CHBC Small Groups Disciple-Making Resources

For groups that desire deeper study: 

“The Wilderness and the Will of God

(Mark’s Portrait of Jesus in Prayer)”

© David McGrouther October 1998 (Amended)

Introduction and personal background

After much time alone, crying out to the Lord for the city and world, I sent out a “Call to Prayer” back in October 1993
. Some 20 churches were represented on Sublime Point Lookout above Wollongong in a heart-felt night of prayer, worship and united intercession. The threat of the international Satanic movement holding its significant gathering in Wollongong was a great motivator for prayer (not to mention the 25 rumoured witches covens in the area). Then there was the rapid increase of the Buddhist temple(s) and many churches facing many struggles. I committed myself to the first of 40 early mornings in prayer. 

The Lord led on from there into monthly combined pastors gatherings (and larger meetings of up to 80 leaders of all denominations for 12 hours). Multiplying interdenominational “Houses of Prayer” were established across the city. Regular “mountaintop” prayer gatherings encircling the city and other large prayer events and training were conducted. Promoting the adoption of Unreached Peoples and the Unfinished Task of world mission was a core value.  There were the annual International March for Jesus and the gatherings at Easter which we also began in the city. 

Regular meetings around the region developed, networks were born and regular publications and newsletters helped to fuel the movement. An office was opened in the centre of the city to help in the facilitation of the networking. Networks developed through industry and at other social levels, even nationally. The Lord led in holding combined churches gatherings in other cities and towns and states.

The Lord blessed and taught me through nine very precious years as a pastor in that city. I was also blessed to have connected with people from some 70 prayer networks around the nation and also had the joy of sharing as part of the Australian team in the Global Congress on World Evangelism (GCOWE ‘95) in South Korea, again seeing first hand some of the prayer and mission initiatives that have been such a characteristic of the church in that nation. 

However, despite the challenges and joy of local church and wider ministries, it was the personal prayer life that was more deeply challenged above all else. Day by day the Lord led me up onto the local “prayer mountain” to wait with Him at dawn. Nights in prayer at the office, on the mountain, at the church and in retreat were part of the blessing. 

There are many networks and churches serving God. But we all long for more fruit. Will the fifteen international speakers coming to Melbourne next year be the answer? Probably not. There is a growing appreciation in recent years of the importance of prayer (may we persevere, Lk.18:1). As we face the new century the Christian Church will need to discover with more depth the heart and priority of prayer (cf. Jn.15:5b).

The following thoughts on Mark’s Gospel might be a reminder of something of the seriousness of prayer which is needed for such a time as this. First, however, let’s consider five important introductory matters.
(A). Characteristics of Mark’s Gospel 

Mark’s Gospel is written with unique style, grammatical purpose and narrative techniques 

which detail a portrait of our Lord moving at a fast pace towards the cross. Eighty-eight sections of narrative are linked simply with the word “and” (and, and, and) 
 Things keep happening “immediately”! 
 

The pace of the Gospel is carefully designed.
 The urgency and drama of His arrival and ministry rings out at every page and works to call the listener or reader to an active response to Christ’ imperative call. Faith must be with action and centred on Christ. The time is not just short, it is now.

Mark’s Gospel also has a special way of grouping things in threes. There are three incidents including boats (4:35-41; 6:45-52; 8:14-21). Three predictions of the suffering and cross (8:31; 9:31; 10:32-34). Three imperative exhortations to be alert and watching in 13:33-37; and three times the three disciples fall into sleep in 14:37-41. There are three passionate denials (14:66-72), three questions for the crowd (in 15:9-14) and three time periods on the cross (15:25,33,34). 

