gospel is written anonymously, though tradition strongly associates it with John Mark. 
Mark was neither an apostle nor one of the 12 original disciples. He was a cousin of 
Barnabas and is frequently mentioned throughout the New Testament as one who 
served and supported the ministry. Church history asserts that Mark was an aid and 
translator for the apostle Peter who provided the eyewitness accounts which make up 
Mark’s work. Much of the scholarship today regards the Gospel of Mark as the first written 
gospel. 

Audience 
There are two authors of the Book of Mark: a human author, and the Holy Spirit. John 
Mark’s initial audience is likely the Christians in Rome who, around 65 AD, were facing 
growing persecution under the reign of Emperor Nero. The picture of Jesus as a suffering 
servant would no doubt have been a powerful model for believers in Rome. The Holy 
Spirit intends this book to be for all believers. There is a call for each and every one of us 
to follow Christ in a conflicted world.  
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Outline and Structure 
The Book of Mark can be outlined in 3 sections: 

 1-8a – Jesus is the all-powerful Messiah who serves the multitudes 

 8b-10 – The true nature and mission of Jesus is revealed 

 11-16 – Jesus is the suffering servant who serves the world through His death 

One unique element in the Book of Mark is a literary feature known as intercalation, or 
more colloquially, sandwiching. Mark is fond of taking a central story and placing two 
related stories on either side which help interpret one another. An example of this is 
found in 3:20-3:35 where the ruler’s accusation that Jesus is possessed by a demon is 
framed by Jesus’ family’s rejection and belief that He is out of His mind. For our purposes 
in New York, we will refer to them as bagels! 

How to Use this Guide 
This guide is meant to help you understand and respond to God’s Word. Each chapter 
will give a basic overview, some key questions to ask, and prompts for how to apply it to 
your life. When you come to read God’s Word, whether you are in a small group or on 
your own, take time to come before God in worship. Ask Him to lead and guide your 
time. Ask for grace to read, listen, and respond as He leads.   
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Mark 1 
Overview 
Mark doesn’t begin with any details about Mary, Joseph, or a young Jesus being born in a stable. 
He simply appears, as foretold, to begin the ministry He has been called to. Mark begins with an 
Isaiah-like vision of a people who are set to go on a journey towards God’s promised land. This 
journey won’t be easy, and it always comes at a cost, but those who follow will find an everlasting 
reward.  

Read Mark 1:1-20 

Questions 
Mark begins with the purpose of his gospel, to tell the story of Jesus Christ, who is the Son of 
God. All other aspects of the story (Israel, Rome, politics, miracles, teaching, etc.) point to Jesus. 
Why does that matter for Mark, and why does that matter today?  

Mark begins with the call of Jesus which had been foretold many years before. He attributes the 
quote to Isaiah, but it actually comes from a number of places.  
Read Exodus 23:20a; Mal 3:1; Isa 40:3. Why do you think Mark does this? 

There are 3 callings in this text. What are they? 

In each of the callings, there was a cost to pay. What were the costs, and what do they imply 
about those who are called to follow Jesus today? 
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What costs have you paid to follow Jesus? 

 

 

 

Notice how often the idea of the wilderness is coming up. Thinking back through the Old 
Testament, what are some things that the wilderness represents?  

 

 

 

Two events occur before Jesus begins His ministry: He is baptized, and then He is driven into the 
wilderness. Why are those two events critical to His journey ahead? Why do those two things 
matter for disciples today? 

 

 

 

What will you do to prepare your life and heart for this journey of discipleship? 

 

 

 

 

How will you apply this to your life?  
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MARK 2 
Overview 
Jesus’ rise in popularity brings Him into conflict with the religious leaders of His day. Mark 2 
reveals that Jesus has the authority to forgive sins because He is the holy and righteous Messiah. 
And yet, He doesn’t act like the other “righteous” leaders of Israel. His disciples come from 
despised backgrounds, He eats with sinners, and He does not adhere to the Pharisaical rules of 
the Sabbath.  

Read Mark 2 

Questions 
Jesus’ teaching was so popular that a small group of friends couldn’t get near Him. They went up 
to the (flat) roof of the home that Jesus was in and dug through the dirt, then removed the thatch 
from between the wooden beams and lowered their friend in a makeshift bed. What must that 
have been like for everyone in the room?  

