

3

Passages:
Mark 14:50-51; Acts 12:12, 24-25; 13:1-5, 13; 15:36-40; Col. 4:10-11; 2 Tim. 4:11; 1 Peter 5:13
Idea:
Repeated opportunities are a specialty of God’s grace.
Subject:
Coming back from failure in God’s service; a life study of John Mark
Title:  
From Runaway to Writer:  John Mark, JJB, SPUC, 15 July 2007
At a young age a woman by the name of Lois Secrist learned about God and his Son Jesus Christ.  She learned of the wonder that God somehow had her in his mind when he sent Jesus to be the Savior of the world, and she learned to trust him for deliver​ance from both the guilt of sin and the grip of death.  Not only that, but Lois Secrist, at the age of 15, made a vow to God that she would spend her life serving both him and needy people on a mission field.  I think we all would agree that that was a big vow for a 15-year-old girl to make, but she made it in all sincerity, and she never forgot it.
The trouble was that Lois married the ‘wrong’ man.  She fell in love with a hand​some man named Galon, and this man whom she believed was the godly gentle​man for her turned out to be a very heavy drinker.  Throughout the vast majority of his adult life, Galon had virtually no interest in God – and certainly no interest in going to the mis​sion field!  So, for 53 years Lois was stuck in an exceptionally dif​ficult marriage, and her vow to serve the Lord on some needy overseas mission field was never fulfilled.
But, after the death of 80-year-old Galon, Lois learned that second chances are a specialty of God’s grace.
Have any of you learned that same lesson?  I’m sure several of you have stories that you could share of how God has given you second, third, fourth, or even tenth chances to fulfill a promise that you made to him or to serve him in a way that proved to be most suitable for you.  Others of you may currently be in frustrating situations in life, in which you feel trap​ped and unable to serve God in ways that you would like to serve him.  Maybe you even feel like you’ve wasted all your chances to follow and fulfill God’s best plan for you and your life.
If you feel at all like this, then John Mark’s story will, I believe, encourage and in​spire you.  Of course, we don’t know his whole story; we are really told very little about him.  But the Bible does tell us enough for us to know that, when he was still a young man, despite having been brought up in what may have been the first Christian home, he made a bad decision that haunted him for years to come.  That bad decision not only hurt significant others in his life and hindered the spread of the gospel, but it divided the first missionary team!  They were a team of two gifted men who toge​ther had accomplished amazing things during their first two-year ministry journey … but John Mark’s bad decision caused of the separation of those two great men of God.  And we can be sure that the whole Early Church would have soon learned that their division was a direct result of John Mark’s bad decision.
Nevertheless, John Mark didn’t give up.  He didn’t quit because of his past failures or present short​comings.  He too learned that se​cond chances are a specialty of God’s grace.  Belated opportunities to serve God in significant ways are abundant in God’s economy.  That is the kind of God we have:  a super-generous God.  His grace arrives like breakers upon a beach – his goodness like a down-pouring of rain upon a cultivated field.  John Mark learned this, and, despite his poor judg​ment & subsequent rejection, he came back and had opportunities to significantly serve the Living God and his growing church right up until the day of his death.  So let us now look more closely at his life – which can surely speak meaningfully into ours.
Most likely the first time we meet John Mark in Scripture, he is running naked through the streets of Jerusalem.  In the United States we call such a person a streaker.  How​ever, streakers typically choose to run around in their birthday suits; John Mark, if indeed it was he, had his linen garment torn from his body.  This young man would have been ready for bed – or had been already in bed, since people in those days gen​erally slept in just their inner garment.  The fact that this young man’s garment was linen indicates that he was from a well-to-do home – which we are quite sure John Mark was.  And John Mark, who would have been just a young teenager at the time, had perhaps even slipped out of his bedroom window to go see what would happen to Jesus, who, just hours before, had been speaking of his soon-to-come death.
The reason that John Mark would have known that Jesus had been speaking of his soon-to-come death is that the ‘Upper Room’ that we read about in Scripture, where the Last Supper was held, is believed by many to have been part of the home in which John Mark lived.  In Acts 12:12 (a verse that I neglected to add to those in the bulletin), we read this, just after Peter was miraculously released from prison:  “When this had dawned on Peter, he went to the house of Mary the mother of John, also called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying.”  John Mark’s mother, you see, was a devout follower of Jesus, and their home was one of the earliest gathering places for believers in Jerusalem.  The ‘Upper Room’ was likely in their home, as was the place of prayer that is referred to in Acts 1:13, and also in Acts 4:31.  What I want to also stress here is that John Mark had, at least in his teenaged years, a dis​tinctly Christian upbring​ing, and he was probably one of the first youth to have had such Christ-focused influence during his highly formative years.
About that time Barnabas and Saul showed up in Jerusalem, bearing a relief offering from the church in Antioch, which was a city far to the north (present-day Antakya).  Barnabas and Saul very likely stayed in the home of John Mark and his mother Mary, who was Barnabas’s aunt.  That made Barnabas & John Mark cousins, and they were evidently close friends as well.  Barnabas was probably a favorite older cousin of John Mark, and so when John Mark begged to join the two men on their journey back to Antioch, Mary must not have been surprised.  She probably reluctantly (and tearfully) gave her permission, and so, for the time being anyway, John Mark joined not only Barnabas & Saul, but also the Christian community in Antioch.  Probably everyone there believed that there was great potential in John Mark … great potential indeed.