In the light of all of this we should not be surprised to see that the issue of prayer in the Gospels is intimately linked to the priorities and emphases of each Gospel. Mark’s references to prayer, relate perfectly to his overall focuses and speak powerfully to us on the eve of a new millennium.
(B). Three Pictures of Jesus Praying in Mark’s Gospel:

Mark was inspired to reveal to us just three 
 occasions where Jesus is seen in prayer. There are many important passages which speak about prayer (see 3:7, 13[note comparison with Lk.6:11-12]; 6:31; 9:29; 11:17, 22-23,24, 25, 12:40; 13:33 etc). However, we will just concentrate on the three decisive occasions of our Lord praying.

On each of the three occasions, it is night there is a demonic backdrop or context and our Lord is in solitude. We will need to consider the context of each passage to sense the overall message. 

(C). The Wilderness Context in Mark’s Gospel 

The wilderness setting is the background for the decisive beginning of this “Gospel of Jesus Christ the Son of God” (1:1). John the Baptist is introduced as the one “calling” and  “baptising” all Judea and Jerusalem in the wilderness” (1:2-3,4) preparing the way for the coming Lord (Mk. 1:5-8; Isa.40:3). 

Then we see our Lord’s baptism and the divine declaration of His Sonship (1:9-11). Immediately the Holy Spirit drove Him out into the wilderness, and He was in the wilderness forty days” (1:12-13). The victory over Satan and His spiritual warfare with the word of God (see Mtt. 4:3-11) is not mentioned (nor is Jesus’ prayer life here). Mark is about to demonstrate that the victory is achieved throughout His ministry and ultimately at the cross. 

(D). From Wilderness to Mission in Mark’s Gospel

A significant moment has now come. After John is imprisoned 
, Jesus enters Galilee and proclaims the “good news of God”, saying that ”the time has come... the kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” (1:14-15). The time was now. God was again intervening for salvation-judgement. With kingdom blessing must come a responsiveness.

Israel’s wilderness wanderings manifested a rebellious self-wilfulness. They died there. Jesus’ wilderness experience(s) demonstrates something new. His submission to the Father’s will is the centre of kingdom-living, just as His authoritative teaching, healing and exorcising of demons are corroborating evidences (1:22;27b,34; cf- 3:14-15; 6:12). 

(E). The Wilderness-Context For “Fishers of Men” Mission and “Galilee” Ministry:

Following the wilderness experience a critical moment has arrived. Jesus calls to Simon (Peter), Andrew, James and John, “Come, follow Me... and I will make you fishers of men (1:16-20). Contained within the call and their radical obedience to follow, is the implication that they would be made to become (v.17b
). part of God’s urgent mission. Jesus was clearly alluding to God as the divine Fisherman (Jere.16:16; Hab.1:14-17
). Now was the critical time of the in-breaking of the kingdom, in His presence. The wilderness call to repentance and discipleship was an imperative command. 

The fishermen display radical obedience and will become instruments in a fishing for faith-filled and obedient repentance to Him. Rejection will be linked to judgement (see 6:11). They will progressively grow in this mission (note 3:14-15; 6:12) and witness Jesus’ unique authority and power (cf. 1:23,24,27-8,34b,41-2,45; 2:7,10.28 ...). The “fishers of men” is serious discipleship which will be developed throughout this Gospel (3:13-19; 6:7-13...) and linked with the theme of Galilee.

Following time in the wilderness, Jesus commenced ministry first in Galilee (1:14). He went throughout Galilee concentrating His preaching in larger centres
 and confronting the congregations of the synagogues with the exclusive claims of God. 

The last reference to Galilee is in chapter 16, verse 7. Mark leaves the disciples’ situation unclear at the end of his account. Jesus does not demonstrate post-resurrection appearances
 and forgiving compassion ... except that they have His promise, “I go before you into Galilee” (14:28, cf.16:7). In this way we also are left to consider what our response will be. Just who will go on for Him? Who will take up His call to mission... will you or I? The promise and discipleship of 16:7 is left open and we are drawn to our response. Who will follow and understand the agenda of God? Who will go on to Galilee? Who will hear His call to mission, avoiding the temptation for compromise and thus seek first the will of God? Who will pray?