 

 

What would have driven them to make such a scene? They were likely as surprised as anyone to 
hear Jesus pronounce the forgiveness of sins when they were hoping for physical healing. Why 
would He do that? 

 

 

The religious leaders felt this was a blasphemous statement. Why? In what situation would it not 
be? 

 

 

Think through the characters in this story. How does this exemplify the Kingdom of God which is 
at hand? 

 

Jesus proceeds to call “Levi” the tax collector to be His disciple. Why? Did Levi ask for that? What 
is the significance of Levi’s family name in relation to his actual job? 
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The Pharisees criticize Jesus for His association and relationship with the riffraff of society. What 
would their fear be in doing that themselves? Why was Jesus not afraid of that?  

 

 

Do you ever feel “unclean” or untouchable? Based on Mark 2, how do you believe Jesus would 
respond to you? What keeps us from repenting and reengaging our faith journey when we are 
caught in sin? 

 

 

Fasting and observing the Sabbath were cornerstone rituals for the religious insiders and yet 
Jesus is doing something new. What is the new wine and what are the old wineskins? What do 
you think they would be today? 

 

 

What did Jesus mean when He said that man was not made for the Sabbath? Is this true of just 
the Sabbath? What or who was man made for, and what is the purpose of the law? 

 

 

What is the difference between the letter of the law and the spirit of the law? Think through some 
commands in the Bible (sexual purity, honesty, generous giving, etc.). What would the letter be 
and what would the spirit be? Why does the distinction matter, and how does Jesus embody this 
in Mark 2?  

 

 

Why is it easier to trust in our human effort rather than God’s gracious provision? 

 

How will you apply this to your life? 
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MARK 3 
Overview 
In Mark 3:33, Jesus asks this critical question: “Who are my mother and my brothers?”  

When we read the text, we see that being an insider with Jesus isn’t based on genetics, proximity, 
or status. The true disciple is the one who recognizes who Jesus is and who does the will of God. 
Mark 3:20-35 introduces the first intercalation structure (or bagel sandwich) and can be outlined 
as follows: 

 

A) Family Controversy (3:20-21)   

B) Scribe’s Accusations (3:22-30) 

A) Family Controversy (3:31–35)  

Read Mark 3:7-35 

Questions 
Jesus’ popularity is soaring, and yet the crowd understands too little of who He is and what He 
came to do. Why are they following Him? 

 

 

 

Ironically, who sees Jesus the most clearly in this passage? What is the relationship between 
seeing who He is clearly and responding to Him appropriately? What do you see when you look 
at Jesus? 

 

 

 

From the large crowd, Jesus selects a group of disciples. Jesus gives them two purposes. What are 
they and how does that challenge how we view discipleship? Which of the two do you more 
naturally lean towards? Do you need to rebalance? 
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We have gone from the big crowd, to the select few, to Jesus’ family. And yet, His family is 
standing outside of the house believing that He is out of His mind. Underline the word “out” or 
“outside” in this section. What parallels do you see? 

 

 

Look at how Mark uses the idea of the house in this section. Who is in and who is out? 

 

  

The religious leaders also reject Jesus’ authority. His family thought He was delusional, but the 
Scribes believed something more sinister was at play. How does Jesus refute their accusation? 
What does it mean to blaspheme the Holy Spirit, and why is it so damning? 

 

 

His family returns to bring Him back to His senses, but Jesus does not invite them into the house. 
Who are the insiders and who are the outsiders in God’s kingdom? 

 

 

Jesus flips the insider / outsider narrative upside down. How does that challenge our idea of who 
is a Christian today?   

 

 

Are you an insider? 

 

 

How will you apply this to your life? 
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MARK 4 
Overview 
In Mark 3, we learned the surprising twist of who are insiders and who are outsiders in God’s 
kingdom. Those who should have seen Him most clearly (family and religious leaders) missed Him 
entirely. They couldn’t hear God’s Word. Why? Mark 4 picks up this question with a parable about 
the different ways people respond to Jesus.  

Read Mark 4:1-20 

Questions 
Such a large crowd has gathered that Jesus is teaching from a boat to a large group of people. He 
begins to teach in parables, and Mark highlights the Parable of the Sower. What is a parable?  