Barnabas & Saul must have believed this.  Their journey with John Mark from Jerusa​lem to Antioch must have gone very well, because later, when they were to leave on their first ministry journey, they decided to take John Mark with them as their helper.  What an honor this was for John Mark!  Not only would he get to serve alongside of two of the greatest Christian leaders of the day, but he would get to see much more of the world!  Stepping foot on his first ship must have been an unrivaled thrill!  And on the island of Cyprus, their first stop, even a proconsul – a high public official – became a follower of Jesus!  And that after a miracle!  It all must have been so exciting for him!
But then … something happened, and we aren’t told the details, but John Mark de​serted his cousin Barnabas & Saul, who was by then called Paul.  That desertion hap​pened right here in Perge – possibly even here in Antalya (ancient Attalia).  There are many theories as to why John Mark suddenly left the other two.  My own theory is that the original plan for that first ministry journey was to go from Cyprus (where Barnabas was from) south to Alexandria, Egypt, where far more Jews lived than even in Palestine back then.  Very likely the largest Jewish community in the world was in Alexandria.  Barnabas & John Mark may have even had specific relatives down in Alexandria with whom they were eager to share the gospel message.  But on the island of Cyprus, Saul, who then became Paul, more or less took the lead from Barnabas.  That pro​consul, Sergius Paulus by name, who put his faith in Christ, was evidently from a ra​ther obscure place called Pisidian Antioch.  He would have given Paul a letter of intro​duction and asked him, perhaps even begged him, to go to his people, his family mem​bers, with the good news of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  And so north to Attalia, or Perge, is the direction the three went, and John Mark was most likely bit​ter toward Paul because of this sudden change of plan and because of his taking the lea​dership away from his beloved cousin Barnabas.  As a result, John Mark disappeared.
Maybe John Mark went back to Antioch to file a complaint against Paul.  We don’t know.  But we do know that some time later, 2-3 years later, when Paul & Barnabas were preparing to leave on their second ministry journey, John Mark came back into the picture.  Barnabas wanted to take him on the journey, but Paul essential​ly said, “Absolutely not!”  The Greek text here indicates that they had a heated argu​ment over whether or not to take John Mark, and in the end, that by-now famous team of Paul & Barnabas split up.  They split up over John Mark!  And so Barnabas & John Mark left to sail to Cyprus, and Paul chose another partner, Silas, and they headed over land toward Tarsus (where Paul was from) and then on to the various churches in Galatia.
I’d like to pause here and ask you to try to imagine how John Mark felt.  Paul evidently disliked and distrusted him.  Consequently, the churches were not inclined to trust him either.  Years ago, he had failed Paul & Barnabas as their helper, and that failure fol​lowed John Mark around like his shadow.  To virtually every church he would go he would hear subtle comments such as, “Ahh, so that’s John Mark.  That’s the one who cut out on his commitment to help Paul & Barnabas.  That’s the one who tried to get Paul into trouble with the church in Antioch.  That’s the one who caused Paul and Barnabas to disagree and divide.”  And people would look at him with wary eyes.
But to his credit, John Mark persevered.  He didn’t give up on the church.  He didn’t give up on Paul.  He didn’t give up on himself.  He didn’t quit serving his Lord.  And, about 10 years later, we find a curious passage at the end of Paul’s letter to the church in Colossae (read Col. 4:10-11).  John Mark has somehow become a comforting co-worker of Paul’s, serving him, and with him, while Paul languishes in prison!  John Mark is there, fully committed to the cause!  Interestingly, Paul even has to essentially tell the church in Colossae, “You have heard about this guy, you have heard that he is untrustworthy, I have instructed you to be leery of him, but now I say to you, if he comes to you, welcome him.  Treat him as a brother, for truly, he is a blessing to me.”
Seven or so years later, when Paul is writing Timothy from a dismal dungeon in Rome, Paul again mentions John Mark.  He writes to Timothy, “Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.”  John Mark most likely went to Rome to be with Paul, and then presumably stayed there, where he must have talked at great length about the life of Jesus Christ with the Apostle Peter, who, in his 1st letter, refer​red to Mark as his son.  Then in the midst of a very tumul​tuous time in the history of the Roman Empire, when the infamous Emperor Nero was on the throne, when Jeru​salem and much of Judea was being ravaged and Jews killed by the thousands, and when Paul & Peter (in Rome) and James, the leader of the church in Jerusalem, were all martyred, John Mark was writing.  He had collected all the data that he could collect, both written sayings of Jesus and his own notes from all that especially Peter shared with him, and John Mark was writing with passion & urgency.  And out of that terrible time in history, when John Mark was probably in his early 50s, came the Gospel ac​cording to Mark.  The runaway from the 1st apostolic team became the writer of the 1st Gospel – and most likely a main resource for the Gospels of Matthew, Luke, & John.
Second chances are a specialty of God’s grace.  So after her husband Galon died, Lois Secrist again remembered her vow to the Lord.  But, at the age of 76, would God still be interested in her serving on some overseas mission field?  Would anyone be inter​ested in an older woman such as her serving with them?  Well … not yet, anyway.  It wasn’t until Lois turned 87 that she finally got to fulfill her dream to serve the Lord over​seas.  She sold everything she owned in the United States, and she moved to the Philippines.  Also reluctantly supported by several friends and family members (inclu​ding grandchildren), she managed to buy a large parcel of land & build an orphanage.  That orphanage now houses more than 30 children, all of whom have heart-breaking stories.  But now those boys and girls are very happy and well-cared for by their be​loved adopted Grandma Lola, as they call her, and her well-trained and loving staff.
Second, third, fourth chances are a specialty of God’s grace.  So if you feel you have failed God or his people or have missed opportunities to serve the Lord in significant ways, then don’t lose heart, dear Friend.  Be encouraged!  Because … yet another chance to serve God with great impact may be just a day away.

Amen.