The “whole town” of Capernaum (up to 2000 people in those days) gathered around a home that Jesus was ministering in and He healed and drove out demons right into the night (1:32-34). With this furious pace Mark has introduced us to the Lord’s dynamic ministry... moving forth from the wilderness. We have seen the context clearly. We are relieved to arrive at our first reference to Jesus in Prayer.
(1). Jesus’ “Prayer in a Solitary/Lonely Place” (Mark 1:35)
“Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where He prayed” (NIV). 

There are other examples of solitude and refuge in Mark, and even though they do not describe our Lord in prayer, there is great profit in considering their contexts also. 
 Even around this cultivated region13 Jesus managed to be in a “wilderness place” (see terminology in 1:45 and 6:31-33). Before each of these references are examples of Jesus’ power and preaching. Multitudes follow desiring His attention. Jesus decides to withdraw. He refuses to take on temptation to conduct His ministry and life according to selfishness or according to the crowds’ expectations or praise. He ensures that the essence of His ministry and life will be that of the will of God and not of “man” (cf. Jn.2:25). He would not just be their healer and liberator. He is strengthened in the place of prayer to continue moving towards the cross and to face the judgement of God on our behalf. He renews His calling and mission.

Towards the end of last year I had the agonising decision to make. I would have to let go of a ministry I loved with a passion and held dear. Such tough decisions need to come through “wilderness prayer”. There are costs to making hard decisions for our lives. Sometimes there will be misunderstanding from others. Sometimes there will be feelings of loss. The result of that decision saw me returning to Melbourne this year to become the new Senior Pastor at Swanston Street Church of Christ. What a year. 

We have incredible opportunities and challenges to face. We are building a new theatre-style Auditorium underground on Swanston Street in the heart of Melbourne city (the “Underground Church” will be publicly opened early next year D.V.). It will seat 7-800 people and it will be greatly needed for expansion and multiple services. We are on our faces in prayer before the Lord. Many are in prayer and some have been fasting. (The Lord called me to seek him in fasting for the month of April 1998). The church family has given sacrificially. There are no special hidden funds or other assets to draw from. Over $600,000 thus far has been given towards the project (over $430,000 of this has been given this year while at the same time expanding the numbers of our missionary families being sent forth to some 52+ people (about $240,000++ per year also being given towards their support). We are convinced that God is still the same as He ever was and that He will be glorified in the provision and mission. At every step we all face choices. Prayer is needed to go God’s way. Prayer is needed to be sustained in trial. 

Serious Application Questions for your prayer time: 

1. Do I really “wait on God” for His leading and provision? What does this mean? How can I develop in this?

2. Do I merely rely on group prayer times or on a weekly worship times to “refresh” me? Do I “pray through” tough times in prayer until I know the peace or rest of God? How does that work for me or others?

3. Do I intentionally create prayer times when I withdraw to seek the Lord. (In Jesus’ case here it was still dark...). Is such withdrawal part of my daily lifestyle? What positive things can I /we do about this?

(2). Jesus’ “Prayer on the Mountain top” (Mark 6:46)
“Immediately Jesus made His disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of Him to Bethsaida, while He dismissed the crowd. After leaving them He went up on the mountainside to pray” NIV. Mark 6:45-6).

Again, it is critical to view this incident in context. 

(A). Context Before the Mountain-top

Again we see allusions to the wilderness motif.  The disciples returned and shared all that they had done (6:30). Because of the crowds, Jesus said, “come with Me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest” (v.31b). Then they, “went away by themselves to a solitary place” (v.32). However, crowds from the surrounding towns still came.