 

 

The Sower sows seeds and we see a parallel of 3 failed responses and 3 successful responses. 
What are the three failed responses? What are the 3 successful ones? In your own words, what 
differentiates the two groups? 

 

 

What does Jesus mean by receiving His words? How is that different from understanding them? 

 

 

The disciples do not understand the lesson and ask Jesus privately for the interpretation. Jesus 
tells them that those who are inside will understand but to those who are on the outside it will 
remain a mystery. Does this mean that the words of Jesus are incomprehensible to one who 
rejects Him, or does He mean something else? How does this connect with His words in Chapter 
3? 
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What is different between the first soil and the following two? Are the following two real followers 
of Jesus? What are some biblical examples of these three groups? What are some real-life 
examples of these groups? 

 

 

 

 

Do you always stay the same “soil”, or can you change throughout your life? What in the text 
might help support your answer? 

 

 

According to this parable, what is the divine element and what is the human element in being a 
disciple of Jesus? 

 

 

What reveals which soil you are? Which soil are you? 

 

  

What needs to change in your life to produce fruit for God?  

 

 

 

How will you apply this to your life?  
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MARK 5 
Overview 
Mark Chapter 5 shows a series of powerful miracles highlighting Jesus’ authority and power. Here 
we see miracles unlike any that have been done up to this point, including the power over death 
itself. Chapter 5 also contains the second bagel sandwich technique where two stories are 
interwoven to help interpret each other and highlight a key message. The request to heal and the 
actual healing of Jairus’ daughter is broken up by the request and healing of a woman with a 
chronic illness. The text can be outlined as follows: 

    Request to Heal Jairus’ Daughter (5:21-24) 

     Healing a Woman of a Life-long Illness (5:25-34) 

    Healing Jairus’ Daughter of a Life-ending Illness (5:35-43) 

Read Mark 5:21-43 

Questions 
Jesus gets off a boat and is immediately swarmed by people, all seeking something from Him. 
Jairus steps forward and goes to Jesus’ feet with an earnest request to heal his daughter who is at 
death’s door. The text says that Jairus was a ruler of the synagogue. What does that mean, and 
what does it imply about his status? Place yourself in his sandals. What do you think he must have 
been feeling and thinking? What might coming before Jesus like this cost him? 

 

 

Jairus asks that Jesus lay hands on the little girl. Why would he ask this? How does Jesus respond? 

 

 

The story takes a dramatic pause and inserts another character: a woman with an illness which 
causes chronic bleeding. What do you think that means? 

 

 

Imagine the scene. She is desperate and getting worse. Unlike Jairus, however, she doesn’t speak 
up but instead reaches out. Why? How do you think she is feeling at this point? 
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She is instantly healed and knows it. What did she think healed her? What was it that actually 
healed her? 

 

 

Jairus and the woman couldn’t be further apart from one another. Try to find as many 
comparisons and contrasts as possible between these two characters (there are many!). 

 

 

 

Jesus knows that a powerful miracle has taken place, and yet He asks who touched Him. Does 
Jesus know the answer? Why would He ask?  

 

 

According to Levitical ceremonial law, what would normally happen if Jesus touched her, or later 
touched the dead body of the little girl? The woman is fearful but answers when Jesus asks who 
touched Him. Why would she be afraid? How does Jesus respond to her? 

 

 

This “delay” was costly as Jesus didn’t arrive in time to heal the little girl. Is Jesus ever late? 

 

Jairus’ worst fear has been realized and he is told not to bother Jesus any longer. Jesus tells him 
not to fear, only to believe. What is Jairus to believe in? What does it look like in our own lives to 
not fear, but instead to believe?  

 

Jesus does the unimaginable and raises the dead girl back to life. Is there anything so far gone 
that Jesus cannot heal it? 

How will you apply this to your life? 
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MARK 6 
Overview 
Discipleship is costly and being right doesn’t stop you from being wronged. Indeed, at the time 
when Jesus’ popularity is skyrocketing, He comes to His own village and finds nothing but 
rejection and a lack of faith. The journey of discipleship is often marked by rejection, a lesson the 
disciples and John the Baptist will personally experience in this chapter. Jesus wants His disciples 
to know from the start of their journey that it comes at a cost, and yet its rewards are greater than 
anything in this world.  