The Good [True] Shepherd (Ezek 34:26f) had “compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd” (Mk.6.34). He led them into a lonely place, a place of “green pasture” (v. 39; cf. Ps.23:2)
, and miraculously provided. Like Moses in the wilderness Jesus calls the people to sit in groups (vv.39-40; cf. Ex.18:21). In contrast to the tetrarch’s ‘royal’ banquet into which John the Baptist’s head was carried on a platter (see Mk.6:21-29), Jesus presides at the feeding where “all ate and were satisfied” (v.42; cf. Isa.25:6-9). 

In v.46, “... Jesus made His disciples get into the boat... while He dismissed the crowd”(my italics). Firstly, He wanted the disciples out of the way quickly. At this point, even His closest followers are still too ignorant of Jesus’ unfolding self-revelation. The three great confessions as to Who He was were still to come (Mk.8:1; 9:31; 10:32-34). The crowds may not have seen that Jesus had miraculously provided, but the disciples did. Yet, because of their “hardness of heart” they had not understood the Christ in the feeding (cf. 8:17-21; 6:52). Since He could only be understood later, through the cross, misunderstanding would remain (cf. 8:32-33; 14:72). He did not want them to speak out of ignorance that did not understand the will of God. Therefore, Jesus  “made” 
 his disciples leave by boat; He “dismissed”/ took leave’ of the crowd. Then He walked up on the mountain to pray (Mk.6:45-46). Therefore, He dealt with possible hindrances to the will of God and His mission. The actively overcame also by then spending time alone with God. 

(B). Context After The Mountain-top
Verse 46 falls within a larger section which demonstrates Jesus’ authority over the sea (6:45-52).

In v.46, “after” ...”He departed into the mountain to pray.”. As with the context of 1:35, Jesus renewed His obedience to the Father. It is after He has been in prayer for hours, at 3.00am., Jesus comes walking on the sea to the disciples who are in distress in their boat. As usual when He is apart from them they have problems (4:35ff; 6:45ff; 9:14ff). But Jesus says, “I am He” (v.52; cf.Ex.3:14). After prayer comes a more accurate revelation of who He is. 

Serious Application Questions: 

1. Seeking the will of God does not merely mean getting God’s approval for your plans! (See Proverbs 3:5-6 and Mtt.6:33). Are there expectations that others have had for your life which you will have to “put behind you” to fulfil your sense of calling or purpose in your life? 

2. We all face temptation for comfort and avoidance of personal cost. What did it cost Jesus to withdraw and pray/ What does such withdrawal cost you? 

3. Are you spiritually ready now for a crisis that is just around the corner? Have you had time in the wilderness? Do you feel that intentional time in retreat would benefit you? Have you put a date with God in your diary? 

(3). Jesus’ “Prayer in the Garden” (Mark 14:32-42; cf.Jn.17:1-18:1)
In Gethsemane Jesus renews His desire to do the will of God. The event is sandwiched between the prophecy of the disciples’ unfaithfulness (14:27-31) and the fulfilment of this (14:43-50). Peter had protested his reliability (14:29,31). James and John had affirmed their ability to stand (10:38-39) However, it would soon be apparent that they had misunderstood what it would mean to share in His suffering destiny. Their easy self assurance reveals that they misunderstand suffering and mission and also the importance of receiving the strength and focus of God (cf. 13:32-37). Their experience in the wilderness is unsatisfactory. They are not embracing the will of God.

On the other hand, Jesus foresaw the coming judgment of God and was deeply troubled
 and in agony (cf. Ps115:2). The seriousness of the burden created a sorrow so great that He was ‘near death’
. He had already known what would come - as seen by His predictions (8:31; 9:31; 10:32-34). But now in this awesome moment
 He sensed more deeply the implications of facing judgment and separation for our sin. True prayer which faces God’s will can be difficult indeed.  Though the Father could save Him from the hour (Heb. 5:7-10; Mk.10:27; cf. Isa.51:17-23), it was in prayer, in the wilderness, that He was fortified. 

In the garden-wilderness He sought the Father. He was not going there for a team prayer meeting or for the disciples support. He did not expect it
. In Mark 14:.37-38 the Lord finds the disciples sleeping. One cannot imagine going back again and again for their sake. Even though He was in unimaginable suffering in the place of prayer He still loved them and was concerned for them. “Watch and pray so that you will not enter into temptation. The spirit is willing but the body is weak.”(v.38).No wonder the ‘Lord’s Prayer’ reminds us to pray that God might  “lead us not into temptation”. 

There is a need for us in these days as well to have spiritual alertness. The body is still weak. We are surrounded with temptations in our materialistic and hedonistic and post-modernist society as never before. Who will truly seek the will of God? Our unassisted willpower to stand will never suffice. Peter said, “... even if all fall away, I will not...” (14:29). But he was unable to be alert for one hour. The effect of this incident is to cast light on the sifting of the disciples and this is relevant for all (13:37).

Now an important moment has arrived. “The hour has come” and the Son of Man is to be “handed over to sinners”. Jesus actively embraces the will of God. this is seen in His command “Rise! Let us go! Here comes My betrayer!” (14:42).

Therefore, in the three examples in Mark where Jesus is seen in prayer, a common message comes through. The background was wilderness and mission. There is an urgency that spoke to those of Mark’s time facing persecution and trial. This is a needed message for today as well.. The prayer life of our Lord in Mark’s Gospel reinforces the importance for all of us to seek to be with their Father and in doing His will.

Serious Application Questions: 

(A). Consider Jesus’ example in Gethsemane...

1. How does prayer relate to God’s purposes for your life? What is God saying that He wants you to do? Is there something you are avoiding?

2. Even in the ‘thick of it’ He prayed for them. Meditate on the fact that there are still over a billion people who need to hear about and see demonstrated the love of God and to know the name of Jesus. They will live and die and never know the name of Jesus… What is your response to the Mission of Jesus?

(B). Consider the Disciples’ example:

1. How does your “watching” and “waiting” in prayer reflect your belief in John 15:5?

2. In what ways is your spirit willing but your flesh weak? (Mk.14:38).

(C). Consider the Wilderness-

1. How is your payer life part of a spiritual battle in your life (cf. Eph.6:10,12,18)? 

2. Think of the way that Jesus went from Gethsemane to the cross. Compare how He prayed on the cross (as recorded by Luke in Luke 23:34,46). 

�  Stuart Robinson mentioned it in his book, Praying the Price (Kent: Sovereign World, 1994) 49.


�  (i). Mark’s Gospel reflects of the meaning of the Lord from a different perspective altogether. The ministry of Christ is outlined with a time-frame of around 2+ years (cf. Jn.2:13; 6:4; 12:1; 13:1). Luke wrote his “history” for Theophilus (Lk. 1:3; Ac.1:1). However, Mark’s Gospel gives selections (cf. 1:39) of the ministry of Christ covering a time period of approximately one month from start to finish.  (ii). Mark’s use of pleonasm is well documented. (iii). The arrangement of various sections together according to 1-2-1 “sandwich” arrangement brings out the power of the text where 2 is positioned to highlight the comparisons or contrasts of the 2’s. (iv). The use of the ‘historic present’ is used some 151 times. For example, the Holy Spirit drove Him into the wilderness (Mk.1:12). Here “drove” or “sent” (NIV) is ekballei. . We do not have room here to outline some of the words that only Mark has and how he uses them. 


�  “And” (kai) is used as the link between about 88 sections and reveals something of the Aramaic background. This is called parataxis as opposed to asyndeton which merely places 19 sections together without any joining or editorial bridge. 


�   “Immediately” (kai euthus, or euthus),  is used about 40 times in Mark and 11 times in chapter one. It is worth noting that the word is only used about 40 times in the entire New Testament.