Chapter 6 includes the third bagel sandwich of Mark’s Gospel. The account of Jesus sending out 
the disciples is broken up with a flashback to the death of John the Baptist. This section can be 
outlined as follows: 

  Jesus Sends His Disciples (6:7-13) 

   John Is Beheaded (6:14-29) 

  Jesus Receives His Disciples (6:30-32) 

Read Mark 6:1-32 

Questions 
Mark’s sandwiching technique is preceded by a story of Jesus being rejected in His own 
community. How is that an apt intro to this section? 

 

 

Jesus doesn’t send them out alone, but in pairs. Why do you think that is? 

 

 

The disciples are explicitly told not to take adequate provisions for their journey. What kind of 
situation would this put them in? Think about a multi-day trek on foot to various towns where 
you will be testifying about Jesus. What would you take? Why would Jesus instruct otherwise? 
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Jesus likely gave them more instructions than what is recorded in Mark, but how to respond to 
people who reject their message is highlighted. Why? How does that fit into Mark’s larger 
purpose for the reader? 

We enter a flashback of “King” Herod and John the Baptist. Since this isn’t happening in historic 
order, Mark is intentionally inserting this story here to make a point. What is it? 

 

How would you describe Herod’s relationship to John the Baptist? Have you known anyone with a 
complex response to God’s Word? 

 

Herod was trapped by his own foolish promise. He was “exceedingly sorry” but not so sorry as to 
look bad or weak in front of others. How is worldly sorrow different from a sorrow that leads to 
repentance?   

 

The mother made the daughter complicit in a tragic and heinous crime. How do you think that 
affected her? How can we move others towards God or away from Him? How are you affecting 
those around you? 

 

 

Jesus’ disciples return and give a report. They have shown tremendous courage and have seen 
miraculous events. Jesus didn’t send them back out but had them take a retreat. What lesson 
does this teach us about serving in ministry? How is that lesson reflected or not reflected in your 
own schedule and calendar? Jesus gave them two jobs when He called them. Which one is this, 
and is one more important than another? 

 

 

How will you apply this to your life? 

  



15 | THE GOSPEL OF MARK STUDY GUIDE 

MARK 7 
Overview 
Jesus comes into direct conflict with the religious leaders over the topic of tradition and 
ceremony. Having received criticism that the disciples are breaking with tradition and therefore 
morally corrupt, Jesus turns their criticism around and shows how their traditions have allowed 
them to nullify God’s actual commands. This reveals a deeper problem: what defiles a person 
comes from within, not from without. 

Read Mark 7:1-23 

Questions 
Mark begins by setting up the conflict. The disciples ate without performing the ceremonial 
washing that the religious leaders did. Mark notes that this was just one of many traditions they 
held. What is a tradition and how is that different from the Bible? Are traditions bad, good, or 
something else? What is the difference between tradition and traditionalism? 

 

 

What tone do you think the Pharisees used when they spoke to Jesus? Does Jesus’ response seem 
harsh? He knows what is behind their question. What is it? 

 

 

Jesus quotes a damning line from Isaiah about their insincere faith, which must have given a 
shock to all who heard it. In what ways were they sincere and in what ways were they insincere? 
Does being zealous and sincere keep someone from being sincerely wrong? Discuss the following 
claim: “God accepts good intentions no matter what they look like.” 

 

Jesus points out the example of declaring something to be “Corban”, which is a vow made where 
something is declared to be used only for God or by His religious representatives. Apparently, 
some were using this vow on their own property and wealth, thereby not allowing them to use it 
to support their parents in their old age. In what ways was a vow of Corban good? In what ways 
could it be bad? What separates the two? 
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The disciples fail to understand Jesus’ meaning. He tells them that defilement comes from the 
inside. What does Jesus mean by this? What is the difference between ceremonially clean and 
morally clean? Does the first matter without the second? 

 

 

What are some ways that we can use tradition to nullify the Word of God in today’s context?  

 

 

Traditions are important. What are some life-giving traditions that should be kept? Traditionalism 
is toxic and leads to hypocrisy and legalism. How do you distinguish between the two? How do 
you hold on to one without giving in to the other? 

 

 

Why is understanding the spirit of the law as important as understanding the letter of the law? 

 

 

Is there any tradition in your life that needs to be reconsidered or even challenged? 

 

 

How will you apply this to your life? 
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