� The story particulary races along in the first half of the Gospel with Jesus teaching, healing and casting out demons. The turning point is Peter’s confession of Jesus at chapter 8:27-10:52. This introduces a more relaxed time  en route to Jerusalem (between 8:31 and 10:52). The final section of the last days around Jerusalem and at the cross is again fast-moving. 


�  The reference to our Lord in the desert for 40 days is not included in the three prayer passages because Mark does not specifically state that Jesus was in prayer. (Mtt.4:1-11 and Lk.4:1-13 bring that out). Mark is emphasising other things there as I will point out Luke mentions the role of prayer in Jesus’ ministry on numerous occasions where Mark does not (cf. Lk.9:18, 28b, etc).


� “Inprisoned (RSV. “delivered up”; NIV. “put in prison”; = paradothEnai- especially in the passive, sees that God’s purpose was associated with the timing, God was in it. 


�  “... kai poiEsw humas genesthai halieis anthrwpwn”,


�  It is well worth comparing the Apostolic Fathers on many of the passages in this subject; cf. Copt. Gosp. of Thomas, Log.8, 1QH.vv.7-8; etc


�  1:39- includes a word found only here in the New Testament - kwmopolis which refers to large agricultural villages. Therefore, Jesus moved among several tetrarchies administered by the Herods where villages were grouped intpo toparchies with the largest of the villages being the captial of each district. 


�  Only counting the “shorter ending” of Mark which concludes at 16:8. This is not to deny verses 9-20 as part of God’s inspired Word. (Every  Greek Manuscript for verses 9-20 is much later).


� For example, following the important healing of the man with the withered hand” comes the Pharissee-Herodian plot against Him 3:4-6 and His withdrawal (v.7).Luke’s account of the same situation  mentions the Pharisees’ “fury” (RSV) and that during those days He “went out to the mountain to pray; and all night He continued in prayer to God” (Lk.6:11-12);


A “great multitude” thronged and followed Jesus from many towns and regions. He healed a great number and cast out many demons (Mk 3:7b-12).  Mark 13:13 then states that “He went up on the mountainside”, and there He appointed and called them to their task and mission. Again, in Luke’s Gospel we see that this was immediately after all night(s) in prayer (“when it was day”, Lk.6:12) that Jesus called and chose the twelve.


Chapter 6, verses 30-33 describe another “withdrawal” more fully than Matthew or Luke. It is significant to see that after the disciples’  “victories” and excitement in ministry, Jesus instructs them to “come away by yourselves to a lonely place, and rest a while”... they had no leaisure... “and they went away in the boat to a lonely place by themselves” (Mk.6:31-32).


Following the feeding of the four thousand (8:1-9a), He “sent them away”, got into a boat with His disciples and left (v.10). Then after another problem with the Pharisees (vv.11-12), “... He left them, and getting into the boat again He departed to the other side (v.13).


� According to Josephus, because of the rich soil, there were cities & many villages in Galilee, the least of which had some 15,000 people. (Josephus, War III.iii.2).


� Mark 6:45 reads, “Immediately Jesus made ( Evagkasen - 3p.sg.aor.indic.  anagkadzw - to urge strly- hist aor) On  the other hand how  He dismissed (apoluei) the crowd.


� The sea is also treated as wilderness often in this Gospel.


� v.33- “began to be deeply distressed and troubled”..ekthambeisthai  pres.pass.infin.   and  adEmonein  pres.act.infin.  adEmonew  to be troubled., anxious, distressed;  Both are complimentary infin. of Erxato. 


� v.34. meinate.  2nd p.aor.act.imper.  menw. to remain,stay; imper of command.. “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death” (perilupos  (cf.6:26), nom.sg.m.adj. perilupos, on; very sad, deeply grieved; predicate adj of genomenos  concessive ptc..


� OT idea of the “cup of staggering” ps.60:3; Isa.51:1,7,22. The ‘goblet of death and God’s wrath’ and part of His mission. 


� cf.8:17-21,32f; 9:32; 10:32,35ff; 14:27-31. 
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